
Pros and cons of Google Scholar

Description

As we ponder the ethics of Googleâ??s tax minimisation tactics, itâ??s worth reflecting on how
dependent the academic community has become on Google Scholar, now a major gateway through
which to access academic publications.

â??Pros and consâ?• can stand for proâ??ducers and conâ??sumers (as well as â??for and againstâ?
•). After all, academic researchers are in the business of producing as well as consuming material
available through specialised web search engines such as Google Scholar (GS). I donâ??t think
Iâ??m alone in thinking that GS really is changing research and writing practices.

Consumer-side

On the consumer side, GS is a citation index, enabling anyone on line to access books and articles,
and to see who subsequently cited each of those publications.
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So researchers can browse through threads of related publications. They can also see how often an
article is cited, which  provides clues to its significance in the field.

No doubt there are traps, particularly for students, but hereâ??s a potentially positive game changer
from the consumption side.

Leaky boundaries

You access GS through search words and donâ??t need to restrict your search to a particular subject
area. So if you look up the word â??melancholyâ?• youâ??ll get references from literature, psychology,
philosophy, art and politics, just on the first few pages. Thatâ??s got to improve communication
between disciplines, shake up disciplinary differences, and may even reconfigure boundaries between
disciplines. Something has to leak through.

Iâ??m no longer surprised if a student essay on architecture references articles from media studies,
psychology, engineering, and/or education. By most accounts good research is about making
connections, and in the right hands GS operates as a kind of creative connection machine â?¦ more
than a confusion machine.

Supply-side effects

Academics researchers are suppliers as well as consumers of online search content. Academic
research and writing practices are changing in many ways, not least the way GS exposes the
relationships between your research and that of others through citation data. Here are 10 supply-side
effects.

1. If youâ??ve published academic articles or books, then itâ??s interesting and sobering, to see
whoâ??s cited your  work, and you can follow up further leads, or work on addressing critique.
Often GS indicates zero citations for a particular publication. Prior to GS, most of us were blithely
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ignorant of such statistics. Now we know, what do we do about it, if anything?
2. Whether you like it or not, anyone with access to a browser can see citation data about anything

youâ??ve published. Non-science peer review forums, research assessment and grant awarding
bodies, and promotions committees reject the idea that citation counts indicate quality or
significance. But at least at a personal level, those little citation numbers appearing under GS
search items are hard to ignore. However reliable they are, what do they mean for the
researcher?

3. There are also summative â??scoresâ?• such as the H-index to conjure with. If you have 10
publications each cited in at least 10 other publications then your H-index is 10. For â??10â?•
substitute the variable x. Whatever your maximum value of x, thatâ??s your H-index. GS can
calculate this for you, and publish it on your own GS author page (or user profile) if you want to
create one, along with a corrected and edited list of just your publications. Researchers into
research practices have shown that this figure can be manipulated. How do we use or resist such
indices?

4. After using GS for a while you can see the huge difference in publication and citation patterns
across different disciplines. Books are popular in the humanities, journal articles in the sciences.
Articles in science journals can have larger numbers of authors than in the humanities, there are
more outputs per academic researcher, and the citation counts are generally higher.

5. Does a publication thatâ??s never cited have no influence? Thereâ??s a time lag between
publication and citation. Perhaps publications can exert influence in ways other than by being
cited, such as influencing students, or the influence can extend to non-academic professional
spheres.

6. We should be sceptical of citations counts as a measure of quality. Just because an article is
cited frequently doesnâ??t mean itâ??s any good, and thereâ??s always the so called Matthew
effect. Popular papers get cited because they are popular, amplifying the numerical difference
between those at the top, and those at the bottom of the pile.

7. With a bit of analysis, GS exposes academic cliques who always, and only, cite each other.
8. GS also exposes authors who repeatedly cite the same sources, the usual suspects, and ignore

the intermediaries, ie other less well known authors who also critique and review those sources.
Iâ??ve observed this in humanities and cultural studies areas. So Roland Barthes, Susan Sontag,
Martin Heidegger, and Luce Irigaray may be generously referenced, but not other scholars who
have deployed, critiqued, developed, refuted or applied such material. Perhaps changes in search
practices will bring this material to light. There are fewer excuses now for ignoring the wider
community of scholars.

9. In a way, GS provides a means of sniffing out the marginal, the un-cited, the otherwise
referenced, and avoiding the popular and the obvious â?? hopefully opening new avenues for
exploration. It also reveals topics that are â??under researched.â?•

10. GS enables scholars to present their own GS page, that lists only their own publications,
disambiguated, canonic, up-to-date, and with links to the pages of co-authors. Add this medium
for personal academic profiling to other relevant social media tools such as Academia, Mendeley,
LinkedIn, FaceBook, Google+, and Twitter and thatâ??s a powerful network for letting the world
know what you are up to. On the down side, itâ??s an extra burden to maintain this relentless
online presence, and renders the research enterprise somewhat individualistic rather than group-
based. The tools  primarily exist so you can profile yourself, not the team. It also floods the info-
sphere with yet more stuff. Is it all needed?
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Famous New Yorker cartoon by Barney Tobey: â??Too bad about old Ainsworth. Published and
published, but perished all the same.â?•

Notes

Access to academic journals will probably change in other ways as open access policies come
into play. See Finch, Janet. 2012. Accessibility, sustainability, excellence: How to expand access
to research publications (Report of the Working Group on Expanding Access to Published
Research Findings). PDF.
Citation indexes have been around for years, but Google Scholar looks like a regular web search
engine. If you donâ??t already know â?? you can enter loose-fitting search terms, and something
is bound to show up. You donâ??t have to fiddle around entering terms into author, title and
subject fields, and you can even misspell words. The search results returned include a mini
abstract of the found articles, and a number indicating the number of times that article is cited by
other articles, along with links to those article descriptions.
Thanks to GSâ??s extensive and growing databases, and Googleâ??s deals with publishers, you
can read many of those articles online, and if you are operating from within a domain (via VPN)
that subscribes to the right services, eg a university, then you probably have free access to even
more articles. GS points you to books as well as articles, and even searches the full contents of
many books. You may not be able to download the whole book, but youâ??ll at least see a short
abstract showing a few sentences  that include your search terms. Many books in part are
available in preview mode through Amazon.
Unlike other citation systems, GS operates as a single access point to all these features, and if
you take into account all the other resources of the web, including library search engines and
document repositories, then you need hardly ever leave your desk, except to go out for a coffee,
where you can do more of the same if the cafe has wifi.
There are limits of course. GS only refers to text-based outputs. It doesnâ??t process other highly
useful research material such as blogs, private reports, exhibitions, creative works, designs, films,
musical compositions, specialised archives, and experimental data, and you probably wouldnâ??t
expect it to.
See the UK REF2014 guidance on how citation data is to be collected in assessing research in
clinical medicine, biological sciences, chemistry, physics, computer science, economics, etc.
Scholars regard SciVerse, Scopus by Elsevier as the more authoritative citation database. Not
least, it discloses the journals that it has in its database. GS doesnâ??t. You need to be in a
subscription service to even access Scopusâ?? basic search and metadata, and itâ??s less
friendly than the immediacy provided by Googleâ??s search engine, though perhaps itâ??s more
powerful.
Also see blog posts: Design-led research, Secrets of writing for the web, Research is a grey area, 
Written any good books lately? The quantification of the intellect, What has science got to do
with it? and Universities as interpretive communities.
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