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The True Impact of China’s International Publications

SHU Fei & QIU Junping

ABSTRACT
The purpose of scientific research is to search for truth and advance knowledge. Chinese scientists
disseminated their research internationally and contributed to the global science in the past 20 years. They
have been encouraged to publish internationally in order to demonstrate China’s achievement in science. As
a result, the number of China’s international publications has been increasing in the past 20 years, and
China has been the largest source country for global scientific literature. China’s publications have also been
highly cited. However, most citations to China’s publications are from home, which inflates the citation rate
of China’s publications and leads to the overestimation of China’s research impact.

In order to investigate the true international impact of China’s publications, this study analyzes
23,382,313 Web of Science (WoS) publications published between 1990 and 2015 as well as their
citations received three years after, and compares the citation rate and the ratio of papers cited between

China and the rest of world as self-citations were excluded. The findings indicate that the citation rate of
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China’s publications is still lower than the global average when self-citations are not counted. This study
also investigates the true international impact of China’s publications by discipline, and finds that, if self-
citations were removed, the citation rates of China’s publications are lower than the global average in all
disciplines except for clinic medicine and physics.

In addition, this study further explores the possible reasons for the high self-citation rate of China’s
publications. The findings reveal that both the increasing shares of China’s publications in global literature
and the accessibility of international literature may lead Chinese scholars to cite more local literature; but
less citations received internationally is the major factor resulting in the high self-citation rate of China’s
publications.

Eventually, this study summarizes the major findings in the conclusion and discusses the implications for
research evaluation and administration. It suggests that disciplinary bias should be considered in research
evaluation-international impact should not be used in research evaluation in social sciences and humanities

(SSH) since it is difficult for local research in SSH to attract international attention and receive citations. 5
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