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While some articles are highly cited, most scientific work never gets noticed. Enhancing existing knowledge, we illustrate that herding

behavior partly explains this difference in citations. The more an article has been cited in the past, the more it will be cited in future

years.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Citations play a role of ever increasing importance in the aca-

demic world. Publishing in top journals and establishing a consider-
able citation record has become essential for a successful academic 
career. However, most scientific work never gets noticed (Surow-
iecki 2005). As many as 20% of all articles are never cited at all, 
while only a limited number of articles are cited hundreds of times 
(Mingers and Burrell 2006). Existing literature has argued that the 
quality of an article is the primary driver of the difference between 
successful and unsuccessful articles (Mingers and Xu 2010). More-
over, past research has identified other, more quantifiable factors, 
such as the domain, visibility and personal promotion of an article 
(Stremersch, Verniers, and Verhoef 2007). In contrast, this paper pro-
poses an alternative explanation: herding behavior.

When selecting sources for their research, academics are often 
confronted with a seemingly endless amount of information. More-
over, while some articles are clearly better than others, often it is 
rather difficult to compare their quality. Under such circumstances of 
uncertainty, people have the tendency to rely on heuristics to filter the 
abundance of information. According to the Matthew effect, the num-
ber of citations itself serves as a cue of quality for researchers. A large 
number of citations will accordingly lead to a good reputation, which 
then attracts even more citations (Nederhof and van Raan 1987). Cor-
respondingly we propose that due to herding, articles get cited in-
creasingly more often when they have been cited heavily in the past.

Our prediction is based on theory related to herding behavior and 
information cascades. When herding occurs, people ignore their own 
knowledge and instead look at the actions of others (Surowiecki 2005). 
As such, the number of citations does serve as a cue of quality for re-
searchers. Researchers may believe that the persons before them had 
better information on the quality of the article than they themselves do 
and therefore may include the articles in their own research (Bonabeau 
2004). However, when this imitation occurs in large numbers, infor-
mational cascades are formed (Banerjee 1992; Bickchandani, Hirshle-
ifer and Welch 1992). People will mainly focus on articles with an al-
ready established citation count, and the limited number of articles that 
are already heavily cited tends to accumulate citations rapidly, while 
a large set of initially uncited articles tends to be (virtually) ignored.

The current paper is the first to illustrate empirically how herd-
ing has an effect on the citation record of scientific articles. We tested 
this idea with a sample of all articles published in five major market-
ing journals from 1985 to 2001 (JM, JMR, JCR, MKS and IJRM; JCP 
has been excluded since articles were only available from 2000), 
resulting in 2,227 articles. Also, we excluded all editorial content, 
books- and software reviews and comment sections, because of a 
significantly different citation profile. For each article, we tallied the 
number of citations made in each of the 10 years following its year 
of publication (excluding self-citations).

Consistent with the idea of herding, the results show that a large 
number of articles barely get cited, while a limited number of articles 
are cited very often. Interestingly, a multilevel regression analysis 
indicates that on average, the times that an article gets cited is a 
concave function of the age of the article: the increase in citations 
diminishes over time. We tested three models in which we tested if 
the difference in citation behavior can be explained by herding or by 
quality.

A first model tested the herding hypothesis, by including the 
number of times an article got cited in the year before (autocorrela-
tion) into our model. The results illustrate that the number of cita-
tions in year t is positively related to the number of citations in year 
t-1. Moreover, we find a steeper increase in citations over the years 
for articles that have been cited heavily in the year before. Rarely 
cited articles, in contrast, will be cited only sporadically in future 
years. These findings support the herding hypothesis.

With a second model we tested an alternative explanation. Ac-
cording to the existing literature, the differences in citation behav-
ior can be explained by the articles’ quality. Since inherent quality 
is hard to measure, we relied on the quality assessments of editors 
and editorial boards (Stremersch et al. 2007). As such, we included 
article order (considered as the editors’ assessment of quality and 
contribution), the journals’ best article awards and the article length 
(articles with a higher contribution are often allowed to be longer). 
The results partly confirm the role of quality. While there were no 
significant effects for article order, we find that article length and 
awards moderate the increase in citations in the years after publica-
tion. In particular, high quality articles will show a steeper increase in 
citations over the years as opposed to articles of lower quality.

A third model was estimated in which both herding and quality 
were included simultaneously. The results support both the quality 
and the herding hypotheses. However, the highly concave function 
for high quality articles indicates that the number of citations will de-
crease again after some years. In contrast, the increase in the number 
of citations over the years is more linear for articles that have been 
cited more heavily in year t-1. Therefore, the findings suggest that, 
while quality is important in the first years, herding is responsible for 
the accumulation of citations over a longer period of time. 

The current research sheds new light on an often discussed 
topic: the difference in citations of academic articles. The existing 
knowledge is challenged and extended by illustrating that the dif-
ference between highly and rarely cited articles cannot only be ex-
plained by differences in quality, but also by herding. We found that 
articles that got cited heavily in the past will be cited even more in 
the future. Next to theoretical contributions, this research also has 
practical implications. We hope this paper encourages a more careful 
use of citations as an indicator of article quality.
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