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[0 O Online databases of scientific journals have made life easier for scientists. No more strolling down tothe
library, searching through the old stacks and queuing up for the photocopier. Instead, a few clicks ofa mouse can
bring forth the desired papers and maybe others that the reader did not know of——the "longtail" of information
that the web makes available.O0 [0 Well, that is how it is supposed to work, but does it[]

James Evans, a sociologist at the University ofChicago, decided to investigate. Dr Evans based his analysis on data
from citation indexes compiled byThomson Scientific. They record how often one article is cited as a source by
others, and thus measure apaper’'s influence. Those used by Dr Evans cover 6,000 of the most prominent academic
journals. Bycross-referring these to a database called Fulltext Sources Online, he was able to work out when each
ofthese journals became available on the web——and whether a journal had posted back-issues electronicallyas
well. For each research paper he looked at, he calculated the average age of the articles cited. He thencalculated, for
each of those cited articles, the number of back-issues of the journal it had been publishedin which were available
on the web at the time when it was cited, and averaged that too. Finally, helooked for correlations between the two
averages.[] [0 What he discovered was that, for every additional year of back-issues of a journal available online,the
average age of the articles cited from that journal fell by a month. He also found a fall, once a journalwas online, in
the number of papers in it that got any citations at all. Rather than measuring the lengthof the tail, then, it seems that
modern science is actually focusing on a tiny bit of it.(J O Why this should be so remains unclear. It does not seem
to have anything to do with economics. Thesame effect applied whether or not a journal had to be paid for. One
explanation Could be that indexingworks by titles and authors alone, as happened with printed journals, forced
readers to cast at least aglance at work not immediately related to their own——or even that the mere act of
browsing through a pa-per volume may have thrown up unexpected treasures. This may have led people to make
broader com-parisons and to integrate more past results into their research.[J] [I It is not yet clear whether this
change is for good or ill. Electronic searching means that no relevant paperis likely to go unread, but narrowing the
definition of "relevance” risks reducing the cross-fertilisation of ideasthat sometimes leads to big, unexpected
advances. As someone once put it, an expert is someone who knowsmore and more about less and less until,
eventually, he knows everything about nothing, it would be ironic ifthat is the sort of expertise that the world wide
web is creating.
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