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Viewpoint

Dr. Strangelove:  
Or How I Learned 
to Stop Worrying 
and Love the Citations
Alberto Saracco  

In ancient times, citations in research papers were meant 
to allow readers to know two things: firstly, the cited 
paper was somehow relevant to the research done in the 
paper, and secondly, the cited paper was recommended to 

the interested reader for further elucidation of some point.
But in the last ten to fifteen years, citations have come 

to serve a completely different function: to measure the 
quality and significance of the author’s work. The more 
citations, the better the paper (or researcher, or group of 
researchers, or journal, or department, or university).

Highly cited papers, individual and collective h-index, 
sheer number of citations, all these became a clear and “ob-
jective” measure of a researcher’s intellectual net worth.

For example, in order to habilitate in Italy—that is, to be 
allowed to compete for professorial positions—one must be ap-
proved by the national scientific habilitation board in order to 
obtain the Abilitazione Scientifica Nazionale. Here are the rules: 

1. The candidate must surpass a threshold value in at least 
two out of three areas: 

(a) number of citations,
(b) h-index,
(c) number of published papers.1

The last time I applied for habilitation to full professorship in 
geometry, these numbers were as follows: thirty-five citations, 
h-index of four, and publication of at least eight papers in the 
past ten years. It is only after the candidate has satisfied such 
“objective” criteria that the committee considers other factors 
such as whether the candidate “has been an organizer of or a 
participant in international meetings.” There are six such con-
ditions, three of which the candidate must satisfy, all subject 
to the committee’s subjective judgment. In 2018, for example, 
I passed four out of the six, but in 2020, under examination 
by a new committee, I passed only two. In sum, it is only after 
jumping through two out of three hoops2and over three out of 
six hurdles that the committee actually looks at your individ-
ual accomplishments and contributions and evaluates them.

But Italy is just one example of how the supposedly ob-
jective numbers of citations (and publications) play a cen-
tral role in a researcher’s funding and career. While once 
academia was about “publish or perish,” now things are 
tougher: it is publish (preferably in highly ranked journals) 
and get cited (a lot) or perish.

The Viewpoint column offers readers of the Mathematical 
Intelligencer  the opportunity to write about any issue of 
interest to the international mathematical community. 
Disagreement and controversy are welcome. The views and 
opinions expressed here, however, are exclusively those of 
the author. The publisher and editors-in-chief do not endorse 
them or accept responsibility for them.

Articles for Viewpoint should be submitted to one of the 
editors-in-chief, Karen Hunger Parshall (khp3k@virginia.
edu) or Sergei Tabachnikov (tabachni@math.psu.edu).

1Everything must be certified by Scopus or the Web of Science (previously run by the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI) 
and currently operated by Clarivate, a publicly traded American company that markets scientific and academic research analyt-
ics), which is a great idea, since these are private companies over which the academic community has no control and that have no 
vested interests other than making a profit.
2It is worth noting that the cutoff numbers of the three hoops are updated every two years to the median value over all professors in 
the relevant sector and position. Which creates a sort of feedback loop, and the numbers increase every time they are recalculated. 
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One might object that this use of citations fails to cor-
respond to the purpose for which they were originally 
intended and further, that in the end, citations might actu-
ally not have all that much to do with a researcher’s merit.

When the Going Gets Tough ...
Of course, the objection that the purpose of citations may 
have changed is completely frivolous: we cannot hope to 
live in the past and determine for ourselves what citations 
are for. We must change our point of view completely, 
accept the rules as they are, and play according to those 
rules. After all, rules are made to encourage people to 
behave in a particular—positive, of course—way. And in 
this case, the rules are working: more citations indicate 
more valuable research and a better researcher, do they not? 
And indeed, lately, the number of citations is increasing. 
We must be witnessing the creation of increasingly better 
research and researchers, year after year.

Since we are dealing with rules and players, we must be 
in the realm of game theory. Game theory always supposes 
the players to be rational actors. And who can be more 
rational than a researcher? The rules and the rationality of 
researchers totally accounts for the rise in citations we are 
experiencing.

So tough (and rational) researchers get going by learn-
ing how to influence—in the optimal and most honest and 
ethical way, of course—the citations in their papers. The 
optimum—maximal citations-to-content ratio—would 
be a paper with no text and citations to all of your previ-
ous works [1, 2, 4, 9, 12, 13, 18, 19, 33, 38–42, 44, 47, 
48, 55–61, 65–70], but somehow some old-schoolers who 
control the levers of publication have exhibited some resist-
ance to this desideratum and do not allow such perfect 
papers to be published.

In this paper, we want to propose a method to get as 
close as possible to the optimum, keeping in mind that if 
your paper does not get published, you are getting zero 
citations immediately and zero citations afterward.

All You Need Is Love (and Citations)
Obviously, the more citations of your own work you are 
able to include in the bibliography—no matter whether 
already published, preprint [43, 62–64], or “to appear” [5, 
10, 11, 20]—the better. And please note that citations to 
preprints or future papers are fine: you just have to remem-
ber to show the citation to Scopus or Web of Science. Many 
universities have staff members whose job is to raise the 
citation numbers of their researchers, so make sure you tell 
them about your future citations.

In sum, make sure you cite everything that you have 
ever written or are writing or will write that is (even if 
only marginally) relevant to your paper.

Of course, a suite of good practices to maximize citations 
includes (but is not limited to) the “divide-and-conquer” 
technique (slice up your paper, like a chunk of baloney, 
into the largest number of publishable units you can get 
away with) and the “error-correcting code,” whereby you 
introduce a slight error into your paper that you will have 
to correct with an errata later on—yielding yet another op-
portunity for citation.3

Spreading the Love
But remember: love (and citations) is about sharing, so 
don’t be selfish and leave others out of the game. And don’t 
be bashful. Be sure to cite your brother, whether consan-
guineous [30, 50, 71] or academical [34–36].

You can even cite papers recently published in your 
university’s journal [6, 21, 32] in order to raise its cita-
tion score and ranking; or papers from your departmental 
colleagues [29, 31, 49] in order to raise the department’s 
h-index. You will find those two gambits quite useful, since 
those numbers are used—and in the future, they may be 
used even more—to determine the quality of your depart-
ment and consequently how much funding it will receive. 
So never miss an occasion to raise those numbers.

But also never forget that in order to get published, you 
will have to convince at least one referee and one editor. So 
carefully choose your editor and cite him or her [37, 45, 46] 
and try to suggest a referee by citing him or her a lot (refer-
ees are frequently chosen from among the researchers cited 
in the paper) [52–54].4 Never forget that citations are love, 
and everybody likes to feel loved. An editor or referee who 
can feel your love is more likely to accept your paper.

Finally, cite some papers that were recently published 
in the journal to which you are submitting your paper [24, 
28, 51]. This shows that you truly believe in the journal’s 
importance. Moreover, if your paper is published, the jour-
nal’s numbers will improve.

But of course, not all citations are equal. The most effec-
tive citations are those that will increment a researcher’s 
h-index. Hence you should know how to cite in order to 
maximize the probability of getting to a certain h-index 
in a given amount of time. In this paper I have therefore 
chosen to give citations to other people in order to try to 
maximize their h-indices.

Conclusions
To be sure, if you apply the suggestions outlined in this 
paper, it might happen that after adding the genuinely 
relevant citations to your paper—don’t forget those!—you 
will end up with an extraordinarily long bibliography. But 
don’t look at that as a problem, for the length is an objec-
tive index of how much high-quality research has been 
published lately.

3And if you are lucky, you might also introduce some unintentional errors. Believe it or not, the error in [40] that was corrected  
in [42] was unintentional and discovered after the paper was already published.
4In the submitted version of this paper, these three items were labeled “to be determined.” I kindly asked the referee to choose  
any three of his/her papers that he/she wanted me to cite for the final version. Unfortunately, the anonymous referee did not  
request any citations, so I kept the three items in their inchoate state.
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And don’t ever be distracted by emotionality or a false 
sense of integrity or morality. You are a tough researcher 
and should follow the the rules: maximize your citations 
and spread the love.

Of course, never forget to cite this paper [62] whenever 
possible. Spread the love!

Conflicts of Interest
The author declares that this paper, if published, will 
drastically increase his citation numbers, since he has cited 
all of his past, present, and some future works. This does 
not violate any ethical code, as explained in the paper 
itself, and it serves to exemplify the phenomenon we are 
studying.

Getting Serious for a Moment
To be serious for a moment, all of the above suggestions are 
clearly to be avoided. Following them obscures the truly 
relevant citations in a sea of irrelevant ones.5 Yet no one 
can deny that such behavior occurs. Researchers tend to 
self-cite or group-cite much more than in the past, and the 
referee often asks the author to add some very important 
citations, usually articles all by the same author.

No one can deny that the median number of citations 
per paper has risen dramatically in the last ten to fifteen 
years. Why? Of course for the reasons highlighted in this 
paper. Give a goal, and people will pursue it.

It does not matter whether citations are a good tool to 
measure the quality of research. What matters are the con-
sequences of the rules. Rules should be chosen in order to 
encourage desirable behavior. The ranking mania with its 
accompanying extensive overuse of citations has had del-
eterious consequences. A better method has to be found.

As a side note, Dag Aksnes, Liv Langfeldt, and Paul 
Wouters have said:

It is argued that citations reflect aspects related to 
scientific impact and relevance, although with impor-
tant limitations. On the contrary, there is no evidence 
that citations reflect other key dimensions of research 
quality. Hence, an increased use of citation indicators 
in research evaluation and funding may imply less 
attention to these other research quality dimensions, 
such as solidity/plausibility, originality, and societal 
value [3].

In order to make citations matter again, we should stop 
using them to evaluate papers, journals, departments, and 
researchers.

Acknowledgments
The idea behind this paper was born in a Facebook discus-
sion among the author, Daniele Castorina, and Marco Isopi. 
I wish to thank them, and how better than by citing some of 

their papers [8, 15–17, 22, 23]. The final form of this paper 
benefited from a cosmetic makeover by the copyeditor, David 
Kramer. Let me thank him by citing some of his papers [25–
27]. Let’s spread the love!

Open Access 
This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium 
or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the 
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were 
made. The images or other third party material in this arti-
cle are included in the article's Creative Commons licence, 
unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. 
If material is not included in the article's Creative Commons 
licence and your intended use is not permitted by statu-
tory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need 
to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To 
view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. 
org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

References
 [1] M. Abate and A. Saracco. Carleson measures and 
uniformly discrete sequences in strongly pseudoconvex 
domains. J. London Math. Soc. 84 (2011), 587–605.
 [2] M. Abate, J. Raissy, and A. Saracco. Toeplitz operators 
and Carleson measures in strongly pseudoconvex domains. 
J. Funct. Anal. 263 (2012), 3449–3491.
 [3] D. W. Aksenes, L. Langfeldt, and P. Wouters. Citation, 
citation indicators, and research quality: an overview of 
basic concepts and theories. SAGE Open (January–March 
2019), 1–17.
 [4] D. Alessandrini and A. Saracco. Convexity properties 
and complete hyperbolicity of Lempert’s elliptic tubes. Int. 
J. Math. 22 (2011), 603–617.
 [5] A. Altavilla, A. Saracco, and G. Sarfatti. A series expan-
sion in slice polynomials for slice regular functions. In 
preparation.
 [6] V. Ambrosio. A multiplicity result for a fractional 
p-Laplacian problem without growth conditions. Riv. Mat. 
U. Parma 9 (2018), 53–71.
 [7] A. Baccini, G. De Nicolao, and E. Petrovich. Citation 
gaming induced by bibliometric evaluation: a country-level 
comparative analysis. PLoS ONE 14:9 (2019).
 [8] D. Bartolucci and D. Castorina. Self-gravitating cosmic 
strings and the Alexandrov’s inequality for Liouville-type 
equations. Comm. Cont. Math. 18 (2016).
 [9] A. M. Benini, A. Saracco, and M. Zedda. Invariant 
escaping Fatou components with two rank 1 limit functions 
for automorphisms of ℂ2 . Ergodic Theory and Dynamical 
Systems, 2021, 1–16. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ etds. 2021. 125.
 [10] F. Bertolotti, A. Saracco, and G. Saracco. A discrete 
districting plan, 2. In preparation.

5In this paper, the only relevant citations are [3, 7], where you can read a more serious analysis of the effects of citation metrics. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/etds.2021.125


  ⚫  The Mathematical Intelligencer4

 [11] C. Bisi and A. Saracco. Slice regular quaternionic sub-
manifolds of ℍn . In preparation.
 [12] F. Bracci and A. Saracco. Hyperbolicity in unbounded 
convex domains. Forum Math. 5 (2009), 815–826.
 [13] F. Bracci, A. Saracco, and S. Trapani. The pluricomplex 
Poisson kernel for strongly pseudoconvex domains in Stein 
spaces. Advances in Mathematics 380 (2021), 107577.
 [14] L. Branchetti, G. Calza, S. Martani, and A. Saracco. 
Continuity of real functions in high school: a teaching 
sequence based on limits and topology. INDRUM (2020).
 [15] D. Castorina, P. Esposito, and B. Sciunzi. Spectral 
theory for linearized p-Laplace equations. Nonlinear Anal., 
Th., Meth. Appl. 74 (2011), 3606–3613.
 [16] D. Castorina and G. Mancini. Non existence of 
bounded-energy solutions for some semilinear elliptic 
equations with a large parameter. Rend. Sem. Math. U. 
Padova 110 (2003), 147–160.
 [17] A. Clementi, P. Crescenzi, C. Doerr, P. Fraignaud, M. 
Isopi, A. Panconesi, F. Pasquale, and R. Silvestri. Rumor 
spreading in random evolving graphs. Lect. Notes in Com-
puter Sc. 8125 (2013), 325–336.
 [18] G. Della Sala and A. Saracco. Non-compact bounda-
ries of complex analytic varieties. Int. J. Math. 18 (2007), 
203–218.
 [19] G. Della Sala and A. Saracco. Semiglobal extension of 
maximally complex submanifolds. Bull. Aust. Math. Soc. 84 
(2011), 458–474.
 [20] D. Granata and A. Saracco. The bi-objective district 
plan. In preparation.
 [21] K. P. Ho. Mixed norm Lebesgue spaces with variable 
exponents and applications. Riv. Mat. U. Parma 9 (2018), 
21–44.
 [22] G. Iacovoni, D. Pierotti, D. Parisi, and M. Isopi. Cell 
capacity of LMDS systems in typical traffic scenarios. IEEE 
Comm. Mag. 43 (2005), 122–129.
 [23] M. Isopi and C. Newman. Speed of parallel processing 
for random task graphs. Comm. Pure App. Math. 47, (1994), 
361–376.
 [24] O. A. S. Karamzadeh. An elementary-minded math-
ematician. Mathematical Intelligencer 43:2 (2021), 76–78.
 [25] D. Kramer. Spherical polynomials and the periods of a 
certain modular form. Trans. Amer. Math. Soc. 294 (1986), 
595–605.
 [26] D. Kramer. On the values at integers of the Dedekind 
zeta function of a real quadratic field. Trans. Amer. Math. 
Soc. 299 (1987), 59–79.
 [27] D. Kramer. The Euclidean domain. Math. Intelligencer 
41:3 (2019), 23.
 [28] J. C. Lagarias. Conway’s work on iteration: in memory 
of John Horton Conway (1937–2020). Mathematical Intel-
ligencer 43:2 (2021), 3–9.
 [29] A. Languasco and A. Zaccagnini. A Diophantine prob-
lem with a prime and three squares of primes. J. Number 
Th. 132 (2012), 3016–3028.
 [30] G. P. Leonardi and G. Saracco. Two examples of mini-
mal Cheeger sets in the plane. Ann. Mat. Pura e Appl. 197 
(2018), 1511–1531.

 [31] A. Lunardi. Schauder theorems for linear elliptic and 
parabolic problems with unbounded coefficients in ℝn . 
Studia Math. 128 (1998), 171–198.
 [32] R. Mirzaie. Riemannian G-manifolds of constant nega-
tive curvature whose all orbits are principal. Riv. Mat. U. 
Parma 9 (2018), 45–51.
 [33] S. Mongodi and A. Saracco. Non compact boundaries 
of complex analytic surfaces in Hilbert spaces. Complex 
Manifolds 1 (2014), 34–44.
 [34] S. Mongodi, Z. Slodkovski, and G. Tomassini. On 
weakly complete surfaces. Comptes Rendus Math. 353 
(2015), 969–972.
 [35] S. Mongodi, Z. Slodkovski, and G. Tomassini. Weakly 
complete complex surfaces. Indiana U. Math. J. 67 (2018), 
899–935.
 [36] S. Mongodi and G. Tomassini. Transversally pseudoconvex 
semiholomorphic foliations. Atti Accad. Naz. Lincei, Cl. SFMN, 
Rend. Lincei Mat. App. 26 (2015), 23–36.
 [37] S. Morier-Genoud, V. Ovsienko, and S. Tabachnikov. 
2-frieze patterns and the cluster structure of the space of 
polygons. Ann. Inst. Fourier 62:3 (2012), 937–987.
 [38] D. Mucci and A. Saracco. Bounded variation and 
relaxed curvature of surfaces. Milan J. Math. 88:1 (2020), 
191–223.
 [39] D. Mucci and A. Saracco. The weak Frenet frame of 
non-smooth curves with finite total curvature and abso-
lute torsion. Annali di Matematica Pura e Applicata 199:6 
(2020), 2459–2488.
 [40] D. Mucci and A. Saracco. The total intrinsic curvature 
of curves in Riemannian surfaces. Rendiconti del Circolo 
Matematico di Palermo 70:1 (2021), 521–557.
 [41] D. Mucci and A. Saracco. Weak curvatures of irregular 
curves in high-dimensional Euclidean spaces. Annals of 
Global Analysis and Geometry 60:2 (2021), 181–216.
 [42] D. Mucci and A. Saracco. Correction to [40]. Rendiconti 
del Circolo Matematico di Palermo 70:2 (2021),  
1137–1138.
 [43] D. Mucci and A. Saracco. The geodesic total curvature 
of spherical curves. arXiv: 2105. 03840.
 [44] N. Nikolov and A. Saracco. Hyperbolicity of 
unbounded ℂ-convex domains. C. R. Acad. Bulgare Sci. 
60:9 (2007), 737–748.
 [45] V. Ovsienko. Exotic deformation quantization. Journal 
of Differential Geometry 45:2 (1997), 390–406.
 [46] V. Ovsienko, R. E. Schwartz, and S. Tabachnikov. Liou-
ville–Arnold integrability of the pentagram map on closed 
polygons. Duke Math. J. 162:12 (2013), 2149–2196.
 [47] V. Papa, A. Saracco, and M. Vaccarezza. Arts-based 
approach in teaching gross anatomy to sports science 
undergraduated student: a pilot study. In D. Tafuri. Teo-
ria Metodologia Didattica degli Sport di Squadra (2020), 
139–145.
 [48] V. Papa, A. Saracco, and M. Vaccarezza. Virtual  
reality tools in teaching gross anatomy to sports science  
undergraduated student: a pilot study. In D. Tafuri. 
Attività motoria e sportiva, apprendere con le nuove  
tecnologie (2020), 25–33.

http://arxiv.org/abs/2105.03840


The Mathematical Intelligencer  ⚫  5

 [49] S. Pasquero. Ideality criterion for unilateral con-
straints in time-dependent impulsive mechanics. J. Math-
ematical Phys. 46 (2005), 112904.
 [50] A. Pratelli and G. Saracco. On the generalized Cheeger 
problem and an application to 2D strips. Rev. Mat. Ibero- 
americana 33 (2017), 219–237.
 [51] J. Propp. Conway’s influence on the study of random 
tilings. Mathematical Intelligencer 43:2 (2021), 40–46.
 [52] Referee1 (to be determined). Title (to be determined). 
Journal (to be determined) Vol:no (year) (to be determined), 
???–???.
 [53] Referee2 (to be determined). Title (to be determined). 
Journal (to be determined) Vol:no (year) (to be determined), 
???–???.
 [54] Referee3 (to be determined). Title (to be determined). 
Journal (to be determined) Vol:no (year) (to be determined), 
???–???.
 [55] I. Sabadini and A. Saracco. Carleson measures for 
Hardy and Bergmann spaces in the quaternionic unit ball. 
J. London Math. Soc. 95 (2017), 853–874.
 [56] A. Saracco. Problemi di estensione in geometria comp-
lessa e CR. Mat. Soc. Cult. 1 (2008), 343–346.
 [57] A. Saracco. Fate il nostro gioco—gioco d’azzardo e 
matematica. Mat. Cult. Soc. 2 (2017), 157–173.
 [58] A. Saracco. Discrete sequences in unbounded domains. 
Siberian El. Math. Rep. 14 (2017), 22–25.
 [59] A. Saracco. The Corona problem, Carleson measures 
and applications. In Mathematical Analysis and Applica-
tions: Selected Topics, edited by Michael Ruzhansky, Hemen 
Dutta, and Ravi P. Agarwal, pp. 709–730. Wiley, 2018.
 [60] A. Saracco. The interplay between algebra theory and 
spaces of holomorphic functions. In Advanced Topics in 

Mathematical Analysis, edited by Michael Ruzhansky and 
Hemen Dutta, pp. 563–587. Taylor and Francis, 2019.
 [61] A. Saracco. Mathematics in Disney comics. In Imag-
ine Math 7, by M. Emmer and M. Abate, pp. 189–208. 
Springer, 2020.
 [62] A. Saracco. Dr. Strangelove or How I Learned to Stop 
Worrying and Love the Citations. In this issue of the   
Mathematical Intelligencer.
 [63] A. Saracco. Is math useful? To appear in Imagine Math 
8, by M. Emmer and M. Abate. Springer, 2022.
 [64] A. Saracco. Back to Quackenberg—a lab on graph 
theory with comics. To appear.
 [65] A. Saracco and G. Saracco. A discrete districting plan. 
Netw. Heterog. Media 14 (2019), 771–788.
 [66] A. Saracco and G. Saracco. Matematica ed elezioni, para-
dossi e problemi elettorali. Mat. Cult. Soc. 5:1 (2020), 17–31.
 [67] A. Saracco and A. Tomassini. On deformations of com-
pact balanced manifolds. Proc. AMS 139 (2011), 641–653.
 [68] A. Saracco and G. Tomassini. Cohomology and exten-
sion problems for semi q-coronae. Math. Z. 256 (2007), 
737–748.
 [69] A. Saracco and G. Tomassini. Cohomology of semi 
1-coronae and extension of analytic subsets. Bull. Sci. 
Math. 132 (2008), 232–245.
 [70] A. Saracco and G. Tomassini. Cohomology and remov-
able subsets. Forum Math. 23 (2011), 1093–1112.
 [71] G. Saracco. Weighted Cheeger sets are domains of isop-
erimetry. Manuscripta Math. 156 (2018), 371–381.

Publisher's Note Springer Nature remains neutral with 
regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Alberto Saracco, Department of Mathematical, Physical 
and Computer Sciences, Università di Parma, Parco Area delle 
Scienze, 53/A, 43124 Parma, Italy. E-mail: alberto.saracco@unipr.it


	When the Going Gets Tough ...
	All You Need Is Love (and Citations)
	Spreading the Love
	Conclusions
	Conflicts of Interest
	Getting Serious for a Moment
	Acknowledgments
	References



