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Big bangs in perception:
The most often cited authors and publications

MORRAY J. WlllTE
Victoria University of Wellington, Wellington, New Zealand

Textbook citations identified historically important writers and publications in the psychology
of perception. The influence of these writers and publications on present research was gauged
from citations appearing in the current journal literature.

A publication that has never been referred to, during
a life of 5 or 10 or 50 years, can reasonably be assumed
to have had no impact on science and scholarship. A pub­
lication that has been regularly and frequently cited can
be assumed to have had an influence, at least on the scho­
lars and scientists doing the citing. The notion that cita­
tions tell us something about the scholarly impact of pub­
lications and their authors has more than intuitive appeal;
there is, in fact, a relation between citations, criteria for
influence such as awards and honors, and subjective rank­
ing (Cole & Cole , 1972; Myers , 1970). Thus, although
the average for all authors is under 10 citations a year ,
certain authors, such as Nobel laureates and Fellows of
learned societies, have yearly averages running into the
hundreds. Also, although the average citation rate for all
publications is under 2 a year (75% of all publications
never being cited), there are some works that are cited
hundreds of times a year (Garfield , 1979).

Journals and textbooks provide the two main sources
of citation data. Citations in the current journal literature,
such as those recorded in the Science Citation Index and
the Social Science Citation Index, are useful for deter­
mining the impact a publication is having on current
research; however, for establishing the formative in­
fluence and enduring value of a publication-its histori­
cal value-these data are not as meaningful as are cita­
tions appearing in scholarly textbooks. An example will
clarify this point. In 1924, the American Journal ofPsy­
chology published an article by Jenkins and Dallenbach
called "Obliviscence During Sleep and Waking." This
paper stimulated a good deal of research and theor:tical
debate and, in the ensuing 30 to 40 years , was Widely
cited . By the 1970s, however , it was cited in scientific
journals on average less than three time~ a year, althou~,
and importantly, it was continually bemg referred to m
relevant textbooks. In short, although this paper is no
longer having much of an influence on research, there
is a consensus among experts-the writers of textbooks­
that it occupies an immutable position in the history of
memory research.
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In the present exercise , I have used the citations in 11
undergraduate texts to identify writers and publications
of historical importance in the psychology of perception.
Citations in the current journal literature indicate what
effect these writers and works are having on present
research .

METHOD

Citations were taken from the following books (full details about these
books are given in the References section below) : Coren, Porac, and
Ward (1984); Dember and Warm (1979); Haber and Hershenson (1980) ;
Hochberg (1978) ; Kaufman (1974) ; Levine and Shefner (1981) ; Mat­
lin (1983) ; McBurney and Collings (1984) ; Rock (1975); Schiffman
(1982) ; and Sekuler and Blake (1985). The most cited authors and pub­
lications found here were checked in the 1983, 1984, and 1985 Social
Science Citation Index and Science Citation Index.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Publications
Table 1 summarizes the principal citation statistics for

publications . Just under 6,200 works were cited in the
11 texts; 3 works were referred to in all 11 books, and
over 5,000 were cited once-in only 1 book. (Before con­
tinuing, the reader may care to have a stab at the identi­
ties of the 3 scoring publications.) It is clear that an author
did well to have a publication cited in even 2 texts, for
although 1,075 publicationswere cited in 2 or more books,
they amounted to only 17% of the total number . A more
outstanding achievement would have been to have a work
cited in 8 or more of the textbooks; only one half of 1%
of all publicationswere so cited. This frequency was used,
arbitrarily to be sure, to develop a manageable list of out­
standing publications (see Appendix A).

A number of observations are in order here . First , the
publications in Appendix A covered a period of nearly
100 years. The earliest work, Helmholtz's Treatise, was
published in 1867, and the most recent, Gilchrist's paper,
in 1977. (Readers should remember that the oldest text­
book from which the citationswere taken was dated 1974.)
Second, there was much variability in the frequency with
which the 32 works were cited in recent journals. The
very high rates, for the publication by Green and Swets
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and that by Hubel and Wiesel, are because these works
have implications for a range of research areas outside
mainstream psychology. The lowish rates, for the publi­
cations by Holway and Boring, Wallach, and a few others,
confirms the point that textbooks are the preferred indi­
cators of a publication's historical worth. For example,
the 1941 paper by Holway and Boring is not currently
having much impact on research, and it would not have
been featured in Appendix A had current citations been
used as the criterion of historical influence.

Third, and with respect to the nature of the publica­
tions, there was a reasonable balance in numbers between
those that hadmade original theoretical and empirical con­
tributions (the likes of the paper by Attneave and that by
Hecht, Shlaer, & Pirenne) and those that had made wide­
ranging surveys ofa topic or an area (e.g., the publica­
tions by Hochberg and by Kaufman). Although the range
of topics was wide, visual subject matter was preponder­
ant . As might have been expected, all 11 texts dealt with
vision, but only 7 dealt as well with hearing and only 5
with taste, smell, and touch. (This proportional treatment
is not peculiar to the present sample of books.) Readers
interested in these last-named areas will want to know
which publications were most frequently cited, and for
this information they are referred to Appendix B. Each
of these particular works was cited in at least 4 of the
textbooks.

Fourth and finally, it can be noted that 19 of the 44
works (43%) identified in Appendices A and B were books
or chapters in books. Thispercentage is close to that found
for highly cited publications in memory and cognition,
substantiating the view that psychologists see books and
journals as equally important sources of archival material;
in the natural and physical sciences, the most often cited
publications are journal papers (White, 1983). To get a
more representative picture of publication outlets, I looked
at the 278 publications that had been cited in four or more
of the texts. Interestingly, six journals accounted for 126
(45%) of these publications (and for 64 % of all journal
articles) . Science accounted for 36 (13%), American Jour­
nal of Psychology for 23 (8%), Scientific American for

Table 1
Distribution of Citations

Number of Texts
in Which Work

Was Cited

11
10
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1

Number of
Cited Works

3
3
6

20
20
43
66

117
244
553

5119

6194

Percent

0.05
0.05
0.10
0.32
0.32
0.69
1.07
1.89
3.94
8.93

82.64

100.00

Cumulative
Percent

0.05
0.10
0.20
0.52
0.84
1.53
2.60
4.49
8.43

17.36
100.00
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20 (7%), Psychological Review for 17 (6%), Journal of
Experimental Psychology for 16 (6%), and Perception &
Psychophysics for 14 (5%). A similar phenomenon is
found with journal citations: In the whole field of scien­
tific publications, a relatively small core of around 150
journals accounts for about half the number of all cita­
tions (Garfield, 1972).

The People
The perceptive reader will have been struck by the ab­

sence from Appendices A and B of many famous and "ob­
vious " names in perception. Quite clearly, there are pe0­
ple who have made weighty contributions and who have
failed to write a best citer.

As an indicator of personal eminence, I decided to use
extent of citation rather than sheer productivity or num­
ber of cited publications. If a person had been cited by
name in at least eight of the texts, and also if the person's
senior- and junior-author publications had been discussed
and referred to in at least ?O of the books' textual pages
(of which there were 4,700), then he or she was marked
out as an eminent scholar. The results of applying these
criteria are shown in Table 2.

Table 2 also shows the yearly average number of times
each person's works were cited in the journal literature
in the period 1983-1985. (The constraints of the data
sources limited these rates to senior-author publications
alone.) As a basis for comparison, it can be noted that
of the 100 most frequently cited psychologists, in all
fields , for 1975, the l00th-ranked person had 134 cita­
tions (Endler, Rushton, & Roediger, 1978) .

One curious finding was the idiosyncratic way in which
authors cited a person's publications. The point can be
illustrated using the pre-1973 publications of Leibowitz

Table 2
The Most Cited Authors

Author Citations in Joumals*
G. von Bekesy 64
C. Blakemore 143
E. G. Boring 84
S. Coren 88
T. N. Cornsweet 49
E. J. Gibson 134
J. J. Gibson 249
R. L. Gregory 99
C. S. Harris 25
R. Held 45
H. von Helmholtz 67
J. E. Hochberg 84
D. H. Hubel 532
B. Julesz 161
L.Kauftrum 39
H. W. Leibowitz 46
U. Neisser 261
L. A. Riggs 23
I. Rock 89
S. S. Stevens 250
H. Wallach 61
T. N. Wiesel 101

*Yearlyaverage, 1983-1985, for senior-author publications.
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(pre-1973 because the earliest text was dated 1974).
Leibowitz had 29 such senior- and junior-author works
cited throughout the 11 texts, 11 of which were cited once
(in only 1 book), 9 twice, 3 three times, 4 four times,
1 five times, and1 that was cited in 6 textbooks. However,
no 2 texts had identical bibliographies ofLeibowitz's pub­
lications, and in only one instance were the same 2 of his
publications cited in 2 texts.

This characteristic was quite general for the more
productive researcher. Text 1 would cite publications A,
D, L, and N; Text 2, publications B, P, Q, and X; Text 3,
publications A, F, and G; and so on. It accounts for why
there were so few commonly cited publications (Table 1);
however, why the writers of textbooks should cite works
that have been infrequently cited in other books-if in fact
they do this knowingly-is less obvious. There may be
sound marketing reasons for not referring to works that
have already been cited to death; a book could be plugged
on the basis of its unique and innovative treatment of the
literature. Of course, from the points of view of scholar­
ship and science, such behavior would be difficult to de­
fend and , one imagines, even harder to practice.

CONCLUSIONS

This article has put on record the names ofauthors and
publications which, in the opinion of 18 informed pe0­

ple , have had a significant impact in the history of the
psychology of perception. Apart from their archival value,
the findings have identified core works in a broad range
of research areas; they usefully serve as a basic reading
guide . They also may serve a less scholarly purpose­
that of testing the acumen of one's colleagues. (The three
scoring publications, previously referred to, were the 8th,
9th, and 15th, in Appendix A.)
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