
Description

Average reference counts in academic articles have risen substantially: across many disciplines, the
number of references per research article grew from about 29 in 2003 to roughly 45 in 2019. This trend
matters because citation practices signal how authors situate new work in the literature, satisfy peer
reviewers, and meet journal or funding expectations. In this guide, you will find a clear definition of
“citation,” evidence-based patterns across fields, practical heuristics for deciding how many references
to include, step-by-step actions to set an appropriate reference list for your paper, common mistakes to
avoid, and short, implementable tips to streamline referencing.

What is a citation (and why it matters)

A citation is a reference to a source typically an abbreviated in-text marker that points to a full
bibliographic entry in your reference list used to acknowledge prior work, support claims, and position
your contribution in an existing research conversation. Citations do more than avoid plagiarism: they
help readers verify claims, trace methods, and judge how your study builds on, refutes, or extends
earlier findings.

How citation counts vary: what the evidence shows
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Overall increase over time: Bibliometric research has demonstrated a clear, widespread
increase in the number of references per article across many disciplines; the mean per-article
reference density rose substantially between 2003 and 2019.
Field differences: Citation density differs by discipline. For example, a study of chemistryarticles
found average reference counts (excluding review-type outliers) around the low-50s perarticle,
reflecting extensive, rapidly evolving literatures in many subfields.
Article type: Empirical original research articles typically cite fewer sources than comprehensive
review articles or meta-analyses. Many journal author guidelines recommend 50–150 references
for full review articles.
Recent journal-level examples: Discipline-specific journals provide better benchmarks than
cross-discipline averages. In a 15-year bibliometric analysis in sports medicine, the median
number of references per original article moved from about 31 to 36 across periods, with an
average near 35 references per study. This illustrates both discipline-specific norms and gradual
growth.

These patterns imply there is no single “correct” number; instead, reasonable reference counts depend
on discipline norms, article type, journal expectations, and the depth of literature required to justify your
claims.

What to consider when deciding how many citations you need

1. Article type
Short communications, letters, or brief reports: Typically a tighter reference list (often
10–25) because the focus is narrow.
Original research articles: Moderate lists that support background, methods, and
interpretation (many fields 20–60 references, depending on length and field).
Review articles/systematic reviews/meta-analyses: Large, exhaustive lists; systematic
reviews by design should comprehensively cover relevant studies.

2. Discipline conventions
Fast-moving experimental fields (e.g., chemistry, materials science) often have higher
reference densities than theoretical math or some humanities fields. Use recent articles in
your target journal as a benchmark.

3. Journal and author guidelines
Always check the target journal’s Instructions for Authors. Some journals give explicit
ranges or caps (especially for special article types); others expect concise referencing.
When in doubt, mirror recent well-cited papers in the same section.

4. Paper length and structure
Longer papers naturally cite more sources. Consider whether each citation supports a
claim, informs a method, or contextualizes a result — quality over filling space.

5. Novelty and scope
Highly novel, niche, or methodological contributions may require fewer but more targeted
citations; broader syntheses will require more extensive referencing.

How to decide (a step-by-step process)

1. Scan the target journal (10–15 recent papers in your article type)
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Note average reference counts, reference style, and the types of sources editors favor
(primary studies, recent reviews, datasets).

2. Map the literature you must cite
Create a short annotated bibliography with 20–40 “must-cite” items (seminal works, recent
high-impact studies, methods you used).

3. Classify citations by purpose
Background/theory, methods, direct comparison, supporting evidence, alternative
interpretations. This helps avoid over-citing the same function repeatedly.

4. Apply a quality filter
Prefer peer-reviewed sources, primary data, and current systematic reviews. Avoid citing
low-quality or tangential sources to inflate counts.

5. Iterate with constraints
If journal page limits or reference caps apply, prioritize: methods and direct antecedents
first, then substantive background items.

6. Use tools for accuracy and efficiency
Reference managers (EndNote, Zotero, Mendeley), citation-report checks, and PRISMA-S-
style documentation for systematic searches improve reproducibility and completeness.

Rules of thumb

Short paper (?3,000 words): Expect fewer than ~20 citations; emphasize the most relevant
primary sources.
Standard original research (3,000–6,000 words): Many researchers include about 20–60
references, depending on field and methods.
Review/systematic review: Plan for 50–150+ references; systematic approaches should follow
reporting guidelines (PRISMA family).

(These are ballpark figures; always adapt to your discipline and journal.)

Common mistakes and how to avoid them

Padding references to appear comprehensive: only cite what informs your argument or
method.
Relying on secondary citations: verify and cite primary sources.
Skew toward classics or only recent studies: strike a balance—include foundational and
recent high-quality work.
Omitting methodology or data citations: explicitly cite protocols, datasets, and software.

Examples and brief cases

Chemistry research article (sample): Chemistry articles often show higher reference counts
(averaging ~50+ for many sampled articles), reflecting rapid advances and many methodological
precedents.
Sports medicine original research: Median reference counts around 30–36 in a 15-year study,
useful as an example of a clinical field with moderate citation density.
Systematic reviews: Authors should follow PRISMA and PRISMA-S to document exhaustive
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searches rather than aim for an arbitrary target number.

Tips, tricks, and small changes that save time

Start your reference map early in the project. Keep an annotated library rather than assembling
references at the last minute.
Use a reference manager and link PDFs/notes to each entry to speed checking and in-text
citation insertion.
For multi-author papers, assign one person to check citation consistency and completeness
before submission.
When space is limited, move extended background or auxiliary citations to an online appendix if
the journal allows.
Run a completeness check against systematic review registries or citation databases when your
work depends on comprehensive coverage.

Final notes and actionable next steps

Before you write the final draft, collect 20–40 core sources that you will definitely cite; use the
journal’s recent articles as your immediate benchmark.
If reviewers ask for “more references” or “missing relevant literature,” respond with carefully
selected additions that clarify context or address alternative findings.
Keep documentation of search strategies (especially for reviews) to support transparency and
reviewer queries.

If you want help

If you face language or time constraints, or need assistance tightening citation practices before
submission, consider Enago’s Literature Search and Citation Service. Expert from your research area
will identify key published papers pertinent to your research, provide concise summaries, and help you
cite them accurately in your manuscript.
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