“Conference Literature”

The editors of Biological Abstracts
announced in the issue of 15 Novem-
ber 1964 their future policy of not
abstracting individual papers from the
proceedings of conferences, congresses,
and symposia. Only a single descrip-
tive abstract of the published proceed-
ings will be given, except for certain
selected conferences. Inasmuch as this
decision of the abstracting service may
discourage the excessive publication of
conference proceedings, the editorial
and advisory boards of the. Journal of
Lipid Research wish to record their
endorsement of this decision.

In our opinion, the main function
of conferences is to bring workers with
similar interests into personal contact.
The delivery of many talks on related
themes widens the vision of the audi-
tors and enhances the value of each
individual contribution. The great value
of oral interchange during the succeed-
ing discussion in clarifying old issues
and raising new ones is well recognized.
But we are opposed to the view ap-
parently held in some quarters that the
proceedings of a conference should,
without further consideration, neces-
sarily be published.

Let us consider first the advantages
of publication. For certain conferences,
the reader’s convenience is indubitably
served by collecting all the delivered
papers into one volume. Conferences
dealing with an entirely new field, or
with an area of research in which work-
ers from different disciplines meet to-
gether for the first time, are examples.
Symposia may provide useful “refresh-
er courses” for those of us who are in-
volved in teaching subjects not central
to our research interests. Sometimes the
regular publication of symposia may
add prestige to the tradition of a so-
ciety; but at times this advantage may
accrue only to the editor, the publisher,
or the sponsors of the meeting.

The disadvantages are more numer-
ous. First, there is needless duplica-
tion: almost all the worthwhile work
presented at a conference has been or
will be published elsewhere. Second,
there is a drain on library and research
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funds that is out of all proportion to
the return in information: the titles of
conference books often turn out to be
more impressive than their contents,
while the contents, already standing on
the journal shelves in more satisfac-
tory form, have an even shorter half-
life than other scientific literature.
Third, the threat of publication in-
hibits the presentation and discussion
of really new work at a conference,
the primary purpose of which may be
to describe preliminary or incomplete
work and to allow the imagination full
scope during discussion periods. Since
scientists are generally agreed that it is
always inappropriate and usually
harmful to publish unfinished work or
ill-considered assertions, the conscien-
tious participant in a conference may
refrain from presenting data and ideas
that could well be enlivening and
thought-provoking when he knows that
they are to be enshrined for all time
on the printed page.

Our main objection to the publica-
tion of “conference literature,” how-
ever, is that the individual contribu-
tions are seldom subjected to critical
review. The system of scientific publi-
cation that has emerged as the most
satisfactory, and in which we strongly
believe, is one in which every paper is
subjected to critical evaluation by spe-
cialists in its subject matter. Too often
the proceedings of a conference are
used as a vehicle for publication of
unrefereed work. Even though there is
no check whatever on its scientific
quality, the fact that the work is pub-
lished means that it can be cited by
other authors as though it were on a
par with journal articles which have
been through the fire of informed
criticism. The standard of scientific
literature is inevitably lowered.

Unrefereed abstracts, which serve a
different purpose, are of course not to
be disparaged under this head. Nor
does this criticism apply to symposia
for which the customary refereeing sys-
tem has been used. Unfortunately, the
reviewing process delays still further
the notoriously slow publication of pro-
ceedings.

We do not mean to imply that ar-

ticles submitted to a journar aire uni-
formly of higher quality than contribu-
tions to a conference. But we do be-
lieve that the refereeing system pro-
vides a valuable control over scientific
standards and that scientific publica-
tion without its aid should as far as
possible be avoided.

Because there are sometimes special
advantages, as outlined above, in pub-
lishing a conference as a whole, we
do not suggest that the process should
be abolished altogether. But we are op-
posed to making conference publica-
tion an established custom, for we be-
lieve that it is a custom with ill-defined
purposes, prompted too often by com-
mercial rather than scientific motives,
and frequently harmful to the progress
of science.

E. H. AHRENS, JR.
Journal of Lipid Research,
Rockefeller Institute, New York 10021

(This letter reproduces, in slightly modified
form, an editorial appearing in the April is-
sue of the Journal of Lipid Research over
the names of the members of the editorial
and advisory boards and the foreign corre-
sponding editors of that journal.)

Reprints Abroad

While I can appreciate the motives
of Alan Hofmann et al. in their letter
“Reprints: A proposal” (4 Dec. 1964,
p- 1251), T am not sure their plan would
be entirely advantageous. Certainly it
would save the author money, some-
thing I would dearly like to do in my
own case, but some of the personal
touch may be lost. While I have a
number of blunt requests for reprints,
without any obvious reason for the
requests, I receive as many requests
setting out reasons and some account
of the correspondent’s research in that
field. This puts me in touch with work-
ers of similar interests to my own,
something which I doubt would occur
if I merely received a bunch of reprint-
request cards from the publisher, as
suggested in the letter.

There is also the problem that most
publishers will print only the number
of reprints specified in advance, after
which the type is dismantled. How are
publishers to decide how many reprints
they should retain in stock, and can
publishers be expected to hold large
stocks of a paper for which there may
be little public demand? I still re-
ceive requests for a paper I wrote 7
years ago. It must be remembered that
in less fortunate countries, like those
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