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 Dear Editors, 

 

Newton famously remarked in a letter to Robert Hooke "If I have seen further it is by standing on ye sholders of 

Giants" [1] to illustrate that we build further on the foundations laid by our predecessors.  

With this in mind we write this letter in response to a recently published paper in this journal, entitled 

"Characterization of the binding and conformational changes of bovine serum albumin upon interaction with 

antihypertensive olmesartan medoxomil" [J. Mol. Struct. 2019, Volume 1197, pp. 269-277]. It is unfortunate 

that this paper passed peer review, as we believe it contains numerous fundamental issues in the 

methodology, which we and co-workers have discussed in two prior papers, notably published in this journal 

[2,3]. However, more serious is that the authors, in support of an equation, cite prior work that explicitly rejects 

it as suitable for the task. Specifically, the authors write that "The number of binding sites (n) and the binding 

constant (K) is obtained27,28 from the formula (6)". Formula 6 from their paper is reproduced below: 

 log 𝐹𝐹0−𝐹𝐹
𝐹𝐹

= log𝐾𝐾 + 𝑛𝑛 log[𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂𝑂]  

Reference 27 is one of those earlier referenced papers written by us [2], where we show with examples that 

there are numerous pitfalls in the use of this double log equation (“formula (6)” above), and that this particular 

equation in principle does not determine the number of binding sites. We were rather explicit about this, 

stating that "[the double log equation] does not yield information on the binding stoichiometry”. Rather, “n is 

just a phenomenological parameter (the Hill coefficient), which is lower than the real number of binding 

sites…if the hypothesis of ‘‘infinite’’ cooperativity is not satisfied” [2]. Importantly, this point is well established 

in the literature [4-6]. 

 



Unfortunately, this is not the first time that our article is cited while ignoring most of its actual content. 

According to Web of Science [7], our article has been cited 204 times as of December 5, 2018 (and excluding 

Bagoji et al). Many of these citing papers actually contain several of the methodological mistakes we so 

strongly criticized. To us this suggests that many of the citing authors have not read our article in sufficient 

detail, or did not understand it. In connection to the double log equation alone, we found seven more 

publications that inappropriately cite our paper unequivocally and directly in support of their use and/or 

interpretation of the double log equation in terms of the number of binding sites [8-14]. We do note that one 

of these articles, upon our request, has been corrected, in the sense that the inappropriate reference to our 

work in support of the double log equation has been removed [14]. 

 

We would also like to place this case of inappropriate citation of the literature in a broader context, as it is 

likely far more common than we, as scientists, would like to admit. For example, in 2009 Britta Stordal [15] 

lamented that despite writing a paper explicitly aimed at dispelling a claim, several publications cited it as 

supportive of that claim. A slightly different form of inappropriate citations is narrated by Simmons et al [16], 

who noted that their paper on “False-Positive Psychology” was often cited in connection with only one of the 

four disclosure requirements they proposed, in the process likely ignoring several of the other requirements 

mentioned. That inappropriate citation practices can have a significant impact on the subsequent literature is 

shown by Wetterer [17] and Harzing [18,19]. Wetterer [17] explains how quotation error and subsequent 

citation copying have led to a persistent, but false, claim of ant extinctions on the island of Madeira, 

supposedly as a result of an(other) invasive ant species. A similar issue is discussed by Harzing [18,19], who also 

provides a list of guidelines on proper citation practices [19] and describes how these have been violated in the 

literature on expatriate failure. These examples all show that improper citation practices, including citing 

papers that actively contradict the claim for which it is cited, is a widespread problem across multiple fields in 



science. They also show that such errors in scientific rigor have clear consequences, leading to the 

perpetuation of false information unsupported by the predecessors on whose shoulders one claims to stand. It 

is therefore no surprise that Miguel Roig, in a writing guide hosted on the website of the Office of Research 

Integrity (ORI) of the US Department of Health and Services, refers to “citing sources that were not read or 

thoroughly understood” as a questionable writing practice [20]. Like Stordal [15], we would therefore like to 

urge the scientific community to go back to first principles and assure, at the very least, that the papers we cite 

indeed fully support the statement we make. Without this due diligence, citations become meaningless.  
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