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Module 7.  References 
 
Virtually every technical manuscript has references to previously published work.  The purpose 
of these references is manifold.  In the introduction, references are included as a means of  
 ●  placing the current work within the context of previous work 
 ●  motivating current work by pointing out limitations of previous work 
 ●  pointing out similarities and differences of the current work with previous work 
 ●  acknowledging contributions from previous work 
 
In the methods section, references are included as a means of  
 
 ●  omitting the repetition of a lengthy description of a previously published procedure or 
method 
 ●  acknowledging a previous work that has been modified or evolved in the method of the 
current work 
 
In the results section, references are included as a means of  
 
 ●  providing support for a statement or opinion 
 ●  comparing the results of current work with the results of previously published work 
 
In the discussion of references, there are two key issues.  First, there is the issue of content that 
addresses the question, “Which references should I include?”  Second, there is an issue of 
formatting that addresses the style in which references are included in the manuscript.  We 
address both of these issues below. 
 
I.  Content of References 
 Properly citing work is both a skill and an art.  In most fields, there is an established body of 
work.  Failure to properly acknowledge this work will result in several negative consequences.  
The first negative consequence of failing to properly cite work is that it makes the author appear 
ignorant of published work.  Since a knowledge of what has been done before is necessary to 
advance the field, failure to cite appropriate work will call into question the utility and novelty of 
the current work.   
 The second negative consequence of failing to properly cite work is that it betrays a lack of 
respect for the work of others either real or imagined.  The journal editor will select experts from 
the field to review this manuscript before it is published.  If these experts feel that they should 
have been cited but were not, they will be more likely to find fault with the manuscript and 
recommend rejection.   
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 Therefore an author should be proactive in thinking about the purpose of references.  The 
author should even think about potential reviewers of this manuscript.  If Prof. X. gets this 
manuscript and finds that I haven’t cited her work, will she be upset?  If the answer is yes, then it 
may behoove the author to find a reasonable way to include a citation to that body of work.  In 
my opinion, it is unethical for an author to intentionally omit citation of relevant work based on 
scientific and or personal differences with another author.  Certainly, there are many instances of 
papers being published that omit any reference whatsoever to a competing group as a kind of 
“professional snub”.  I do not recommend engaging in this kind of behavior.  As I mentioned, 
first, it is unethical.  Second, it is bound to have negative repercussions.  In the short term, 
someone from the group being snubbed may end up reviewing the article.  They are then in a 
position to reject or at least substantially delay the publication of this work by coming up with a 
list of objections and a laundry list of requests for additional work that may or may not be 
essential to the manuscript.  However, they will have achieved their objective, namely that of 
decreasing your productivity by increasing the workload assigned to the publication of this 
manuscript.  Therefore, in order to avoid engaging in time-consuming and exhausting iterations 
for the publication of a manuscript, it is best to adhere to a high level of professionalism with 
regards to citations.  If you feel the work should be cited, cite it regardless of the author.  If you 
feel the author will be slighted if you don’t cite the work, cite it.  Err on the side of caution.  No 
one is going to get upset with you if you cite their work when they don’t think it was absolutely 
necessary.  However, they will get upset if you don’t cite it when they think it was necessary.   
 That said, you can’t write a paper with 1000 references.  You have to draw the line 
somewhere.  You should look at many recent examples from the journal that you intend to 
publish in.  See the range in the number of  references in published articles.  You should produce 
a manuscript with an appropriate number of references that falls into this range. 
 
Example 1. Referencing in Physical Review E 
[Wang et al., Phys. Rev. E 81  061204 (2010)] 
 If we examine the theoretical manuscript1 that we have been following all semester, we see 
that it has 38 references.  In the “Equilibrium and linear transport properties of fluids” section of 
issue 6 of volume 81 of Phys. Rev. E, in which this article appears, there are three other articles.  
These articles have 69, 15 and 54 references in them.  We see that there is indeed a fairly broad 
range in the number of references that are used.   
 
Example 2.  Figures in an Experimental Manuscript  
[Liu et al., Chem. Eng. J. 151  pp. 235-240 (2009)] 
 If we examine the experimental manuscript2 that we have been following all semester, we see 
that it has 39 references.  If we sample four other articles at random from issue 1-3 of volume 
151 of Chem. Eng. J., in which this article appears, we find they have 41, 19, 52 and 36 
references in them.  Again, we see that there is indeed a fairly broad range in the number of 
references that are used.   
 
We are examining small samples but we can observe here that none of the articles had less than 
15 or more than 70 references.  We begin to see that there is a standard range for the number of 
references in a research article.  If you write a paper that falls outside this range, you should have 
very good reason for doing so.   
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Here we are speaking about research articles.  Other types of articles have different standards 
with regards to the number of references.  Typically reviews have many more references, a few 
hundred are not unusual.  Typically, letters may have fewer references than a typical research 
article. 
 
I.A.  References in an Introduction 
Frequently students find the introduction of the manuscript the most difficult part of the paper to 
write.  This introduction requires an understanding of the complete body of literature in which 
this work is placed.  This body of literature is frequently diverse.  There may be a few papers that 
are very closely related to the current work and many other papers that are peripherally related.  
The determination of which work to cite is difficult.   
 
As we have stated before, it is always best to write the outline of the manuscript first.  In the 
outline, you organize your thoughts.  It is then appropriate to identify what references are 
required to support the statements that are made in the outline.  This procedure dictates that the 
paper be written first and the references added as necessary.  This is the approach we advocate.  
The opposite approach, compiling a list of papers that you feel should be cited, then attempting 
to write an introduction that touches on each of these papers is much more difficult and is prone 
to leading to an unorganized mess of any introduction.   
 
When you have finished writing and citing your introduction (and each section of the 
manuscript), you should review all of your references and think proactively about if there is 
important work that you have not cited.  Perhaps that important work is not as relevant as you 
thought it was and does not need to be cited.  On the other hand, perhaps, it is relevant, and an 
adjustment should be made to the manuscript to include reference to this important work.  This 
modification may include simply adding a sentence to an existing paragraph.  It may include 
adding a paragraph.  You should not add a citation simply because you think it is politically 
prudent.  However, if you are worried that the omission of a citation may result in some negative 
political repercussions, then it is perfectly worthwhile to reconsider whether there is an 
appropriate place in the manuscript to include a citation to that work. 
 
So the formula for citing is as follows 
 
 (1)  Make an outline. 
 (2)  Identify references necessary to support the points in the outline 
 (3)  Write the introduction 
 (4)  Add references as necessary 
 (5) Review references, identify notable omissions.  Include if appropriate. 
 
Examples 
 If we write a paper about the molecular simulation of adsorption and diffusion of explosive 
molecules in metal organic frameworks (MOFs) for sensing purposes, there are many bodies of 
literature that we can explore, including 
 
 ●  nanoporous materials (zeolites, molecular sieves, MOFs) 
 ●  molecular simulation of adsorption and diffusion in nanoporous materials 
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 ●  experimental measurement of adsorption in nanoporous materials 
 ●  explosive sensors 
 
It is impossible to provide citations to all of the work in each of these fields.  You have to choose 
your references carefully.  Even when you make general statements, you should choose your 
references carefully.  Below we examine several examples. 
 
Consider the following example sentence: 
 
Nanoporous materials, such as zeolites, molecular sieves and MOFs, have widespread 
application and great potential for additional applications as sensors [fn]. 
 
Here [fn] represents a footnote, where we would place the citation.  There may be 1000 articles 
in the literature on specific examples from research groups using a nanoporous material in a 
sensing application.  It is best to find a seminal article, or a review article, or a handbook for this 
kind of general statement.  You should provide one or two or three references here.  It is not 
necessary to provide a list of 50 applications.  Furthermore, it is poor form to provide 1 or 2 
applications selectively arbitrarily from the recent literature.  Even if the two examples that you 
do cite are indeed examples of applications of using nanoporous materials as sensors, it will 
appear as if you did a poor literature search and arbitrarily selected a couple examples from the 
literature.  It is even worse poor form if you select a couple examples from the recent literature 
that are your own work.  This indicates to the reviewer that you have no appreciation of the 
literature.  In summary, for general statements find a seminal article (one that has already been 
cited 200 times) or a review article or a handbook to support your statement. 
 
Consider the following example sentence: 
 
MOFs have been investigated both experimentally [fn] and via simulation [fn] as sensors. 
 
A sentence like this, which attempts to catalog effort in the literature, should be properly cited.  
You should find the relevant examples for the experimental work.  You should be careful to 
acknowledge each group that has made contributions.  Seminal works should be included.   You 
need not include all 10 papers by Prof. X’s group; one or two papers from each group should be 
sufficient.  The same approach should be taken for the simulation citation.  Select one paper from 
each relevant group.  Be aware that omitting references in a sentence like this can be interpreted 
as a snub.  So be careful. 
 
Consider the following example sentence: 
 
Previous simulation work on MOFs was limited in accuracy by the absence of a standard for 
selecting partial charges on the MOF [fn]. 
 
This sentence requires a very specific reference.  It is natural to point out the limitations in 
previous work as part of the means of motivating and showing the importance of the current 
work.  However you need to be careful when you do so.  You won’t to be honest but you don’t 
want to unnecessarily alienate a colleague.  It is best when making a statement like this to stick 
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to the facts.  If possible, use the language to describe the limitation that appears in the original 
work you are citing.  In this way, it appears not as a criticism but as a restatement of the original 
authors’ description of their work.  Again, be careful.   
 
I.B.  References in a Methods Section 
References in the methods section are usually much easier to place than those in the introduction, 
since they are very specific.  You identify the one paper that is the source of the method referred 
to in the given sentence.  In this case, there should not be a choice in which reference to use.  
You use the original paper from which the method came from.  You do not cite another paper 
that used the same method, but did not create the method.   
 
Let us consider an example. 
 
We use the r-RESPA algorithm for integrating the equations of motion [fn]. 
 
Here you cite the original paper in which the method was developed.  If you want to demonstrate 
that this method is appropriate to your application because others have used it in similar 
instances, then this sentence above can be followed by another phrase sentence. 
 
We use the r-RESPA algorithm for integrating the equations of motion [fn], which has been 
previously used in molecular dynamics simulation of MOFs [fn].  
 
This second footnote can correspond to an example of the application (yours or someone elses).  
But importantly, the original citation comes first. 
 
If you don’t include the first original citation it looks like you are taking credit for some work 
that is not yours.   
 
Example 3. Referencing in the Methods Section of a Theoretical Paper 
[Wang et al., Phys. Rev. E 81  061204 (2010)] 
 
Examine the Method Section from this article.  All of the citations in this section are very 
specific and provide the unambiguous original source for the method. 
 
Example 4.  Referencing in the Methods Section of an Experimental Paper 
[Liu et al., Chem. Eng. J. 151  pp. 235-240 (2009)] 
 
Examine the Method Section from this article.  All of the citations in this section are very 
specific and provide the unambiguous original source for the method. 
 
I.C.  References in a Results Section 
Like the methods section, references in the results section are usually fairly specific.  Typically 
citations are used to reference previous work that can be used in comparison with the current 
work.  Let’s look at some example statements.   
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In Figure 1, we observe that as the temperature increases, the selectivity of the adsorbent 
decreases.  Such behavior has been previously observed and attributed to the diminishing 
importance of the binding energy between the two species with increasing temperature [fn]. 
 
In this example, we require a very specific reference from a particular paper.  If there are some 
papers that support the conclusion and others papers that do not support it or present a different 
explanation, then both papers should be separately cited.   
 
A particular point of care that must be taken when references are used in the results section is 
making sure that our paraphrasing of the results is exactly consistent with the description of the 
results given in the source.  If a source provides data establishing a trend between property A and 
property B, but does not provide an explanation for the trend, then we can only attribute an 
observation of the trend to the source.  Consider the two examples below. 
 
As is the case in this work, Xiong et al. also observed a decrease in selectivity with increasing 
temperature [fn].  We attribute this relationship to the diminishing importance of the binding 
energy between the two species with increasing temperature 
 
We observe a decrease in selectivity with increasing temperature due to the diminishing 
importance of the binding energy between the two species with increasing temperature, as also 
observed by Xiong et al.[fn] 
 
The first example is good because it attributes an observation to Xiong.  The second example is 
not good because it attributes both an observation and an explanation to Xiong. 
 
Example 5. Referencing in the Results Section of a Theoretical Paper 
[Wang et al., Phys. Rev. E 81  061204 (2010)] 
 
Example 6.  Referencing in the Results Section of an Experimental Paper 
[Liu et al., Chem. Eng. J. 151  pp. 235-240 (2009)] 
 
Examine the Results Section from these two articles.  All of the citations in this section are very 
specific and provide the unambiguous original source for the method. 
 
II.  Formatting of References 
 
 There are many ways to format references.  Turabian has a huge section on the formatting of 
references3.  For a given journal, there is typically one acceptable way to format references.  It is 
your responsibility to make sure that the references are formatted in the correct manner.  The 
references must be formatted according to the “Instructions for Authors” document provided on 
the journal website.   
 
The references are full of details that can easily be misformatted.  You have to be very careful to 
get the formatting right.  The journal titles are usually abbreviated.  You cannot guess at the 
abbreviation of a journal title.  If you don’t know, look it up.  There are list of abbreviations for 
journal titles on the web.  There is one included at the end of the APS Style Guide, which is 
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included as an appendix on the course website after Lecture Module 6.  Others are provided at 
the following sites: 
 
Index Medicus journal abbreviations: http://www.nlm.nih.gov/tsd/serials/lji.html;  
List of serial title word abbreviations: http://www.issn.org/2-22661-LTWA-online.php;  
CAS (Chemical Abstracts Service): http://www.cas.org/sent.html. 
 
Some formats require article titles and some do not.  Some formats require first and last page 
numbers, while other require only the first page number.  Again, don’t try to guess the format.  
Go to the website.  Read the “Instructions for Authors” document.  Format your references 
accordingly. 
 
Reference Formatting Instructions in “Instructions for Authors” Documents. 
 
Example 7.  APS Style Guide. (posted on website) 
Examine pages 5-8 (pages 7-10 of the pdf document) with reference formatting instructions. 
 
Example 8.  Journal of Physical Chemistry. (posted on website) 
The “Information for Authors of Papers” document on the Journal of Physical Chemistry 
Website refers authors to the “ACS Style Guide” for details on the formatting of references.  The 
“ACS Style Guide” is a book that must be purchased 
(http://pubs.acs.org/page/books/styleguide/index.html).  I don’t own this book and I have never 
read it.  Asking someone to purchase a book to know the style of references required by a journal 
is unreasonable, in my opinion.  The instructions give a couple quick examples of referencing for 
journals and books.   
 
In this case, the best bet is to follow the couple examples given in the “Instructions for Authors” 
document and look at published papers in the journal for additional guidance. 
 
Example 9.  Chemical Engineering Journal. (linked to on website) 
Examine the reference section of this online document. 
 
III.  Referencing Software 
Most modern referencing software comes with a library of formats.  For example in “Endnotes”, 
you can select a reference style, such as that for the Journal of Physical Chemistry or Physical 
Review B.  If you don’t find the journal in the list of styles, you can create a style to match the 
instructions given by the journal.   
 
We now provide an in-class demonstration of two procedures. 
 
The first procedure is using “Web of Science” to locate articles.  We also export citations to an 
EndNote library.   
 
The second procedure is the actual placement of citations in a Microsoft Word document, using 
the EndNote library.  We also reformat the references using EndNote. 
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