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Potential graduate students can use quite a lot of information in selecting a graduate program, and most often undergraduate 

faculty advisors provide that information. All too often, faculty advice to students comes in the shape of prestige of 

programs, and sometimes the prestige of the overall department determines this advice. While general impressions of 

programs and departments are useful, there is no substitute for specific information. 

 

How can students (or potential faculty) learn about the relative merit of a given program? One source is the rankings from 

popular media such as U.S. News and World Report’s America's Best Graduate Schools, or Gourman Report of Graduate 

Programs, available at the newsstand or on socialpsychology.org. Students may also make decisions based on the 

placement history of a program—programs that place their students in the jobs a potential graduate student is seeking will 

seem more attractive than a program without such a track record. Of course, students can select to attend only those 

programs that admit her or him. 

 

To a student interested in top-quality research training, the citation counts of faculty at various programs might provide an 

additional indicator of the potential for research training (e.g., Endler, Roediger & Rushton, 1978). If the number of 

citations a given work has is one indicator of the quality of that work, then programs with greater overall citation counts 

may be generating work that is evaluated positively. Such data must always be treated with caution (e.g., fads, 

salesmanship, self-citation, difficulty of the work), but they may also be informative.  

 

To that end, I calculated citation counts of faculty in many of the top social psychology training programs in the USA, and 

compared them to other measures of prestige, eminence or productivity already available. There are 105 social psychology 

Ph.D. programs in the USA, with about 500 regular faculty members. To keep the project manageable, I focused on the 32 

graduate training programs selected by Ferguson & Crandall (2007), who had placed at least five of their Ph.D. graduates 

into current US Ph.D. granting training program faculties.  

 

I created a list of the core social psychology faculty from their web pages, along with their Ph.D. year, training school, 

faculty rank, and gender. To count citations, I used Google Scholar on the 262 total faculty in these programs and recorded 

the number of citations from their top three cited papers, as well as the year the paper was published. Only those papers 

where the faculty member was the first or second author were counted. 

 

To get a sample of the most influential work for each professor, I totaled the top 3 citations for faculty members (M = 

705.9, Med. = 357.0). The difference between the mean and median is due to a small portion of faculty with total citation 

counts so large that they had to be treated as outliers. In some analyses, I substituted a total citation value of 3,000 for these 

particularly highly cited individuals. Table 1 shows the mean and median citations by faculty rank for the 262 faculty in the 

32 target programs. An ANOVA using rank and gender found a significant effect of rank, F(2, 130) = 15.3, p < .0001 (see 

Table 1). There was no significant effect of gender and no interaction (F’s < 1). 

 

Rank matters a great deal in citation counts, with older faculty receiving more citations than younger ones. Because some 

programs have many junior faculty, and other programs have no junior faculty, we calculated the citation rates of programs 

adjusted for average faculty rank. The school with the most cited faculty is Stanford, and the top ten most cited social 

programs are listed in alphabetical order in Table 2. 

 

How many citations should a top-performing social psychologist receive? I created a multiple regression, using years since 

Ph.D. to predict one's expected citations, and the resulting equation was: 

 

Expected Citations  =   -12.5 + 32.5 * Years Since Ph.D. 

 

Thus, if one is using faculty members from these top institutions as a standard for judgment, they should expect to receive 

approximately 33 citations per year upon finishing their degree, counting only their top three papers. 

 



To see how citation counts related to other measures of educational prestige, I created an "average citation count" for each 

program, controlling for the overall rank of faculty members at the program. I then correlated this average citation count 

with other measures of program quality: U.S. News and World Report’s psychology and social psychology programs (2002 

and 2008), Princeton Review’s 1996 Gourman rankings of graduate programs (Gourman, 1997), the average GRE V+Q 

(verbal and quantitative) score for the programs (from the APA’s Graduate Study in Psychology,  2004), and the rate 

students are placed in Ph.D.-granting social psychology programs in the USA (see Ferguson & Crandall, 2007).  

 

Publication rates, adjusted for rank was significantly correlated with all measures of academic prestige except for the 

number of students admitted (from APA, 2004) and the number of faculty members placed into faculty positions between 

1991 and 2005 (see Table 3).  

 

While generating these data, I created a list of the most cited individuals at each faculty level. In Table 4, I have listed the 

five most cited faculty within each rank, but extended the citation counts for assistant professors to a "top ten. " 

 

Some caveats. Certain biases are introduced by the way this study was conducted. First, Google Scholar is more effective at 

finding recent citations than older citations. To the extent that an important paper was heavily cited a few years back, it may 

be undervalued here. Second, programs do not have the bright lines separating out social psychologists from other kinds of 

psychologists, and programs can be substantially improved by interdisciplinary contact and cross-over training. Third, by 

sampling only the top three citations, we underestimate the impact of scientists whose work is moderately cited across 

many different papers, and overestimate the impact of some scientists whose citations are concentrated in just one or two. 

However, the "top three" is likely to correlate very highly with total citations, especially since it samples the papers that 

contribute the most to overall citations. 

 

Conclusions. Since the average citation counts for a given program were positively correlated with other established 

measures of merit, there is evidence that the citation counts of the faculty members at a given institution is an additional 

measure that can be used to judge the relative quality of that institution. When researching institutions both with the goal of 

being a student or a faculty member, this measure can provide additional information on which individuals can base their 

decisions. 
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Table 1. Mean total citations by rank 

 

Rank Median 

Citations 

Mean  

Citations 

n 

Assistant 81.0 118.6 53 

Associate 179.5 240.3 38 

Full 645.0 1232.5 171 

Full, Adjusted* 645.0 991.3 171 

Total 357.0 705.9 262 

 
*Adjusted values set an individual's maximum citation count at 3000 (n=xx). 

 



 
 

Table 2. Top Ten Social Psychology Programs with Most Cited Faculty, Adjusted for Faculty Rank 

 

 Carnegie Mellon   Northwestern 

 Columbia  NYU 

 Cornell   Stanford 

 Harvard   Texas-Austin 

 Michigan   UCLA 
 

 

 



 

Table 3. Partial Correlations between Program Citation Rate and other 

 measures of program quality, controlling for Average Rank of Faculty 

 

 

 

 

    Note: * p<.05, N=33. Partial correlations control for the "average rank" of faculty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quality measures Partial r 

Number of faculty placed in US Ph.D. programs, 1950-2004    .44* 

Number of faculty placed in US Ph.D. programs, 1991-2004     .27  

Percentage placed, 1991-2004    .47* 

Number of students admitted to the Program, 1991-2004 -.02 

GRE V+Q  .63* 

US News Departmental Ratings, 2002  .49* 

US News Departmental Ratings, 2008  .51*  



Table 4. Top cited faculty members by rank. 

 

Rank Name Degree Institution and Yale Current Employer 

Assistant Kevin Ochsner Harvard University, 1988 Columbia 

 Brian Nosek Yale University, 2002 Virginia 

 Matthew Lieberman Harvard University, 1999 UCLA 

 Melissa Ferguson New York University, 2002 Cornell 

 Jason Mitchell  Harvard University, 2003 Harvard University 

 William Cunningham Yale University, 2003 Ohio State University 

 Jennifer Beer University of California-Berkeley, 2002 University of Texas-Austin 

 Keith Payne Washington University, 2001 UNC-Chapel Hill 

 Matthias Mehl University of Texas-Austin, 2004 University of Arizona 

 Heejung Kim Stanford University, 2001 UC-Santa Barbara 

    

Associate Kaiping Peng University of Michigan, 1997 UC-Berkeley 

 Robert Josephs University of Michigan, 1990 University of Texas-Austin 

 Wendi Gardner Ohio State University, 1996 Northwestern University 

 Brett Pelham University of Texas-Austin, 1989 University of Buffalo 

 John Jost Yale University, 1995 New York University 

    

Full Albert Bandura University of Iowa, 1952 Stanford University 

 Icek Ajzen University of Illinois-UC, 1969 University of Massachusetts 

 David Kenny Northwestern University, 1972 University of Connecticut 

 Leona Aiken Purdue University, 1970 Arizona State University 

 Stephen West University of Texas-Austin, 1972 Arizona State University 



Highly cited papers and books in social-

personality psychology 
 

 

By Nia Phillips 
 
While searching for citations of the faculty members at various institutions, I came across a number of works that had been 

cited a remarkable number of times. Below are the papers (books, articles, chapters) in social-personality psychology that 

have been cited more than 1000 times, in order of total number of citations. 
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