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One of the major challenges in research assessment is to evaluate research outputs in the 

social sciences and the humanities. There major reason for this is lack of sufficient coverage 

in the traditional citation databases, because the scholarly outputs often appear in 

monographs or as chapters in edited volumes and in the local language – and these outputs 

are only very-very partially indexed by the Web of Science and Scopus. The situation on Google 

Scholar is somewhat better, but still not good enough. 

One of the more innovative suggestions for book-oriented disciplines is to count how many 

libraries hold the specific book. This measure is called “libcitation” by White, Boell, Yu, Davis, 

Wilson and Cole (2009) or “catalog-inclusion” by Torres-Salinas and Moed (2009).  Zuccala and 

White (2015) found positive, weak but highly significant correlations between OCLC WorldCat 

library holdings and Scopus citation counts. A different solution was proposed by Kousha and 

Thelwall (2015): use book reviews in order to assess the value of the book. 

In this study we want to explore the feasibility of using Mendeley readership counts as a proxy 

for visibility/popularity of scholarly ebooks and ebook chapters. The first step is to assess 

Mendeley’s coverage – it has to be substantial is order to be usable. To this end we searched 

for the books in Elsevier’s ebook list for 2015 (https://www.elsevier.com/solutions 

/sciencedirect/content/book-title-lists). The list contains 980 titles. Mendeley only very rarely 

includes ebooks (probably because only if the full text of the item is included in a user’s 

Mendeley library, the user counts as a reader (Gunn, 2015)). However, ebooks are divided 

into chapters and each chapter can be downloaded separately. Searching for ebooks and 

ebook chapters on Mendeley is a bit cumbersome, because sometimes the book chapter can 

be found under the book title, sometimes as “book section”. The searches were carried out in 

mid-August 2016. Out of the 980 ebook titles we found readers for one or more chapters in 

the ebook for 836 titles (85%).  

Elsevier’s ebook collection is made up of 24 e-book packages in different subject areas. As can 

be seen from Table 1, there are considerable differences in the coverage and in the average 

number of readers in the different subject areas. The average coverage, when average is over 

the coverage per subject are is 78% and the standard deviation is 23%. The highest coverage 

is in Forensics, Security and Criminal Justice, where at least one chapter of the books in the 

list had Mendeley readers for all except one book. The lowest coverage was found in Health 

Professions where only 2 of the 11 books had readers. In the minority of the cases (26%) only 

a single chapter from the book was located in Mendeley.  

We also see fluctuations in the average number of readers per ebook (only ebooks with 

Mendeley readership counts) in the different subject areas: the average number of readers 

per e-book was lowest in Physics (3.40) and highest in Agricultural, Biological and Food 

Sciences (57.29). 
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Table 1: Coverage and readership counts per subject area (ebook package) 

ebook_package 
# 
ebooks 

 # ebooks 
in 
Mendeley coverage 

average no. 
Mendeley 
readers 

max 
Mendeley 
readers 

Agricultural, Biological, and Food Sciences 72 66 92% 57.29 412 

Biochemistry, Genetics and Molecular 
Biology 53 48 91% 33.58 261 

Biomedical Science and Medicine 50 45 90% 34.07 319 

Chemical Engineering 47 43 91% 52.93 605 

Chemistry 30 23 77% 31.13 164 

Computer Science 76 66 87% 31.09 173 

Earth and Planetary Sciences 36 27 75% 54.74 986 

Energy 43 41 95% 39.10 151 

Engineering 177 153 86% 30.54 355 

Environmental Science 25 24 96% 45.92 226 

Finance 22 19 86% 27.89 148 

Forensics, Security, and Criminal Justice 33 32 97% 33.16 240 

Health Professions 11 2 18% 18.00 29 

Immunology and Microbiology 19 17 89% 39.35 283 

Materials Science 85 75 88% 43.31 169 

Mathematics 14 7 50% 5.14 13 

Neuroscience 43 39 91% 28.95 209 

Pharmacology, Toxicology and 
Pharmaceutical Science 28 26 93% 56.35 230 

Physics and Astronomy 9 5 56% 3.40 8 

Plastics Engineering Hanser 20 5 25% 11.80 30 

Psychology 26 25 96% 37.40 139 

Social Sciences 38 36 95% 23.14 134 

Specialty Medicine 15 9 60% 30.78 128 

Veterinary Medicine 8 3 38% 19.00 48 

 

Some of these books are read by many users (if the same user bookmarks and downloads 

several chapters in the same book she is counted with multiplicity), the maximum number of 

readers was 986 for the second edition of the Encyclopedia of Volcanos (several chapters).  All 

the books in the list were released during 2015, but we located 13 individual chapters in books 

that already had more than 100 readers by August 2016. 

Conclusion 

Since more and more scholarly books appear also as ebooks, this direction has practical 

implications – Mendeley user counts can supplement other means of evaluation of ebooks 

and ebook chapters. The good news is that the Mendeley’s coverage of ebook packages in the 

social sciences and related areas (Social Sciences; Psychology; Finance; Forensics, Security and 

Criminal Justice) seems to be very good. These are the areas where coverage is most lacking 



in the traditional bibliometric databases.  Further studies are needed in order to support these 

initial findings. 
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