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"Science" in Northwest Science: Changes in Journal Content Over the
Past 70 Years and What lt Tells Us

Introduction

The Nofth$,est Scientilic Association (NWSA)
q'as tbunded in 1923 in Spokanc. Washington by
academic teachers and scientists prirnarily l iom
colleges and universit ies in the inland Northwest.
The mission of the association was to "promote

scientit lc research and the diffusion of scicntit ic
knowledge". Thesc cffofts were centercd around
a yearly meeting held at various locations in thc
inland Northu'est. In l927 thejournal Norhnest
Sclcnce (NWS) was begun. Thcjournal was also
to providc a tirrum tirr the dissenination of sci
entitic inlbrmation of interest to scientists in the
region as well as a method to cornmunlcate events
ofinterest to scientists and tcachers in the region.
An imponrnt component of the ioumal was to
document the discussions and papers given at thc
: rnnur l  tnec t ing . .  u td  . ince  the  beg inn ine . , 'ne  is 'ue
(or a portion therc ot) a year has been devoted to
abstracts of the oml preseDtations.

Like most scieltilic joumals. NWS scicnce has
undergone sevcral fonnat changes over the ygars.
However, most ofthe alterations have been liugely
cosmetic. involving changes in thc tbrmat of the
cover. Between 1944 and 1959 the cover depicted
a bcaker and tlask rellecting an odentation to-
ward the laboratory sciences that was rellected
in the journal content as i l lustrated in Table 2.
Contents ofthejournal were first put on the cover
in 194,1. In 1959 the cover changed to one con-
tu in ing  r  map o f  thc  Nor thuc ' t .  c  (h r r r ( le r i \ t i j
retained in the most recent change which stream-
lined the covcr in 1995.

From its inception. the editors of NWS encour-
aged the subnission ofand received anicles tiorn
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a wide range of disciplines. The puryose of this
paper is to illustnte the scope ofthe subject mat
ter published in the.journal. and to reflect on what
this rcveals about the direction in which NWSA
is heading. In doing so. I hope it stimulates mern
bers of the society to rethink or reaffirm the mis-
sion of the society.

Methods

The data for this article were compiled by plac
ing all citations fron issues of NWS from l927
through May 1996 in the commercial bibliographic
computer software Pro-Cite. Each a icle was
assigned relatively broad keyword(s), reflecting
subject content as interpreted by this author Thesc
kcywords and terms in the article titlc were used
in the subsequent searches. lt is recognized that
there is sone inherent subjectivity in the terms
u.cd .  Ho$e\er ,  lhe  i lu thor  ha5 had er ten . i re  e r -
perience in directing programs te catalog rcsouce
studies in the national parks compiling to date
over 20,000 records. A list of the terms that oc-
c ur:red in at least .0 | '/a of the total nunber of records
is given in Table L

Results

Between 1927 andMay of 1996, 1634 nrticles ap
per-rcd in NWS. The ab\trrct. of the prpcr. gi\en
at the national meetings were not included in this
analysis. As shown in Table l, these afiicles cov-
ered a bnrad runge of subjects. To analyze the changes
in journal contents over time, the time span was
arbiffarily divided into six categories shown in Thble
2. Included in this analysis were only those subject
classes that had >27r of the total citations.



TABLE L Thc num bef of cirrrions found for urious subj ect categories ir ,\b//rri e.l/ 5.r1.r." bet$ ecn 1927 an d I 996.

Subj€ct Category Subject  Nlat t r r  Inc luded

Number of
Articles

alnphibians

anthropolog,v

birds

cducation/trainirg

ish

iurgl

geogrrphy

geology

glaciers and glaciation

health and human diseasc

hydrology

lakes and resenc'irs

l imnolog)

plant i

physiolc'gy

feptiles

primafil] crop production. inigation and tillage methods,

eftects ol lirtilizadon

primaril) Nati!c Americans

uphnd g.rmc bjrds. passeriDes. raplors. rvater birds

pr inar i ly  salmonids

coniferous species. sihaculture. disease conuol. re tbre\tation

includes use of lirc in site pfeparation

primarily descdptions of places
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See Tablc 3

primarily non-coniferous spccies, includes grtsscs. shrubs

individ al species accounts

frimaril) !erlcbrale

includes grazjng relations of domcstic and native animals

both forest and agricultural
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Discussion

It is clear from an examination of Table 2 that
there have been significant changes in joumal

content over the years. Articles dealing with edu-
cational issues and the training of students were
much more common in the early days, probably
reflecting the orientation of many of the mem
bers towards teaching at the high school and col-
Iege levels. Today these anicles are virtual)y ab-
sent. Likewise, articles dealing with agriculture
and chemistry have also greatly declined the laner

probably reflecting the dcvelopment ol more spc-
cialized journals for that material.

NWS has long been associated with the disci-
plines of forestry and geology and articles deal-
ing with those subjects prcdominated all but the
las l  ruo  t ime per iod . .  Probab ly  lhe  erea le . l  in -
crease in recent years has been in the number of
articles dealing with mammals. Almost a quafier
of all articles published in the last 25 years have
concerned mammalian species. A compilation of
the species is given in Table 3. This change may
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TABLE L Distribution of fec ord s b) subi ec t c ategor) tuld time peiLrd. f,igures are the percent ol rhe roul number of records nr
each rine pcriod.

Category 1927 -39 1940-50 l95l-60 1961-71) 1971-80 t98l-96

531

l ( l

t l

6

2

-1,13

5

1 3

2.

23

l 8

r 8 3

2

I

1

19

l

13

r66

1
.l

1

( l

20

9

2

5

168

1

I

l

5

t '7

2

I

1 l

2.11

)

t 5

5

,7

<1

0

8

0

I

t4

,l

l 5

chemistr l

l i \h

gco!og]

hlslor)

21

l 8

' fABI-Fi  
3.  Di ! ! r ibut ionofmanlmalstudiesbetweenl9Tl- l996amongclassesofmamnals.

Cafegorr Elample l.vpes
Pcrccnt of

Studies (1971-1996)

nid sized n.rnmals

large grlring browsing lanlnrals

bcrrs and camlrorcs

mice. shrc$s. !olcs. pockct gophcrs. molcs. woodral

rabbir. badger. ground squirrel. mouniain beaver,
porcupine,  skunk

black and \l'hlte-railed deet elk, moose. mountain cadbou.
mounrain goat. bighorn sheep

black and grizTl], bear. coyote, fox. wolf. bobcat, cougar

:lu

1.1

in part reflect a positive feedback, i.c.. one paper
on a givcn subject encourages others to submit
additional papers on the same subject. However,
a more important firctor. in my epinion, is that
there is a growing cadre of ecologically trained
scientists (and an ecologically oriented public)
in the Nonhwcst resulting in nlorc studies of natural
components of ecosystems, be they birds. f ish,
mammals. or flora. This trend can be seen in the
pages of NWS along with a diminishment ot con-
Lribulionr lronr the ph).ical Ind lrb,.rrrt,.rr) .ci-
ences, as wcll as cngineering, econon-fcs, social
science, health, and history. Again a negative feed-
back may be operating here. i.e., a lack ofpapers
in a discipline area discourages readership and
submission of papers from individuals in those
disciplines.
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Given this strong and probably on-going trcnd,
I believe that NWSA should reconsider its mission.
The society needs to question the premise. in this
era ol increasingly fragmented disciplines with a
wide variety of scientific joumals, of whether it is
possible tbr a society to cover all disciplines. Is
NWSA. as currently shxcturcd, relevant today? If
the joumal is an accurate reflection of member's
interests (and indeed at least one author of an ar-
ticle must be a member), then I would argue that
the society and thejoumal is not relevant today to
chcmisl.. phy.icists. economjsl5. hislorians. irgri-
cultural scientists, and a host of other disciplines
embraced by NWSA. Perhaps changes in the rnis
sion of NWSA to nore clerly focus only on the
biologicaVecological sciences are both desirable and
nece\\aD tu pre\er\e JnJ enhunce the.ociet).


