
Occupational and Environmental Medicine 1997;54:357-360

A bibliometric study of the trend in
articles related to epidemiology pub-
lished in occupational health journals

Editor-Takahashi and colleagues' reported
an increase in epidemiological papers pub-
lished between 1980 and 1993 in occupa-

tional health journals. They wonder whether
this trend can be attributed to a true
increase in the field of epidemiology or may

reflect a better practice of indexing. One
aspect of the problem relates to the sensitivi-
ty of the epidemiology descriptor in a given
bibliographic database among "true" epi-
demiological papers. Qualification by epi-
demiologists of their own work as

epidemiology may be one way to define such
papers.

We performed a pilot study on the publi-
cations of three epidemiologists (47-52
years of age) from our department who were

asked to assess the epidemiological character
(yes or no) of all their 224 journal papers

published from 1973 to 1995. These authors
were chosen because they worked in con-

trasting fields of epidemiology (epidemiolo-
gy in adolescent health, mostly descriptive;
respiratory epidemiology (FK), mostly aetio-
logical, and for the third, one third of the
publications related to biostatistics and two
thirds to toxicological epidemiology). For
the papers retrieved in either MEDLINE or
EMBASE2 databases, the proportion of papers

containing epidemiology as a descriptor
(major or not) or as a subheading (in GRIPS
language epidemiol?/CT) was assessed. For
papers without the epidemiology descriptor,
the proportion of papers with descriptors
potentially associated with epidemiology was

also estimated. Descriptors or subheadings
considered were: follow up studies; longitu-
dinal studies; cross sectional studies; sensi-
tivity and specificity, statistics; morbidity;
mortality; risk factors; odds ratios; and
prevalence.

According to the authors, 96% of their
papers were considered to be related to epi-
demiology. Overall, 120 papers (54%) were

indexed by MEDLINE, 68% in either data-
base. Among those indexed in MEDLINE,
37% included epidemiology and the propor-

tion rose to 54% when the other descriptors
and subheadings were considered. Twenty
per cent (21% when considering the papers

considered as epidemiology by the authors)
were retrieved by epidemiology in MEDLINE
and 40% (41% respectively) when consider-
ing both databases and either epidemiology
or associated terms as descriptors or sub-
headings.

Descriptive epidemiology papers were

indexed with epidemiology at least twice as

often in MEDLINE as were other types of epi-
demiology papers (table). When other terms
associated with epidemiology were consid-
ered the proportion of selected articles
increased, particularly for the biostatistics
and toxicological epidemiology. Indexing
practices between the two databases were

studied in the subsample of 96 papers which
figured in both. Whereas two thirds of the
papers authored by someone working pri-
marily in descriptive epidemiology were

indexed with the descriptor or subheading
epidemiology in MEDLINE, only one third
had such a descriptor or subheading in
EMBASE. There were less differences in the
descriptors or subheadings according to the
type of epidemiology in EMBASE than in
MEDLINE and similar proportions of papers
with either epidemiology or associated terms
as descriptors or subheadings were found for
the three types of papers.

Takahashi and colleagues acknowledged
the problem of time related trends in index-
ing practices to explain the increase in epi-
demiological papers in the field of
occupational health. Our results suggest that
the proportion of papers related to epidemi-
ology may be underestimated when consid-
ering the epidemiology descriptor or

subheading in MEDLINE. Considering associ-
ated terms and simultaneous use of another
database may considerably increase the
number of relevant papers. Changes in
indexing practices are both a reflection and a

consequence of the evolution of research.
Bibliographic databases may not be inde-
pendent of the indexing practices or appro-

priate to follow the rapid changes in science.
It remains to be established whether new

bibliographic methods including full text

Indexing of epidemiology papers in MEDLINE and EMBASE

Biostatistics
and

Descriptive Aetiological toxicological
epidemiology epidemiology epidemiology

Total number of papers 100 76 48
Author's opinion, epidemiology 97 71 46
Present in MEDLINE: 30 57 33

With epidemiology D/SH 21 19 4
With epidemiology or associated D/SH 26 28 11

Present in EMBASE: 44 54 30
With epidemiology D/SH 14 20 3
With epidemiology or associated D/SH 17 30 10

Present in MEDLINE and EMBASE: 22 48 26
Author's opinion, epidemiology 21 44 25
MEDLINE, epidemiology D/SH 14 18 3
MEDLINE, epidemiology or

associated D/SH 19 26 9
EMBASE, epidemiology D/SH 6 16 2
EMBASE, epidemiology or

associated D/SH 8 26 9

D/SH = descriptor or subheading.

databases could have a useful ratio of
increased sensitivity versus cost and noise.
Traditional epidemiology relates more to
descriptive studies on prevalences on large
representative samples than to studies that
include biological markers in an epidemio-
logical context. Although numbers were

small, there was some indication from our

data that a more recently developed type of
epidemiology is underindexed in biblio-
graphic bases, which could in turn disqualify
epidemiology as a discipline that incorpo-
rates biology or genetics. The epidemiology
of occupational and environmental cancer

may be one particular field to study because
of the development of so called molecular
epidemiology. Similar studies conducted
with an appropriate sample of epidemiolo-
gists would be useful to test such hypothe-
ses.

We are grateful to M Choquet (epidemiology on
adolescent health) and T Moreau (biostatistics and
toxicological epidemiology) for allowing us access
to their bibliographic list.
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Author's reply-the proposal by Sizaret and
Kauffmann to define epidemiological articles
based on "self qualification" by the authors
adds a different perspective from ours in
conducting bibliometric evaluation. The
basic use of articles indexed by descriptors
related to epidemiology as the numerator is
common to their and our methods, while the
basic difference between the two methods
lies in the denominator-that is, their use of
self qualified epidemiology articles, versus,
our use of all articles with and without such
descriptors. Combined as a fraction, the
respective indices serve different purposes.

Their method compares the count based
on the use of a literature database (numera-
tor) to a subjective gold standard (denomi-
nator), and by doing so, compares numbers
derived under different criteria. Thus, as

correctly mentioned, their proportion is
deemed to indicate sensitivity. We concur

that, to the extent that the external standard
is valid and practicable, sensitivity can be
compared between different databases, and,
within the same database, between subfields
of epidemiology.
Our study had the purpose of assessing

the role assumed by epidemiology in the
entire occupational health literature and
warranted that all articles be assessed under
uniform criteria, to which the indexed
descriptors were applied. Thus our method
took the proportion of tagged articles over

tagged and untagged articles, and by doing
so, compared numbers derived under uni-
form criteria. Sensitivity may be low or high
depending on the potential external stan-
dard to be used. More importantly, the
method is justifiable because the indexed
descriptors are eventually used to retrieve
articles from the database, and also practica-
ble because an objective indexing rule is
applied to all articles within the database.
The difference between the two methods
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