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Abstract. For many decades English language was dominant in international
scientific communications, but during the last decade it threatens to become the only
language for communicating medical science at international level. The aim of this
article was to make an overview of publication practices in regard to language of
publication of MEDLINE-referenced articles from European countries in year 2020.
Scientific publications referenced in MEDLINE database during year 2020 were
chosen for analysis. The inclusion criteria were publications affiliated with one of
European countries, published in either English or national languages of those
countries. The countries with less than 100.000 inhabitants were excluded from the
study. Only 11 of 38 European countries had any number of medical publications in
national language that were referenced in MEDLINE; the authors from twenty-
seven European countries completely stopped publishing in national language at
international journals. While economic strenght of a country was strongly correlated
with number of international publications per 100.000 inhabitants, the correlation
with international papers published in national languages was much less
pronounced. Researchers from majority of European countries are publishing their
studies predominantly or only in international medical journals printed in English
language. Additional efforts should be made in the future to promote publishing in
national languages.
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1. Introduction

For many decades English language was dominant in international scientific
communications, but during the last decade it threatens to become the only language in
medical science [1]. Many international and national journals changed their language
from national to English in an attempt to improve bibliometric characteristics (number
of citations and impact factor in the first place) [2]. Many, if not majority, from the
scientific world believe that publishing in an international journal with impact factor is
something that qualify one as a “scientist”, and, since articles published in English
language have much more chances to be cited [3], researchers who are non-native
English language speakers should do their best to learn this language and publish their
papers in English [4]. Several analyses showed that impact on wider community of
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scientific medical articles published in other languages except English is much less,
because majority of researchers avoid even attempt to read an article published in other
language [5]. However, it is important to have scientific communication in national
language, because it enables deeper understanding of the topic by native readers and
gives more chances for implementation of the results in practice, i.e. directly improves
the healthcare quality [6]. The aim was to make an overview of publication practices in
regard to language of publication of MEDLINE-referenced articles from European
countries in year 2020.

2. Methods

Scientific publications referenced in MEDLINE database [7] during year 2020 were
chosen for analysis. The inclusion criteria were publications affiliated with one of
European countries, published in either English or national languages of those countries.
Also, only countries with more than 100.000 inhabitants were taken into account. The
strategy used for search of the MEDLINE database included name(s) of each of European
countries, with or without name of the respective language. The data about Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) of European countries in 2020 and numbers of their inhabitants
were taken from the web page of World Bank [8]. Number of publications in 2020 for
each country was calculated per 100.000 inhabitants. Distribution of the data was tested
for normality by Kolmogorov-Smirnov’s test. Correlations between GDP per capita and
number of publications per 100.000 inhabitants were tested for significance and extent
by Spearman’s rho coefficient. Probability of zero hypothesis was considered acceptable
if less than 0.05. All calculations were conducted by SPSS, version 18.

3. Results

In total 38 out of 44 European countries were included in the analysis. There was strong
correlation between GDP per capita in 2020 and number of publications in 2020
referenced in MEDLINE and affiliated to respective country: Spearman’s rho coefficient
was 0.927, p = 0.000 (Figure 1). On the other hand, the correlation between GDP per
capita in 2020 and number of publications in national language during 2020 referenced
in MEDLINE and affiliated to respective country was much weaker, albeit statistically
significant: Spearman’s rho coefficient was 0.645, p = 0.000 (Figure 2). Number of
publications per 100.000 inhabitants referenced in MEDLINE and affiliated with certain
European countries in 2020 and number of those published in national languages, yet
referenced in MEDLINE are shown in the Figure 3.
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Figure 1. Correlation between GDP per capita in 2020 and number of publications per 100.000 inhabitants
referenced in MEDLINE during 2020 and affiliated to certain European counrtries (n=38).
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Figure 2. Correlation between GDP per capita in 2020 and number of publications in national languages per
100.000 inhabitants referenced in MEDLINE during 2020 and affiliated to certain European counrtries
(n=38).
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Figure 3. Number of publications per 100.000 inhabitants referenced in MEDLINE and affiliated with
certain European countries in 2020 (n=38).

4.  Discussion

Our article showed that only 11 of 38 European countries had any number of medical
publications in national language that were referenced in MEDLINE; the authors from
twenty-seven European countries completely stopped publishing in national language at
international journals. While economic strenght of a country was strongly correlated with
number of international publications per 100.000 inhabitants, the correlation with
international papers published in national languages was much less pronounced. There
are two main reasons why the authors are not publishing in their native language at
international medical journals. The first is obvious, number of international medical
journals published in national language is small and decreasing from year to year; many
coutries do not have any more international medical journals published in national
language [9]. The second reason is also important, but less clear: the authors themselves
may avoid publishing at journals printed in national language because they fear that their
work will pass unnoticed by wider scientific community which does not understand this
native language [10]. Both factors that lead to decrease or even extinguishing of medical
publications of international importance in national languages could be ameliorated by
appropriate actions of national governments: medical journals in national languages
should be financially supported, and publications in national languages should be more
valued by national universities for the purpose of academic promotion of the academic
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staff. Number of scientific publications is directly associated with economic strength of
a country, for the obvious reason that any research needs some materials that bear certain
costs [11]. However, extent of publishing in national language was also associated with
wealth of a country, probably because there are more chances to have additional funds
to support journals printed in national language [12]. Besides, countries with long
tradition of scientific research in medicine, like France, Germany, Spain, Netherlands
and Italy tend to keep and support national journals published in national languages.
Main limitation of our study was its restriction to only one publication year; comparison
of several years would give an insight in trends of publishing, both in English and in
national languages. It would be much easier to understand causes of changes in
publication practices if the trends were available.

5. Conclusion

Researchers from majority of European countries are publishing their studies
predominantly or only in international medical journals printed in English language.
Additional efforts should be made in the future to promote publishing in national
languages, especially at medical journals of international significance.
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