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SHARE OF REPORTS OF CLINICAL TRIALS, WRITTEN IN
SEVEN NON-ENGLISH LANGUAGES, THAT HAVE
STRUCTURED ABSTRACT
Are the abstracts on clinical trials of 7 non-English languages papers
structured?

Shigeaki Yamazaki, Ph D
Department of Library and Information Science
Aichi Shukutoku University, Japan
Takeo Nakayama, MD, Ph D
Department of Medical System Informatics
Kyoto University School of Public Health, Japan

European Association of Science Editors 8" General Assembly and Conference, Bath
(UK), 8-11 June 2003

Abstract : In 1987, a new style that was called “structured abstracts” was designed to
permit clinical readers of medical journals to judge quickly the applicability and validity
of the findings of an article for clinical practice. Importance of structured abstracts is
spreading with the new idea on EBM (Evidence-based medicine) in recent health care |
settings. How much has been adopted the style of structured abstracts in the clinical
trials’ papers written by non-English languages? We searched papers by using clinical
trials(publication type) from the PubMed that have been produced by the National
Library of Medicine, and identified the occurrence of structured abstracts in clinical
trials’ papers written by 7 non-English languages (Japanese, Germany, French, Italian,
Spanish, Russian, and Chinese) from 1987 to 2001. The structured abstracts are
actually written in various styles. The so-called thing of an IMRAD heading also exists,
and the typical headings of a structured abstracts are eight items of objective, design,
setting, patients, interventions, main outcome measures, results, and conclusions. In this
survey, the larger definition is adopted about the structured abstracts. This survey
indicates that structured abstracts of non-English language papers, except Japanese,
have become popular rapidly. Only 3.5% abstracts in Japanese-language papers of
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clinical trials from 1987 to 2001 have been structured. In Japan, researchers, clinicians,

editors, and information specialists have to recognize the importance of structured

abstracts in reporting clinical trials with an ever-increasing demand of evidence-based

medicine.

A, Introduction/Purpose

In 1987, a new style called “structured
abstracts” was designed to permit clinical
readers of medical journals to judge
quickly the applicability and validity of the
findings of an article for clinical practice
(1). Importance of structured abstracts is
spreading throughout the English-speaking
world with the new idea called EBM
(Evidence-Based Medicine) in
health care settings (2,3). However, very

recent

few data exist that indicates the percentage
of reports of clinical trials published in
non-English-speaking
include structured abstracts. We conducted
this study to identify the percentages of
non-English reports of clinical trials that
have structured abstracts.

courntries that

B. Methods

. We searched PubMed, provided by the
National Library of Medicine, to identify
reports of clinical trials according to the
languages in which they are written.
Reports of clinical trials were identified by
“publication type”. Seven languages were
chosen for the study: Japanese, Russian,
French, German, Spanish, Italian, and
Chinese. According to Haynes et al.,
sttuctured abstracts should have the

20

following eight headings: objective, design,
setting,
outcome measures, results, and conclusions
(2). In this study, so-called IMRAD
(introduction,
results, and discussion) style was also
counted as a structured abstract. The
broader definition is adapted for the
structured abstracts in this survey. The
result of the pilot search revealed that the
headings used in structured abstracts are

patients, interventions, main

materials and methods,

L4 T P

not uniform. For example, “aim,” “aims,”
or “purpose” is used in place of “objective”
in some of the abstracts, indicating that an
electronic search alone may not be able to
extract all the relevant data. Therefore, we
conducted a visual check of the abstracts

by using ProCite, which is a personal

database software with a sorting function.
We searched out the abstracts published
from 1987 to 2001. The survey of
Chinese-language abstracts was done on
February 14, 2002; the surveys of abstracts
written in other languages were done on
January 20, 2002,

C. Results

Approximately 322000 reports are
registered in PubMed, 86.4% of which are
written in English, while 13.6% are written
in non-English languages. This search




produced 21,785 clinical trials papers,
18,278 of which had abstracts between the
years 1987 — 2001. Finally, 3,087 papers

were found to have structured abstracts.
| Our survey indicates that the average share
of structured abstracts between 1987 and
2001 are as follows: German 17.3%,
French 16.1%, Italian 21.3%, Spanish

Tablel

44 7%, Russian 4.9% and Chinese 21.3%
(Table 1). Japanese-language reports were
least likely to include structured abstracts
(3.5%). In the three-year distribution of
the share of structured abstracts, German
and French show a similar tendency, that of
increasing about 50% between 1999 and
2001.

Three-year distribution of the share of structured abstracts

in 7 non-English languages’ clinical trial papers with abstracts

Year Spanish Chinese Italian German French Russian Japanese 7 languages
1999-2001 749% 100.0% 763% 48.2% 45.1% 174% 104% 41.7%
128173069

1996-1998 576% 505% 368% 290% 30.7% 56% 4.7% 28.7%
1271/4426

1993-1995 31.3% 3.0% 9.1% 145% 154% 0% 0.9% 9.5%
475/4991

1990-1992 9.9% 0% 1.2% 1.5% 0.6% 0% 0% 1.5%
53/3545

1987-1989 0% 0% 0% 0.8% 0% 0% 0% 0.3%
7/2247

1987-2001 44.7% 235% 213% 173% 161% 49% 3.5% 16.9%

92712074 280/1189 467/2195 728/4210 454/2817 97/1964 134/3829 3087/18278

For fractions, denominators are number of reports of clinical trials with abstracts and

numerators are those with structured abstracts.

Source: PubMed, Jan/Feb 2002

D/E. Discussion/Conclusion

As a whole, the percentages of reports that
have structured abstracts began to increase
in the late 1990s. The percentages of

German- and French-language reports that
included structured abstracts increased
steadily, and by 2001, about 50% of the
abstracts were structured. By 2001, the
percentages of Italian and Spanish reports
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that included structured abstracts had
increased to about 73.0% and 85.7%,
respectively. Of the Chinese reports
published in the past three years, 100% had
structured abstracts. Japanese abstracts
were still the least likely to be structured. In
Japan, researchers, clinicians, editors, and
information specialists have to recognize
the importance of structured abstracts in
clinical trials
ever-increasing demand for EBM.

reporting with  an
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