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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVE: To describe the most-cited articles in public health scientific journals edited 
in Brazil. 

METHODS: Articles published between 2008 and 2010 by public health journals edited in Brazil 
and indexed in the Scopus database were included, and citations received up to five years after 
publication were ranked. We studied a total of 105 articles, as the last seven articles shared the 
same number of citations and so were given the same rank. 

RESULTS: The most-cited articles received a median of 28 citations, and the distribution 
ranged from 22 to 95 citations. These articles describe advances in the areas of Epidemiology 
(74%), Health Policies, Planning and Administration (19%), and Social and Human Sciences in 
Health (7%). Only half mentioned that they have received funding. About 75% of the articles 
were written by three or more authors and 90%, by authors affiliated to public institutions 
such as universities and government organizations. Fifteen individuals were responsible for 
authoring or coauthoring three or more of the 105 articles studied. The journals Cadernos de 
Saúde Pública, Revista de Saúde Pública, and Ciência & Saúde Coletiva have published the vast 
majority of the most-cited articles in the area (94%). 

CONCLUSIONS: In Brazil, the most-cited articles in public health mainly report Epidemiology 
research, are written by groups of authors and by researchers affiliated to public institutions 
and are published in journals with a greater impact. Periodical analyses of these data can show 
potential changes in the characteristics of articles that most attract public health scientists.
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INTRODUCTION

Citations are considered an indirect measurement of the contribution of an article to the 
knowledge generated in the field, i.e., the link between the finding of the investigation and 
its importance for science1. Therefore, citations have been widely used and valued to provide 
indices and impact indicators in science2. Garfield and Welljams-Dorof3 have identified a 
significant correlation between the quality and relevance of an article and the number of 
citations it receives.

By analyzing articles that exert the greatest influence on a field of knowledge, we identified 
where, how, and by which scientists this field moves forward. Thus, several studies have 
evaluated highly-cited articles in specific fields such as Rheumatology4, Gastroenterology5, 
Psychiatry6, Surgery7, among others. The most-cited articles represent a high degree of 
research impact and an effective investment of resources8.

Public health is a field of production of multi- and interdisciplinary scientific knowledge9, 
based on epidemiology, social and human sciences in health, and policies, planning and 
administration in health10. This field provides an excellent opportunity to evaluate citation 
performance among areas. Smith and Leggat11 evaluated the 10 most-cited articles in public 
health, but the authors included articles from only one journal.

In Brazil, few studies have addressed the question of citations, and they are usually from 
the areas of Information Science, Bibliometrics, and Scientometrics12–14. In specific fields 
such as public health, some authors, such as Coimbra Jr15, Barata16, Iriart et al.10, Cuenca et 
al.17, have been analyzing the citations attributed to journals and articles, but few of them 
address the most-cited ones. 

This study aimed to characterize the most-cited articles published in public health journals 
edited in Brazil. Our findings should help students, young researchers, and readers in 
general to become familiar with the authors, institutions, and journals that have made a 
leading contribution to public health in Brazil. Also, this study may provide researchers, 
research funding agencies, and university administrators with insights into the research 
trends in this field.

METHODS

Following the trend of bibliometric studies considering the so-called “top 100” of an 
area of knowledge, we present here the most-cited articles published in Brazilian public 
health journals.

To assess those articles, we selected the public health scientific journals that are edited 
in Brazil, according to the Associação Brasileira de Saúde Coletiva (Abrasco – Brazilian 
Association of Collective Health), which have been indexed in the Scopus database 
since 2008. This database was chosen because, besides being one of the main sources of 
bibliometric data, it indexes more journals edited in Brazil. The initial year was chosen to 
increase the number of journals represented since fewer journals were edited in Brazil on 
this database until 2007. Thus, the following journals were selected: Cadernos de Saúde 
Pública; Ciência & Saúde Coletiva; História, Ciências, Saúde – Manguinhos; Interface: 
Communicação, Saúde, Educação; Physis; Revista Brasileira de Epidemiologia; Revista de 
Saúde Pública; and Saúde & Sociedade.

For the retrieval of the articles, we searched for records classified by Scopus as original 
articles or review articles, published between 2008 and 2010. The final year was considered 
to include citations received up to five years after publication since citations usually do 
not occur soon after publication. So, for articles published in 2008, we studied citations 
received until 2013, and so on. This standardization provides, for all articles, the same 
time availability to receive citations. Initially, we retrieved 3,242 records and, after the age 
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adjustment, we filtered those articles in descending order of citations and selected the 100 
most-cited ones. However, seven papers ranked last in the classification, as they contained 
the same number of citations (22 citations). Overall, in this study, we included the 105 most 
cited articles.

We performed the descriptive analysis of the articles included according to the following 
variables: citation ranking, publication year, publication language, publication type, 
thematic category, journal title, number of authors (one, two, three, or more), authors’ 
names, and funding. The type of publication was classified into two stages: first, 
we evaluated whether the article was methodological or not; second, if it was not 
methodological, we evaluated whether it was an original study or a review. The thematic 
addressed in the articles was based on the categories defined by Abrasco for the area 
of Collective Health, namely: epidemiology; policies, planning, and administration 
in health; and social and human sciences in health. The first author’s affiliation was 
classified as a public university, private university, hospital, governmental institution, 
or non-governmental institution. The funding institutions were categorized into: 
development agency, such as Research Support Foundations (FAP) and Brazilian National 
Council for Scientific and Technological Development (CNPq); national governing bodies, 
such as ministries and state departments; foreign or national institutions, such as World 
Health Organization; and scientific associations or societies.

RESULTS

Among the 3,242 articles published between 2008 and 2010 by the journals included in this 
study, the most-cited articles (n = 105) received between 22 and 95 citations, with a median 
of 28 (p25 = 24 and p75 = 36). The 105 most-cited articles are listed in the Table 1.

As described in Table 2, of the 105 articles, most were original articles (70%), in the area 
of Epidemiology (74%), written by three or more authors (74%) and published in English 
(57%). All have abstracts in Portuguese and English, and 34 (32%) also have an Abstract in 
Spanish. It is worth noting that, despite standardizing the citation window (citations up to 
five years after publication), we identified a few of the most-cited articles published in 2010.

Cadernos de Saúde Pública, Revista de Saúde Pública, and Ciência & Saúde Coletiva have 
published the vast majority of the most-cited articles in the area (94%). Another group 
is constituted by the Revista Brasileira de Epidemiologia, Interface, História, Ciência & 
Saúde, Physis, and Saúde e Sociedade, the articles in which seldom if ever feature among 
the most-cited ones. The distribution of the most-cited articles according to the journal is 
shown in Table 3.

Regarding the affiliations of the first author of each article (Table 4), public universities 
represented 67% of the institutions. Authors were also affiliated to governmental 
organizations (23%) – such as the Fiocruz Foundation, the Ministry of Health and health 
departments – and to private undergraduate institutions (6%).

Regarding research funding, 52 articles reported some kind of funding; of these, half 
reported support from two or more institutions. The most frequently mentioned funding 
agencies or institutions were FAP (35/52) and CNPq (31/52). Support from foreign agencies 
was mentioned in 25 of the 52 articles (48%). Brazilian government agencies accounted 
for 21% (11/52) of these grants, and a research incentive association accounted for 1 grant 
(data not shown in table).

In relation to authorship and coauthorship, in total, 388 individuals were responsible for 
authoring or coauthoring these articles. Table 5 shows the most-productive researchers 
(n = 15). In addition, eight other researchers were responsible for 1 authorship and 1 
coauthorship; 26, for two coauthorships; 84, for 1 authorship; and 255, for 1 coauthorship 
(data not shown in table).
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Table 1. The most-cited articles of public health scientific journals edited in Brazil.

Rank Reference
# 

citations

1
Veras R. Population aging today: Demands, challenges and innovations. Rev Saúde Pública. 2009; 43(3):548-54. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1590/S0034-89102009005000025 

95

2
Fontanella BJB, Ricas J, Turato ER. Saturation sampling in qualitative health research: Theoretical contributions. Cad Saúde Pública. 
2008; 24(1):17-27. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008000100003

85

3
Monteiro CA, Benicio MHD’A, Konno SC, Silva ACF, Lima ALL, Conde WL. Causes for the decline in child under-nutrition in Brazil, 
1996-2007. Rev Saúde Pública. 2009; 43(1):35-43. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009000100005

76

4
Teixeira MG, Costa MCN, Barreto F, Barreto ML. Dengue: Twenty-five years since reemergence in Brazil. Cad Saúde Pública. 2009; 
25(1):S7-S18.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2009001300002

67

5
Moura EC, Neto OLM, Malta DC, Moura L, Silva NN, Bernal R, et al. Surveillance of risk-factors for chronic diseases through 
telephone interviews in 27 Brazilian cities (2006). Rev Bras Epidemiol. 2008; 11(1):20-37. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1415-
790X2008000500003

66

6
Ooi E, Gubler DJ. Dengue in Southeast Asia: Epidemiological characteristics and strategic challenges in disease prevention. Cad 
Saúde Pública. 2008; 25(1):S115-S124. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2009001300011

53

7
Coutinho LMS, Scazufca M, Menezes PR. Methods for estimating prevalence ratios in cross-sectional studies. Rev Saúde Pública. 
2008; 42(6):992-8. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102008000600003

49

8
Florindo AA, Hallal PC, Moura EC, Malta DC. Practice of physical activities and associated factors in adults, Brazil, 2006. Rev Saúde 
Pública. 2009; 43(2):65-73. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009000900009

48

9
Monteiro CA, Levy RB, Claro RM, Castro IRR, Cannon G. A new classification of foods based on the extent and purpose of their 
processing. Cad Saúde Pública. 2010; 26(11):2039-2049. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2010001100005

47

10
Maia-Elkhoury ANS, Alves WA, Sousa-Gomes ML, Sena JM, Luna EA. Visceral leishmaniasis in Brazil: Trends and challenges. Cad 
Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(12):2941-2947. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008001200024

46

11
Passos CJS, Mergler D. Human mercury exposure and adverse health effects in the Amazon: A review. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 
24(4):S503-S520.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008001600004

46

12
Gigante DP, Moura EC, Sardinha LMV. Prevalence of overweight and obesity and associated factors, Brazil, 2006. Rev Saúde Pública. 
2009; 43(2):83-9. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009000900011

45

13
Diniz D, Medeiros M. Abortion in Brazil: A household survey using the ballot box technique. Cien Saúde Colet. 2010; 15(1):959-966.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1413-81232010000700002

45

14
Benedetti TRB, Borges LJ, Petroski EL, Gonçalves LHT. Physical activity and mental health status among elderly people. Rev Saúde 
Pública. 2008; 42(2):302-7. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102008005000007

44

15
Alves E, Vasconcelos FAG, Calvo MCM, Neves J. Prevalence of symptoms of anorexia nervosa and dissatisfaction with body image 
among female adolescents in FlorianÃ³polis, Santa Catarina State, Brazil . Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(3):503-512. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008000300004

42

16
Giovanella L, Mendonça MHM, Almeida PF, Escorel S, Senna MCM, Fausto MCR, et al. Family health: Limits and possibilities 
for an integral primary healthcare approach in Brazil. Cien Saúde Colet. 2009; 14(3):783-794. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1413-
81232009000300014

42

17
Sarno F, Claro RM, Levy RB, Bandoni DH, Ferreira SRG, Monteiro CA. Estimated sodium intake by the Brazilian population, 2002-
2003. Rev Saúde Pública. 2009; 43(2):219-25. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009005000002

41

18 Mendes EV. Health care networks. Cien Saúde Colet. 2010; 15(5):2297-2305. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1413-81232010000500005 41

19
Alfradique ME, Bonolo PF, Dourado I, Lima-Costa MF, Macinko J, Mendonça CS, et al. Ambulatory care sensitive hospitalizations: 
Elaboration of brazilian list as a tool for measuring health system performance (project ICSAP - Brazil). Cad Saúde Publica. 2009; 
25(6):1337-1349. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2009000600016

40

20
Malta DC, Sardinha LMV, Mendes I, Maria Barreto S, Giatti L, Castro IRR, et al. Prevalence of risk health behavior among adolescents: 
Results from the 2009 national adolescent school-based health survey (PeNSE). Cien Saúde Colet. 2010; 15(2):3009-3019. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1590/S1413-81232010000800002

40

21
Silveira MF, Santos IS, Barros AJD, Matijasevich A, Barros FC, Victora CG. Increase in preterm births in Brazil: Review of population-
based studies. Rev Saúde Pública. 2008; 42(5):957-64. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102008000500023

39

22
Conill EM. A historical and conceptual model for Primary Health Care: Challenges for the organization of primary care and 
the Family Health Strategy in large Brazilian cities. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(1):S7-S27. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-
311X2008001300002

38

23
Duailibi LB, Ribeiro M, Laranjeira R. Profile of cocaine and crack users in Brazil. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(4):S545-S557. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008001600007

37

24
Ribeiro AQ, Rozenfeld S, Klein CH, Cesar CC, Acurcio FA. Survey on medicine use by elderly retirees in Belo Horizonte, 
Southeastern Brazil. Rev Saúde Pública. 2008; 42(4):724-32. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102008005000031

37

25
Chieffi AL, Barata RB. “Judicialization” of public health policy for distribution of medicines. Cad Saúde Pública. 2009; 25(8):1839-
1849. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2009000800020

37

26
Fernandes LCL, Bertoldi AD, Barros AJD. Health service use in a population covered by the EstratÃ©gia de SaÃºde da FamÃlia (Family 
Health Strategy). Rev Saúde Pública. 2009; 43(4):595-603. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009005000040

36

Continue

http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009000100005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102008005000031
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Table 1. The most-cited articles of public health scientific journals edited in Brazil. Continuation

27
Couto MT, Pinheiro TF, Valença O, Machin R, Silva GSN, Gomes R, et al. Men in primary healthcare: Discussing (in) visibility 
based on gender perspectives. Interface - Comunic., Saúde, Educ.. 2010; 14(33):257-70. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1414-
32832010000200003

36

28
Siqueira FV, Facchini LA, Piccini RX, Tomasi E, Thumé E, Silveira DS, et al. Physical activity in young adults and the elderly in areas covered 
by primary health care units in municipalities in the South and Northeast of Brazil. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(1):39-54. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008000100005

35

29
Levy RB, Castro IRR, Cardoso LO, Tavares LF, Sardinha LMV, Gomes FS, et al. Food consumption and eating behavior among brazilian 
adolescents: National adolescent school-based health survey (PeNSE), 2009. Cien Saúde Colet. 2010; 15(2):3085-3097. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1590/S1413-81232010000800013

35

30
Carvalho JAM, Rodríguez-Wong LL. The changing age distribution of the Brazilian population in the first half of the 21st century. Cad 
Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(3):597-605. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008000300013

34

31
Salvador EP, Florindo AA, Reis RS, Costa EF. Perception of the environment and leisure-time physical activity in the elderly. Rev Saúde 
Pública. 2009; 43(6):972-80. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009005000082

34

32
Seabra AF, Mendonça DM, Thomis MA, Anjos LA, Maia JA. Biological and socio-cultural determinants of physical activity in 
adolescents. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(4):721-736. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008000400002

33

33
Barros FC, Victora CG, Scherpbier R, Gwatkin D. Socioeconomic inequities in the health and nutrition of children in low/middle 
income countries. Rev Saúde Pública. 2010; 44(1):1-16. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102010000100001

33

34
Souza ECF, Vilar RLA, Rocha NSPD, Uchoa AC, Rocha PM. Primary health care access and receptivity to users: An analysis of 
perceptions by users and health professionals. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(1):S100-S110. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-
311X2008001300015

32

35
Enes CC, Slater B. Obesity in adolescence and its main determinants. Rev Bras Epidemiol. 2010; 13(1):163-71. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1590/S1415-790X2010000100015

32

36
Malta M, Cardoso LO, Bastos FI, Magnanini MMF, Silva CMFP. STROBE initiative: guidelines on reporting observational studies. Rev 
Saúde Pública. 2010; 44(3):559-65. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102010000300021

32

37
Carret MLV, Fassa ACG, Domingues MR. Inappropriate use of emergency services: A systematic review of prevalence and associated 
factors. Cad Saúde Pública. 2009; 25(1):7-28. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2009000100002

31

38
Coutinho JG, Gentil PC, Toral N. Malnutrition and obesity in Brazil: Dealing with the problem through a unified nutritional agenda. 
Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(2):S332-S340. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008001400018

31

39
Schlussel MM, Souza EB, Reichenheim ME, Kac G. Physical activity during pregnancy and maternal-child health outcomes: A 
systematic literature review. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(4):S531-S544. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008001600006

31

40
Sousa MF, Hamann EM. Family health program in brazil: An incomplete agenda?. Cien Saúde Colet. 2009; 14(1):1325-1335. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1413-81232009000800002

31

41
Lagrotta MTF, Silva WC, Souza-Santos R. Identification of key areas for Aedes aegypti control through geoprocessing in Nova 
IguaÃ§u, Rio de Janeiro State, Brazil. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(1):70-80. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008000100007

31

42
Moura FBP, Marques JGW. Folk medicine using animals in the Chapada Diamantina: Incidental medicine?. Cien Saúde Colet. 2008; 
13(2):2179-2188. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1413-81232008000900023

30

43
Tesch FC, Oliveira BH, Leão A. Semantic equivalence of the Brazilian version of the Early Childhood Oral Health Impact Scale. Cad 
Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(8):1897-1909. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008000800018

29

44
Szwarcwald CL, Damacena GN. Complex Sampling Design in Population Surveys: Planning and effects on statistical data analysis. 
Rev Bras Epidemiol. 2008; 11(1):38-45. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1415-790X2008000500004

29

45
Jaime PC, Figueiredo ICR, Moura EC, Malta DC. Factors associated with fruit and vegetable consumption in Brazil, 2006. Rev Saúde 
Pública. 2009; 43(2):57-64. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009000900008

29

46
Vieira FS. Ministry of health’s spending on drugs: Program trends from 2002 to 2007. Rev Saúde Pública. 2009; 43(4):674-81. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009005000041

29

47
Silva Alexandre T, Cordeiro RC, Ramos LR. Factors associated to quality of life in active elderly. Rev Saúde Pública. 2009; 43(4):613-
21. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009005000030

29

48
Bernal R, Silva NN. Home landline telephone coverage and potential bias in epidemiological surveys. Rev Saúde Pública. 2009; 
43(3):421-6.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009005000024

29

49
Gonçalves DM, Stein AT, Kapczinski F. Performance of the Self-Reporting Questionnaire as a psychiatric screening questionnaire: 
A comparativestudy with Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV-TR. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(2):380-390. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008000200017

28

50
Paiva V, Calazans G, Venturi G, Dias R. Age and condom use at first sexual intercourse of Brazilian adolescents. Rev Saúde Pública. 
2008; 42(1):45-53. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102008000800007

28

51
Pinter A, Horta MC, Pacheco RC, Moraes-Filho J, Labruna MB. Serosurvey of Rickettsia spp. in dogs and humans from an endemic 
area for Brazilian spotted fever in the State of SÃ£o Paulo, Brazil. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(2):247-252. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/
S0102-311X2008000200003

28

52
Barros FC, Victora CG, Matijasevich A, Santos IS, Horta BL, Silveira MF, et al. Preterm births, low birth weight, and intrauterine 
growth restriction in three birth cohorts in Southern Brazil: 1982, 1993 and 2004. Cad Saúde Pública. 2008; 24(3):S390-S398. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2008001500004

28

53
Silveira VMF, Horta BL. Birth weight and metabolic syndrome in adults: Meta-analysis. Rev Saúde Pública. 2008; 42(1):10-8. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102008000100002

28

Continue

http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0034-89102009005000024
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Table 1. The most-cited articles of public health scientific journals edited in Brazil. Continuation

54
Martins AMEBM, Barreto SM, Pordeus IA. Objective and subjective factors related to self-rated oral health among the elderly. Cad 
Saúde Pública. 2009; 25(2):421-435. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2009000200021

28

55
Camargo MBJ, Dumith SC, Barros AJD. Regular use of dental care services by adults: Patterns of utilization and types of services. Cad 
Saúde Pública. 2009; 25(9):1894-1906. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0102-311X2009000900004

28

56
Menezes G, Aquino EML. Research on abortion in Brazil: Gaps and challenges for the public health field. Cad Saúde Pública. 2009; 
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Table 1. The most-cited articles of public health scientific journals edited in Brazil. Continuation
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Table 2. Characteristics of the most-cited articles in the public health area between 2008 and 2010. (n = 105)

Characteristics n %

Publication year

2008 42 40

2009 39 37

2010 24 23

# authors

1 5 5

2 22 21

3 or more 78 74

Language

Portuguese 45 43

English and Portuguese 36 34

English 24 23

Area

Epidemiology 78 74

Policies, Planning, and Management 20 19

Social and Human Sciencies in Health 7 7

Article type

Original 73 70

Methodological 17 16

Review 15 14

Funding

Yes 52 50

No 53 50

Table 3. Distribution of the most-cited articles by public health journal. (n = 105)

Journal (Institution)
Most-cited articles

n %

Cad Saúde Pública (Fiocruz) 48 46

Rev Saúde Pública (USP/FSP) 39 37

Ciênc & Saúde Coletiva (Abrasco) 12 11

Rev Bras Epidemiol (Abrasco) 5 5

Interface (Unesp) 1 1

Hist Ciênc Saúde Manguinhos (Fiocruz) 0 0

Physis (UERJ) 0 0

Saúde e Sociedade (USP/FSP and APSP) 0 0

Total 105 100

Table 4. Institutional affiliation of the first author of ≥ 3 the most-cited articles published by public 
health journals edited in Brazil between 2008 and 2010. (n = 105)

Institution Category n %

Universidade de São Paulo Public university 23 22

Fiocruz-Fundação Oswaldo Cruz Governmental institution 11 11

Universidade Federal de Pelotas Public university 10 10

Ministério da Saúde (Brazil) Governmental institution 6 6

Universidade Estadual do Rio de Janeiro Public university 4 4

Universidade Federal da Bahia Public university 4 4

Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais Public university 4 4

Universidade Católica de Pelotas Private university 4 4

Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina Public university 3 3

Universidade Federal de São Paulo Public university 3 3

Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul Public university 3 3
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DISCUSSION

The number of citations received by public health articles differs significantly from that 
found by studies in diverse subjects and countries, varying from about four thousand 
citations received5 to one thousand18, from the medical field, but over an extended period, 
stretching back to the 1950s. In a bibliometric study of systematic reviews, Royle et al.19 
found an average of 26.5 citations after four years of publication. The authors used the same 
information source, the Scopus database, and a similar analysis period (year of 2008) to 
that of our study. In our study, median citations were equal to 28. Although we included a 
period longer than that of Royle et al.19, which could overestimate the total citations of the 
articles of our study compared with the one of Royle et al.19, this overestimation would be 
counterbalanced since systematic reviews tend to receive more citations20,21. In fact, the 
number of citations potentially reflects the process of creation and dissemination, which 
differs between the areas of knowledge22, the periods covered and the data sources, among 
other factors.

Less than 5% of the most-cited articles have only one author, while most (74%) have three 
or more authors. This result corroborates the literature on the positive influence of the 
number of authors per article on the number of citations received23. Regarding language, 
more than half were published in English (part of them, bilingual). Clearly, it denotes the 
effort for internationalization by the journals edited in Brazil. 

The proportion of the most-cited articles reduced from 2008 to 2010. Certainly, the more 
recent, the less time the article would be found, read and quoted more often and by more 
authors. However, for all articles, we counted citations received up to five years after 
publication, reducing the bias of publication year. Thus, this result may have been due to 
the number of article journals published during the years considered in this study. In fact, 
the two journals that contributed the most to the list of the most-cited articles published a 
total of 605 articles in 2008, 521 in 2009, and 422 in 2010; that is, the number of most-cited 
articles decreased as the total of articles also decreased.

As for the inf luence of the impact factor of journals on the citations, there are 
controversies. According to Callaham et al.24, the greater the impact of the journal, the 
more its articles are cited. The authors reported the impact factor is more influential 
even than variables related to the quality of the investigation, such as the study design 
and other methodological aspects. As a matter of fact, the two journals with the highest 

Table 5. Authors who contributed to ≥ 3 most-cited articles of public health journals edited in Brazil 
and published between 2008 and 2010, according to authorship, coauthorship and the sum of both.

Author ResearcherID Authoring Coauthoring Total

Monteiro, Carlos Augusto F-9892-2012 3 4 7

Malta, Deborah Carvalho H-7880-2012 2 4 6

Barros, Aluísio Jardim Dornellas A-7417-2008 0 5 5

Barros, Fernando C. D-4857-2013 3 1 4

Castro, Inês Rugani Ribeiro - 1 3 4

Levy, Renata Bertazzi F-8931-2012 1 3 4

Claro, Rafael Moreira F-8996-2012 0 4 4

Hallal, Pedro Curi A-3249-2011 0 4 4

Horta, Bernardo Lessa A-7604-2008 0 4 4

Sardinha, Luciana Monteiro Vasconcelos - 0 4 4

Victora, Cesar Gomes D-4476-2013 0 4 4

Schraiber, Lilia Blima B-5708-2014 2 1 3

Florindo, Alex Antonio K-1870-2013 1 2 3

Moura, Erly Catarina - 0 3 3

Moura, Lenildo - 0 3 3
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impact factors (SJR 2010 for Cadernos de Saúde Pública = 0.788 and for Revista de 
Saúde Pública = 0.817) published 83% of the most-cited articles between 2008 and 2010. 
Shadgan et al.18, when evaluating the most-cited articles in the medical field, also found 
most of these were published by journals with a high impact factor. For Larivière and 
Gingras25, this influence can result both from the better dissemination of the journals 
that have a greater impact, and from the citing researchers’ perception that the articles 
published in these journals have higher quality.

Slyder et al.2, however, emphasize that being published by high impact journals does not 
guarantee that the article is highly cited since the citation rate varies greatly between 
articles. This indicates that other features in these articles make them attract more citations. 
The study by Royle et al.19 corroborates this information by showing that, although impact 
metrics have explained more than half of the variation in citations, they do not accurately 
represent the number of citations of individual articles.

It should be noted that, when analyzing the journals in which the most-cited articles were 
published, a consistency can be seen between the order of the most-cited articles and the 
number of those that did not receive any citations17, i.e., the journals that published more 
articles with the highest number of citations were also the ones that published fewer articles 
that have never been cited.

Regarding the sub-areas, Iriart et al.10, in a recent evaluation of the scientific production of 
postgraduate programs in the public health area, found a similar tendency in the proportion 
of researchers in each discipline: 49% belong to Epidemiology; 20%, to Health Policies, 
Planning and Management; and 17%, to the Social and Human Sciences in Health. This 
proportion is reflected, in this study, by the distribution of the most-cited articles according 
to the sub-areas.

The search for institutional excellence has aroused interest in identifying the institutions 
performing best in the development of science in a country, or in a specific area. In public 
health in Brazil, public universities stand out as science generators. Packer and Meneghini12, 
in 2006, had already identified the influence of public universities on the impact of articles. 
Both in this paper and in the study by Packer and Meneghini12, the presence of private 
higher education institutions in the most-cited articles was also observed, although to a 
lesser extent.

In Brazil, public health research is subsidized by development agencies, national government 
agencies and mainly by public resources26,27, as corroborated by our study. We can infer that 
this is a characteristic of developing countries, such as Brazil, and of a multidisciplinary 
area, such as public health, while private financing is correlated with the highest citation 
index in the area of cardiology in developed countries28. However, some journals do not 
adopt the requirement of funding acknowledgments, and this fact may have led to the large 
proportion of articles classified as being without financial support27.

As for the type of article among the most-cited, we selected a priori the categories original 
articles and reviews to ensure research articles, supposing that editorials, opinions, 
comments, among others are not expected to receive enough citations to be among the 
most-cited publications. In this study, we found an opinion article among the most-cited, 
besides debates, forums, and notes, which were then categorized by the authors according to 
the classifications considered in this investigation (original, methodological, or review). This 
is an error that can be attributed to the indexer or editor of the journal. This is a limitation 
of our study, since other records not indexed as original articles or reviews may have had 
more citations than the 105 articles included here.

Another limitation is that we used only the Scopus database in data collection. However, 
this is the database that indexes most journals of public health edited in Brazil, which is 
why it was chosen. Also, our findings are limited by the fact that we have not assessed the 
quality of the citations.
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Additionally, we emphasize that the object of this study was the scientific journals edited in 
Brazil and their respective articles. As the literature on public health tends to be dispersed 
in journals from other areas (Medicine, Psychology, Oral Health, etc.), our findings are 
limited to a part of the Brazilian scientific production. Future investigation evaluating 
public health articles published by journals from other areas of knowledge may provide a 
broader picture of the scientific production in this area.

CONCLUSION

This panorama of the most-cited articles in the field of public health helps us to understand 
the science produced in Brazil in this field of knowledge. The most frequently cited articles 
are written by groups of authors and researchers affiliated to public institutions, belong 
to the Epidemiology sub-area, and are published in journals that have a greater impact. 
This may inspire new generations of scientists as to the characteristics that will potentially 
increase the impact of their research. Periodical analyses such as these can show possible 
changes in the characteristics of articles that most attract public health scientists. Future 
investigation assessing the citing articles of public health journals could clarify the quality 
of the citations. Also, future studies evaluating public health articles published by journals 
from other areas of knowledge may provide a broader picture of the scientific production 
in this area.
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