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Abstract
Introduction: Depression is known as a mental disability. In recent years, interest in spirituality as a factor in decreasing depression
symptoms has increased. The current study evaluated scientific articles on spirituality and depression indexed in the Scopus, PubMed, and
Web of Science (WoS) databases.
Methods: This bibliometric review collected all articles on the subject of spirituality and depression published through 2016 from the
Scopus, PubMed, and WoS databases. The citation counting period was until 13 September 2017. Data on the yearly trend, top-cited
articles, most frequently cited journals, article type, multi-author collaboration, and international collaboration was collected from both
articles from Iran and other countries.
Results: A total of 516 documents published by the end of 2016 were retrieved from the Scopus, PubMed, and WoS databases. The type
of article most published was original article (355 (68.8%) articles). The findings showed that the number of documents increased from 1
document in 1932 to 55 documents in 2016. Authors from the USA have produced approximately 60% of the documents published on
this matter in the three searched databases, while Iran ranks second with 5.8% (32 documents) of the scientific articles published by the
end of 2016. In these 516 articles, multi-author collaboration and international collaboration accounted for 80.7% and 10.6% of articles,
respectively. The average number of citations per paper was 19.8 (H-index=47) and 14.6 (H-index=42) in the Scopus and WoS databases,
respectively. These rates for Iranian articles were 2.9 (H-index=6) and 0.9 (H-index=3), respectively. Only 4 Iranian papers had been cited
between 7 to 15 times; all other Iranian articles had been cited fewer than 4 times.
Conclusions: Iran has a low number of articles on spirituality and depression in the international indexes. As a religious and ideological
country, Iran needs to increase its efforts to extend its spiritual and religious ideas on the international level. Establishing effective research
networks that include other universities or countries and encouraging researchers and journals to focus on hot topics and international
indexes are two approaches to managing future research in Iran.
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Introduction
Depression is a mental disability that can be categorized
as mild, moderate, or severe, and it is an important cause
of disability in diseases. This disability contributes to the
increased global burden of disease. According to a 2012
report of the World Health Organization (WHO), depression
is a cause for concern worldwide, and it is estimated that more
than 350 million people of all ages suffer from depression.1
The prevalence of this disorder in the United States in the
year 2000 was about 20% in women and 10% in men.2 The
Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reported
that the prevalence of depression is at least 10% among adults

aged 18 years or older and about 45% in patients hospitalized
with medical diseases.3 Concern about the effects of this
disorder has increased the need for a solution to this global
crisis.4
In recent years, interest in spirituality as a factor in
decreasing depression symptoms has increased.5,6 Various
studies have indicated that higher levels of spirituality are
associated with reduced symptoms of depression.5,7-10
Religion, similar to spirituality, is known as a factor for
coping and faster recovery from depression.11,12 Other
researchers have shown that disappointment with God
has a positive relationship with an increase in depression
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symptoms.13-15 Religious beliefs can also help people cope
better with their physical conditions and, thus, indirectly
reduce vulnerability to increasing depression.16
Conducting research and increasing the number of scientific
outputs on this subject can help address challenges to the real
impact of religion and spirituality on depression disorder.
Bibliometrics is a statistical and mathematical method that
can support research17 and present a more obvious and easier
understanding of previous research.18
There is a lack of data about the bibliometrics of research
outputs on the topic of spirituality and depression from Iran
and the world in general. Thus, the current study evaluated
simple bibliometrics from these scientific articles on
spirituality and depression indexed in the Scopus, PubMed,
and Web of Science (WoS) databases.
Methods
Data Collection and Search Strategy
This bibliometric investigation reviewed all types of articles
published by the end of 2016 on the topic of spirituality and
depression and indexed in the Scopus (https://www.scopus.
com), PubMed (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed), and
WoS databases. These databases were selected because of
their better coverage of results and investigation of citations.
The search formula (TITLE (depressive OR depression) AND
TITLE (religion OR religious OR spiritual OR spirituality
OR Islam OR Islamic OR Quran)) was used in each of the
three searched databases. After identifying the articles, the
records retrieved from the three databases were merged,
and duplicate records were removed. Then the relevant data
was extracted from each included paper. Information on the
indexing databases, year of publication, journal title, article
type, number of authors, authors’ country, and number of
citations in each article (from Scopus and WoS) was extracted.
The citation counting period was until 13 September 2017.

The journal impact factor of the Journal Citation Report
(JCR), 2016, was used. Information on the authors’ university
was also extracted from articles associated with Iran. All
procedures of this study were conducted by two reviewers.
In cases of disagreement or uncertainty, e.g., regarding article
type, the issue was discussed until a consensus was reached.
Data Analysis
The extracted data was imported into Microsoft Excel
software 2010 and pre-processed. Then, it was transferred
into IBM SPSS software, version 23, for analysis in the final
stage. The number and percentage or mean were reported to
descriptive of articles according to the extracted parameters.
The parameters of yearly trend, top-cited articles, and
frequency of journals were reported as tables and figures.
Two types of collaboration, multi-author collaboration and
international collaboration, were also examined. The multiauthor collaboration rate is defined as the rate of documents
coauthored by more than one author, and articles written
by authors from different countries were classified as the
international collaboration rate.19
Results
After searching the three databases and removing all duplicate
records, a total of 516 documents published by the end of
2016 were retrieved. The findings showed that 390 (75.6%),
260 (50.4%), and 393 (76.2%) articles were indexed in Scopus,
PubMed, and WoS, respectively (Figure 1).
The most frequent article type was original articles with 355
(68.8%) papers indexed, followed by meeting abstracts and
conference papers with 97 (18.8%), review articles with 19
(3.7%), letters and notes with 11 (2.1%), short surveys with 8
(1.5%), book reviews with 7 (1.4%), corrections and erratum
with 6 (1.2%), and editorials with 4 (0.8%) papers published
during this period (Table 1).

Figure 1. Tracking and Enrollment of Articles.
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Table 2. Frequency of Country of Author

Table 1. Distribution of Articles Based on Type
Article type

No.

Article

355

Review

19

Percent

Country

No.

Percent

68.8

Australia

7

1.4

3.7

Canada

17

3.3

4

.7

Book Review

7

1.4

Finland

Meeting Abstract and Conference Paper

97

18.8

France

6

1.2

1.5

Greece

8

1.5

1.2

India

5

1

30

5.8

8

1.5

Short Survey

8

Correction, Erratum

6

Editorial

4

.8

Iran

Letter, Note

11

2.1

Japan

Figure 2 presents the annual number of documents
published by the end of 2016. The overall trend is incremental,
indicating that in the past decade (2007–2016), the number
of publications on spirituality and depression have obviously
increased, such that more than half (51.2%) of the papers
on this topic were produced after 2010. The first paper on
spirituality and depression was published in 1932. The year
2016, with 55 (10.7%) documents published, had the highest
frequency of scientific articles (Figure 2).
The most productive country in spirituality and depression
research was the USA which is ranked first in number of
publications with 304 (58.9%) records. Iran is ranked second
with 30 (5.8%) papers published, followed by the UK with 20
(3.9%), Canada with 17 (3.3%), and the Netherlands with 16
(3.1%) papers published (Table 2).
The findings also indicated that the majority of publications
on spirituality and depression research were written by
several authors (mean number of authors = 3.8). The multiauthor collaboration rate was 80.7%, and the international
collaboration rate was 10.6%. In other words, only 10% of
articles were written by authors from at least two different
countries.
Table 3 shows the top-ranking journals in terms of number
of articles published (28.5%). The largest number of articles
was published in Gerontologist [25 (4.8%)], followed by the
Journal of Religion and Health [16 (3.1%)], Mental Health,
Religion, and Culture [14 (2.7%)], and the Journal of General
Internal Medicine [13 (2.5%)]. These 4 journals all belong to
the USA (Table 3).
Total number of citations for these documents in Scopus
and WoS databases are 7730 (per article=19.8, H-index=47)
and 5761 (per article=14.6, H-index=42), respectively.

Malaysia

4

.7

Netherlands

16

3.1

South Korea

14

2.7

Taiwan

4

.7

UK

20

3.9

USA

304

58.9

Table 3. Frequency of Journals
No. (%)

IF
(2016)

Country

8(1.5)

2.87

USA

American Journal of Psychiatry

7(1.4)

14.18

USA

Annals of Behavioral Medicine

12(2.3)

2.98

USA

Gerontologist

25(4.8)

3.51

USA

International Journal of Psychology

8(1.5)

1.78

USA

Journal of Affective Disorders

8(1.5)

3.43

Netherlands

Journal of General Internal Medicine

13(2.5)

3.70

USA

Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease

11(2.1)

1.86

USA

Journal of Religion & Health

16(3.1)

0.87

USA

Mental Health, Religion and Culture

14(2.7)

-

USA

Psychology of Religion and Spirituality

7(1.4)

2.00

USA

Psychosomatic Medicine

8(1.5)

3.86

USA

Southern Medical Journal

10(1.9)

0.93

USA

Journal
American Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry

According to WoS, the self-citation rate in this field is 9.7%
(562 citations). The 12 top-cited articles are shown in Table
4. The maximum number of citations in Scopus was 372 and
in WoS was 320 for top papers. All 12 of the top-cited papers
belonged to the USA. The first 3 top-cited articles with more
than 200 citations were published in 1992 (Table 4).
Iranian authors have produced only 5.8% of all articles
on the subject of spirituality and depression. Table 5 shows
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Figure 2. Number of Documents.
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Table 4. Twelve Top-Cited Articles
Article

Year

Scopus

Religious coping and depression among elderly, hospitalized, medically ill men

1992 USA

372

320

American Journal of Psychiatry

Religion, Disability, Depression, and the Timing of Death

1992 USA

-

206

American Journal of Sociology

Comparative efficacy of religious and nonreligious cognitive-behavioral therapy
for the treatment of clinical depression in religious individuals

1992 USA

246

205

Journal of Consulting and Clinical
Psychology

Spirituality, religion, and depression in the terminally ill

2002 USA

220

161

Psychosomatics

Spiritual well-being, religiosity, hope, depression, and other mood states in
elderly people coping with cancer

1997 USA

190

Religious belief, depression, and ambulation status in elderly women with broken
hips

1990 USA

182

157

American Journal of Psychiatry

Guilt, discord, and alienation: The role of religious strain in depression and
suicidality

2000 USA

185

176

Journal of Clinical Psychology

Modeling the cross-sectional relationships between religion, physical health,
social support, and depressive symptoms

1997 USA

171

150

American Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry

Race, religious involvement and depressive symptomatology in a southeastern
U.S. community

1995 USA

164

135

Social Science and Medicine

Religion and depression: A review of the literature

1995 USA

156

Religious activity and depression among community-dwelling elderly persons
with cancer: The moderating effect of race

1998 USA

121

82

Journals of Gerontology Series B

Psychosocial factors in outcomes of heart surgery: The impact of religious
involvement and depressive symptoms

2004 USA

105

87

Health Psychology

Table 5. Distribution of Articles from Iranian Universities
University

No.

Allame Tabatabai University

2

Birjand University

1

Baqiyatallah University of Medical Sciences

1

Isfahan University of Medical Sciences

1

Ilam University of Medical Sciences

2

Islamic Azad University, Roudehen Branch

1

Hormozgan University

1

Islamic Azad University, Sari Branch

1

Islamic Azad University, Karaj Branch

1

Islamic Azad University, Science and Research Branch

2

Islamic Azad University, Central Tehran Branch

1

Islamic Azad University, Saveh Branch

1

Lorestan University of Medical Sciences

1

Iran University

2

Isfahan University

4

Islamic Azad Univ, Ahwaz

2

Islamic Azad Univ, Tehran

1

Mashhad University

1

Mazandaran University

1

Payame Noor University, Tehran

1

Qazvin University of Medical Sciences

1

Qazvin University

1

Shiraz University

2

Shahed University

2

Shahid Chamran University

1

Shahid Bahonar University

1

Shahid Beheshti University

1

Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Sciences

1

Shahid Rajaee University

3

Tehran University

3

Tehran University of Medical Sciences

2

Tabriz University

2

University of Kashan

1

Zanjan University

1

Zahedan University of Medical Sciences

1
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WoS Journal

Oncology Nursing Forum

Twin Research

the lists of universities of Iran, 35 of which, each with a
maximum of 4 articles, have contributed to the increase in
publications. Isfahan University had the most publications
among universities (Table 5). The total number of citations for
Iranian papers in the Scopus and WoS databases are 73 (per
article=2.9, H-index=6) and 22 (per article=0.9, H-index=3),
respectively. Only 4 Iranian papers have received between 7
and 15 citations; all others had fewer than 4 citations (Table 6).
Discussion
To survey scientific articles on the topic of spirituality and
depression was the major purpose of the current study. The
findings of this study will lead to a better understanding of the
current status of Iran and the world. The findings indicated
that about 516 documents were published in the Scopus,
PubMed, and WoS databases, 68.8% of which were original
articles; only 3.8 were published as review articles. The
current findings showed an annual growth in the number of
published papers, increasing it from 1 in 1932 to 55 in 2016.
This incremental trend is reasonable and similar to other fields
in science. The growth pattern represented a slow growth rate
from 1932 to 2010 followed by a major increase in the growth
rate with almost half of the papers published after 2010.
In 2012, Koenig conducted a meta-analytic review on
research on this subject through 2010. He retrieved 414
observational studies and found that 253 (61%) of them
showed a significant relationship between greater levels
of religion and spirituality and lower levels of depression.12
His results were similar to those of the current study, with
the difference being that the current study searched only
three important databases were searched and performed a
bibliometric analysis; Koenig aimed to identify the correlation
between spirituality and depression.
For a series of publications, collaboration is often measured
by the average number of authors per paper. For the topic of
spirituality and depression, this figure is 3.8 authors per article.

The Review of Spirituality and Depression Research
Table 6. Four Top-cited Articles in Affiliation with Iran
Year

Scopus

WoS

Journal

Religious and spiritual factors in depression: Review and integration of the
research (Ilam University of Medical Sciences)

Article (University)

2012

17

-

Depression Research and Treatment

Religious vs. conventional cognitive behavioral therapy for major depression in
persons with chronic medical illness: A pilot randomized trial (Shahid Beheshti
University of Medical Sciences)

2015

10

10

Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease

Correlation between religious coping and depression in cancer patients (Birjand
University of Medical Sciences)

2013

8

5

Psychiatria Danubina

Investigating the relation of depression and religious coping and social support
in women with breast cancer (Shiraz & Isfahan University of Medical Sciences)

2011

The current study also reported the details of collaboration,
i.e. multi-author and international collaborations with 80.7%
and 10.6%, respectively. These rates are lower than those
in other areas of research not only in the world, but also in
Iran. For example, Yu et al evaluated collaborative behavior
in CHD research retrieved from the Web of Science database.
Their results showed that the average number of authors per
paper and percentages of multi-authored and multi-national
publications in 2010 were 6.4, 93%, and 19%, respectively.19
The average number of authors per article on obstructive
sleep apnea (OSA) was 5.20 Farahani et al showed that in
the WoS database, Iranian multi-author and international
collaborations in cardiovascular articles published from 2002
to 2011 were 94% and 17%, respectively.21
It is a given that collaboration, especially international
collaboration, is an important factor in increasing the quality
of a study22,23 and will lead to the paper being cited more
frequently.24 Currently, the average number of citations per
paper on the subject of spirituality and depression was 19.8
(H-index=47) in Scopus and 14.6 (H-index=42) in WoS.
Zyoud showed that papers on calcium channel blockers
received an average of 9.1 citations per article.25 The H-index
of tobacco use research activities in Middle Eastern Arab
(MEA) countries is 34 with 9.95 citations per article in the
Scopus database up through 2014.26 The number of citations
for these articles is appropriate and comparable, but it can
be improved by increasing the number of collaborations,
especially international ones.
According to the current results, by the end of 2016,
authors from the United States had produced approximately
60% of the articles on spirituality and depression in the three
named databases, while Iran is ranked second with 5.8% (32
papers) publications. Iranian authors were scattered among
35 universities. All of the publications were of different types,
and no English-language book review of Iranian publications
was found on these three databases. These articles had on
average 2.9 and 0.9 citations per article in the Scopus and WoS
databases, respectively. Thus, the current survey showed that,
compared with the total number of scientific publications
in the world, Iran has a low quota and a low number of
citations. These findings seem not to be consistent with
reality. In other words, given the religious situation and the
activities of researchers in Iran, the wide gap between Iran
and the United States was unexpected in terms of the number
of documents. One reason for this may be that the papers of
Iranian researchers on this subject are more often published

7

-

Journal of Isfahan Medical School

in Persian, and Iranian authors compared to researchers of
other fields have less of a tendency to publish in journals
with international indexes. Moreover, Iranian journals in this
field are not indexed in Scopus, PubMed, or WoS; therefore,
publications pertaining to the topic of spirituality and
depression in these non-indexed journals are less seen and
counted.
Conclusions
The current study provides a global description of publications
on the topic of spirituality and depression. Iran has a low
quota of articles with international indexes. As a religious
and ideological country, Iran needs to increase its efforts to
extend its spiritual and religious ideas on the international
level. Establishing effective research networks that include
different universities or countries to promote quality of
scientific documents, encouraging researchers to focus on
highly-cited topics in this field and to publish their papers in
journals with international indexes, and creating the policy
among Iranian journals in the field of spirituality to upgrade
the index of journals are approaches that will increase the
visibility of Iranian authors worldwide and can be considered
in the future management of Iranian research.
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