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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Freddy Sitas 
Cancer Council NSW 

REVIEW RETURNED 01-Dec-2014 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS An interesting benchmarking exercise from which funding agencies 
may prioritise funding and research activity.  
 
The authors propose to utilise standard bibliometric techniques to 
identify relevant papers. Please check that "South Africa" added to 
the long list of search terms. Not many refer to South Africa as 
"Republic of...". The authors are encouraged to check their lists with 
library experts in this area. I recall the MRC used to do bibliometric 
analyses of each of their programs. The authors are encouraged to 
check through recipients of MRC / CANSA and other cancer related 
grants, go through their publication outputs and check for 
completeness. I am aware of collaborations where South African 
data do get shared but sometimes the author list is obscured under 
"International Collaborating Group" . PLease check whether you can 
add institutions like MRC, CANSA in your list of search terms. 
Finally, if at all possible do break down the papers where the senior 
authors (e.g. first, second, third, corresponding, last) are from inside 
or outside Africa. It concerns me that Africans play a minor role in 
authorship on several key papers. The authors are likely to come up 
with a long list of cancer types, and some form of prioritisation based 
on frequency and uniqueness, e.g. top 10 and cancers unique to 
Africa, e.g. Burkitt lymphoma, Mesothelioma etc), vs. lumping all the 
rest.   
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REVIEWER Dr Carl Albrecht 
Cancer Association of South Africa 

REVIEW RETURNED 26-Dec-2014 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS 10. (Page 2. 1st sentence).  
 
 
 
When speaking about cancer being a “growing public health burden 
in South Africa” the authors should discern between a growing 
concern in terms of actual diagnoses of cancer in contrast to 
increasing ASR rate for any particular cancer, i.e. is it growing 
relative to the population size or pro rata or relative to the particular 
cancer pool?  
 
 
 
11. (Page 2. 2nd sentence).  
 
 
 
When speaking about “limited analysis of cancer scientific 
productivity” this term should be defined or referenced. Ten years 
ago I did a bibliometric analysis of 500 publications financially 
supported by the Cancer Association of South Africa over 10 years 
(See attachment) and came to some important conclusions. This 
paper is not referenced in the current manuscript which does not say 
much for the ability of the authors to detect existing and relevant 
information. It also goes to demonstrate that Pubmed and SCOPUS 
are not sufficient sources of information. Bibliometric studies are not 
“hot” and are difficult to publish. In order to do so, I was necessitated 
to use what was available, i.e. the South African Journal of Family 
Practice which is not listed in Pubmed. There may well be other 
limited bibliometric analyses in similar South African Journals. They 
will have to be searched for. In fact I believe it will be necessary to 
search Google per se. If this was done, the authors would have 
picked up my publication.  
 
 
 
12. (Page 2 Para: 3 Sentence 3 and 4).  
 
 
 
The authors anticipate that the bibliometric analysis will identify 
trends in cancer research productivity and the extent to which 
cancer research is aligned to the local burden of disease.  
 
 
 
The study outlined by the authors cannot identify trends in cancer 
research productivity. Productivity is defined as a measure of the 
efficiency of a person in converting inputs into useful outputs. 
Publications are the outputs but the inputs will be unavailable to the 
authors unless they contact every author and ask how much funds 
and time they had for the work. (The experience of the Cancer 
Association has been that 30% of grantees never publish a word. 
This is gross lack of productivity but the study proposed here will not 
pick this up if they only collect publications and never interact with 
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the researchers and/or administrators.  
 
 
 
13. (Page 3, 1st sentence).  
 
 
 
“To our knowledge this will be the first bibliometric analysis of cancer 
research in SA” I am of the opinion that our study published in 2009 
was the first at that time because no other similar studies could be 
found for South Africa.  
 
 
 
14. “The study will identify the relative growth in cancer research 
productivity” . I disagree with the word “productivity”. The full correct 
sentence should be “The study will identify the relative growth in 
cancer research publications in absolute numbers.”  
 
 
 
15. (Page 3, Para 3, 4th sentence)  
 
 
 
The authors state that “cancer ranked 6th among main causes of 
death in SA”. How do the authors justify this statement when at more 
or less the same time, Prof Abdul Karim, past-President of the SA 
MRC, stated that cancer was NOT in the top 10 causes of death in 
SA?” (Revitalising the MRC, Table 16.4, Pg 29. 
http://www.mrc.ac.za/RevitalisationReportGreen.pdf, Professor 
Salim S Abdool Karim, 2012).  
 
 
 
This is my sincere and honest appraisal of the proposed publication.  
 
 
 
Once again I reiterate that ideas are cheap by facts are hard to get.  
 
 
 
Let the authors rather collect the facts, draw reasonable conclusions 
and then present that work as a completed study.  
 
 
 
This is a list of good intentions which needs further refinement 
before the study is executed 
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VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer Name Freddy Sitas  

Institution and Country Cancer Council NSW  

Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’: None  

 

2. An interesting benchmarking exercise from which funding agencies may prioritise funding and 

research activity.  

Thank you, we agree that this study will provide useful information to prioritize funding and research 

activity.  

 

3. The authors propose to utilise standard bibliometric techniques to identify relevant papers. Please 

check that "South Africa" added to the long list of search terms. Not many refer to South Africa as 

"Republic of...".  

 

Response: The search strategy has been revised to include the terms ‘South Africa” and Republic of 

South Africa”  

To identify cancer research conducted in SA, the Boolean separator “AND” was included to the 

cancer specific terms followed by the search terms “South Africa” OR “Republic of South Africa”.  

 

4. The authors are encouraged to check their lists with library experts in this area.  

Response: The search strategy has been developed in consultation with and terms have been Mrs 

Mary Shelton at the Faculty of Health Sciences Library, University of Cape Town. This has been 

added to the description of the search strategy as follows:  

The search strategy was developed in consultation with an academic library information specialist  

Her insightful contributions have been acknowledged.  

The authors wish to acknowledge the thoughtful contributions of Mrs. Mary Shelton from the Faculty 

of Health Sciences Library, University of Cape Town.  

 

5. I recall the MRC used to do bibliometric analyses of each of their programs. The authors are 

encouraged to check through recipients of MRC / CANSA and other cancer related grants, go through 

their publication outputs and check for completeness.  

Response: Thank you for this recommendation to ensure completeness. The search strategy has 

been amended as follows:  

An additional search that includes terms for SA research organizations will be conducted to ensure 

that articles that did not clearly report the use of South African data or authors from SA are not 

omitted. The search terms will include: “South African Medical Research Council” OR “Medical 

Research Council of South Africa” OR ‘MRC” OR “Cancer Association of South Africa” OR “CANSA” 

OR “National Research Foundation South Africa” OR “NRF”. Results from this additional search will 

then be filtered using the cancer specific search terms outlined above and compared to the initial 

search results to ensure that all cancer research in which SA and South African research 

organizations have contributed to are included in this study. To further check for completeness of 

South African cancer publications, recipients of cancer related South African Medical Cancer 

Research, NRF and CANSA grants for the period 2000 to 2014 will be identified and their publications 

outputs reviewed.  

6. I am aware of collaborations where South African data do get shared but sometimes the author list 

is obscured under "International Collaborating Group" .  

Response: The search strategy will include an “All fields” search for the term “South Africa”. All 

articles that contain South Africa in the title, text, abstract and authors’ address/ affiliation will be 

identified. If individual authors are listed in the appendix that provides details on the Collaborating 

Group members, the search strategy will identify this study. However, if the authors of the 

Collaborating Group or Consortium are not individually named either in text or in an appendix, it will 

not be possible to identify these studies. We have checked this search strategy with our librarian. This 
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is a limitation of the study and has been added to the section on “Strengths and limitations of this 

study”  

• If the author affiliations of all members of collaborating groups or consortia are not reported either in 

the text or in an appendix, research studies with contributions from South Africa may inadvertently be 

excluded at the screening stage.  

 

7. Please check whether you can add institutions like MRC, CANSA in your list of search terms.  

Response: Thank you for the suggestion. We have now addressed this concern (see earlier 

response)  

 

8. Finally, if at all possible do break down the papers where the senior authors (e.g. first, second, 

third, corresponding, last) are from inside or outside Africa. It concerns me that Africans play a minor 

role in authorship on several key papers.  

Response: We agree that this is an important concern and will analyze the author contribution from 

inside and outside Africa and South Africa as recommended. The data extraction has been amended 

to enable this analysis.  

Data extraction  

Eligible articles will be reviewed independently and relevant bibliographic information including the 

names and affiliations of the senior authors (first, second, third, last and corresponding authors), year 

of publication, sources of funding and publication journal will be entered into the data extraction form  

 

Data analysis  

……. senior author affiliations and the proportion of papers where senior authors are from South 

Africa and from Africa will be determined.  

 

9. The authors are likely to come up with a long list of cancer types, and some form of prioritisation 

based on frequency and uniqueness, e.g. top 10 and cancers unique to Africa, e.g. Burkitt lymphoma, 

Mesothelioma etc), vs. lumping all the rest.  

Response: Thank you for the recommendation. We have addressed this as follows:  

Data analysis  

Scientific publication relative to the top ten causes of cancer incidence and mortality and to the HIV-

associated cancers will be calculated.  

 

 

Reviewer Name Dr Carl Albrecht  

Institution and Country Cancer Association of South Africa  

Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’: None declared  

 

Please leave your comments for the authors below  

10. (Page 2. 1st sentence) When speaking about cancer being a “growing public health burden in 

South Africa” the authors should discern between a growing concern in terms of actual diagnoses of 

cancer in contrast to increasing ASR rate for any particular cancer, i.e. is it growing relative to the 

population size or pro rata or relative to the particular cancer pool?  

Response: We have used the term to refer to the increase in actual diagnosis and the increase in 

proportion of deaths due to cancer. The text in the introduction section has been revised to clarify this 

as follows  

The proportion of all deaths attributed to cancer has increased steadily over the past few years: 7.3% 

in 2011, 7.8% in 2012 and 8.3% in 2013.[2] According to the most recent South African National 

Cancer Registry statistics, there were 55 385 new cancer cases in 2008, with an age standardized 

incidence rate of 113.2 and 101.1 per 100 000 in males and females respectively.[3] Leading incident 

cancers include lung, breast, cervix, colorectal tract and prostate cancer.[3] The number of new 

cancer cases in SA is projected to increase by 46% by 2030.[1]  
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11. (Page 2. 2nd sentence) When speaking about “limited analysis of cancer scientific productivity” 

this term should be defined or referenced. Ten years ago I did a bibliometric analysis of 500 

publications financially supported by the Cancer Association of South Africa over 10 years (See 

attachment) and came to some important conclusions. This paper is not referenced in the current 

manuscript which does not say much for the ability of the authors to detect existing and relevant 

information. It also goes to demonstrate that Pubmed and SCOPUS are not sufficient sources of 

information. Bibliometric studies are not “hot” and are difficult to publish. In order to do so, I was 

necessitated to use what was available, i.e. the South African Journal of Family Practice which is not 

listed in Pubmed. There may well be other limited bibliometric analyses in similar South African 

Journals. They will have to be searched for. In fact I believe it will be necessary to search Google per 

se. If this was done, the authors would have picked up my publication.  

Response: The term “cancer scientific productivity” has been changed to reflect our focus on cancer 

research publications as follows:  

However, there has been limited analysis of cancer scientific publications.  

In addition, we have changed “cancer scientific productivity” throughout the article to reflect our focus 

on cancer research publications. These changes are highlighted in yellow throughout the article.  

 

A search has been conducted for bibliometric analysis in South Africa and the following reference has 

been added.  

Albrecht C. A bibliometric analysis of research publications funded partially by the Cancer Association 

of South Africa (CANSA) during a 10-year period (1994–2003). SA Fam Pract 2009;51(1):73-76 This 

study by Albrecht reviewed research outputs of grant recipients from a South African non-

governmental research organization over a 10-year period.  

 

We have been advised against including Google Scholar in our list of databases to be searchers as 

Google Scholar lacks the quality control needed for its use as a bibliometric tool.  

 

12. (Page 2 Para: 3 Sentence 3 and 4) The authors anticipate that the bibliometric analysis will 

identify trends in cancer research productivity and the extent to which cancer research is aligned to 

the local burden of disease.  

The study outlined by the authors cannot identify trends in cancer research productivity. Productivity 

is defined as a measure of the efficiency of a person in converting inputs into useful outputs. 

Publications are the outputs but the inputs will be unavailable to the authors unless they contact every 

author and ask how much funds and time they had for the work. (The experience of the Cancer 

Association has been that 30% of grantees never publish a word. This is gross lack of productivity but 

the study proposed here will not pick this up if they only collect publications and never interact with 

the researchers and/or administrators.  

 

Response: We agree with the reviewer that publications represent one measure of research 

productivity. In this bibliometric analysis we will focus on cancer research publications and the term 

“cancer research productivity” has been changed throughout the article to reflect our focus on 

publications.  

 

13. (Page 3, 1st sentence).  

“To our knowledge this will be the first bibliometric analysis of cancer research in SA” I am of the 

opinion that our study published in 2009 was the first at that time because no other similar studies 

could be found for South Africa.  

 

Response: This statement has been deleted.  

 

14. “The study will identify the relative growth in cancer research productivity” . I disagree with the 
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word “productivity”. The full correct sentence should be “The study will identify the relative growth in 

cancer research publications in absolute numbers.”  

Response: The sentence has been amended to reflect our focus on cancer research publications.  

The study will identify trends in cancer research publications  

 

15. (Page 3, Para 3, 4th sentence) The authors state that “cancer ranked 6th among main causes of 

death in SA”. How do the authors justify this statement when at more or less the same time, Prof 

Abdul Karim, past-President of the SA MRC, stated that cancer was NOT in the top 10 causes of 

death in SA?” (Revitalising the MRC, Table 16.4, Pg 29. 

http://www.mrc.ac.za/RevitalisationReportGreen.pdf, Professor Salim S Abdool Karim, 2012).  

Response:  

The ranking of causes of death depends on how the causes are classified. Statistics South Africa 

provides data on the number and percentage distribution of deaths by main groups of causes of 

death. In this classification all cancers are grouped together and are the 6th commonest cause of 

death (Statistics South Africa. Mortality and causes of death in South Africa, 2013: Findings from 

death notification. 2014, page 20). In this classification the leading cause of death is “infectious and 

parasitic diseases,” which groups all infectious causes together. The classification used by Professor 

Karim refers to a system whereby the individual underlying causes of death causes are reported 

separately. In the latter classification, all infectious causes of death e.g. tuberculosis, HIV etc. are 

reported as separately. Similarly all individual cancer types (e.g. lung cancer, breast cancer), are 

reported as individual causes of death and with this classification no individual cancer type features in 

the top ten causes of death in South Africa.  

To avoid confusion, we have removed the sentence “cancer ranked 6th…” and have rather put in the 

updated statistics showing the rising proportion of all deaths attributed to cancer in 2011, 2012 and 

2013.  

The proportion of all deaths attributed to cancer has increased steadily over the past few years: 7.3% 

in 2011, 7.8% in 2012 and 8.3% in 2013.[2]  

 

 

This is my sincere and honest appraisal of the proposed publication.  

Once again I reiterate that ideas are cheap by facts are hard to get.  

Let the authors rather collect the facts, draw reasonable conclusions and then present that work as a 

completed study.  

This is a list of good intentions which needs further refinement before the study is executed.  

Response: It is our intention to publish our results in peer-reviewed journals. We believe that 

publishing the protocol will enable other researchers and funders to see what research is underway 

and avoid duplication. In addition comments from the reviewers have enhanced the quality of our 

protocol. 
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