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Objectives: As part of a project to map the literature of nursing,
sponsored by the Nursing and Allied Health Resources Section of the
Medical Library Association, this study identifies core journals cited by
general or “popular” US nursing journals and the indexing services

that cover the cited journals.

Methods: Three journals were selected for analysis: American Journal of
Nursing, Nursing 96-98, and RN. The source journals were subjected to
a citation analysis of articles from 1996 to 1998, followed by an analysis
of database access to the most frequently cited journal titles.

Results: Cited formats included journals (63.7%), books (26.6%),
government documents (3.0%), Internet (0.5%), and miscellaneous
(6.2%). Cited references were relatively current; most (86.6%) were
published in the current decade. One-third of the citations were found
in a core of 24 journal titles; one-third were dispersed among a middle
zone of 94 titles; and the remaining third were scattered in a larger
zone of 694 titles. Indexing coverage for the core titles was most
comprehensive in PubMed /MEDLINE, followed by CINAHL and

Science Citation Index.

Conclusions: Results support the popular (not scholarly) nature of
these titles. While not a good source for original research, they fulfill a
key role of disseminating nursing knowledge with their relevantly

current citations to a broad variety of sources.

INTRODUCTION

The primary purpose of this study was to analyze the
core literature cited in ““general” United States nursing
journals: American Journal of Nursing (AJN), Nursing,*
and RN. The study also analyzed database access to
the top-cited journals from these source journals. This
was a Phase I study of the Task Force on Mapping the
Literature of Nursing, sponsored by the Nursing and
Allied Health Resources Section (NAHRS) of the Med-
ical Library Association. The study used the common

* Nursing (ISBN: 0360-4039) uses the year of publication as part of
its official title. In this article, the year is omitted when referring to
this journal.
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methodology described in the overview article, sub-
jecting the three source journals to citation analysis
over a three-year period, 1996 to 1998, and ranking the
number of cited references by journal title in descend-
ing order to identify the most frequently cited titles
according to Bradford’s Law of Scattering [1]. From
this core of most productive journal titles, coverage in
bibliographic databases was analyzed to determine
which databases provided the best access. The purpose
of this analysis was to assist librarians with journal
and database selection, provide end users of the liter-
ature with guidelines for selecting databases to search,
and recommend additional titles to database produc-
ers.

In an editorial based on a 1995 presentation to the
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International Academy of Nurse Editors (INANE),
Smith divided nursing journals into three types: “pop-
ular,” specialist, and scholarly [2]. He stated that “The
popular nursing journals aim to keep their readers
regularly informed about up-to-date and topical pro-
fessional developments, trends in nursing care and
practice, news about individuals and the profession,
and by providing conference reports” [2]. These jour-
nals are seen as complementary to the specialist and
scholarly literature. They are important in that they fill
a key role of translating research information to for-
mats that are more accessible to nurses in clinical prac-
tice. This study uses the term “‘general” to describe
the popular clinically oriented journals marketed to
practicing nurses.

SOURCE JOURNALS

In the United States, the 3 monthly titles chosen for
this study had the highest circulation among nursing
journals for both libraries and individuals. In 2003,
they headed the list of the top 50 nursing titles ordered
from EBSCO Subscription Services [3]. In a study of
registered nurses’ (RN’s) journal reading habits, Skin-
ner and Miller noted 1987 circulation figures of
511,600 for Nursing, 330,428 for AJN, and 275,000 for
RN [4]. In their study, those titles were the ones most
frequently read by staff nurses at 2 hospitals, with 2/
3 of respondents subscribing to at least 1 nursing jour-
nal. These titles also headed the list of professional
journals read by educators in a 1970s survey sent to a
sample of staff development educators at 141 Califor-
nia hospitals [5]. In addition, all 3 titles appeared on
the Brandon/Hill nursing list [6] and appeared in Ta-
ble 4: “Coverage of Most Frequently Cited Journals”
in the overview article summarizing the analyses of
all the mapping studies [1]. While print circulation has
declined, current numbers reported to Ulrich’s remain
high [7]. Nursing is still in first place, with a reported
circulation of 300,424. RN reports 237,615, and AJN
reports just 144,000 paid. A/N is also sent to all mem-
bers of ANA, which makes it the world’s largest cir-
culating nursing journal [8].

At the end of the nineteenth century, American
nurses identified the need for a journal ““for nurses and
about nurses” [9]. With the first issue published in Oc-
tober 1900, AJN was established as the official journal
of the Associated Alumnae of Trained Nurses of the
United States, which became the American Nurses’
Association (ANA) [10]. Lippincott was the publisher
until 1913, when A/N was acquired by ANA. In 1996,
the journal was reacquired by Lippincott Williams and
Wilkins and continued as the official journal of ANA
[11]. The history of this journal was well documented
in anniversary issues, including the centennial issue
published in October 2000. Wheeler credited AJN with
contributing to the socialization of the profession [12].
Wheeler’s study explored the editorial position and
content of each issue in the first twenty years of AJN
in relation to the emergence of nursing as a profession.
Results revealed strong nursing leadership that sup-
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Table 1
Source journal characteristics

Cited format type AIN Nursing RN Total
Articles indexed (not brief) 719 849 446 2,014
Cited references 2,394 642 1,387 4,415
Citations per article 3.32 0.76 3.11 2.19
Research articles 9 0 3 12
Continuing education articles 86 75 209 370

AJN = American Journal of Nursing.
Nursing = Nursing.
RN = RN.

ported legitimizing nursing as a self-controlled pro-
fession and generating reform in nursing and society
at large.

While edited by nurses, the other two journals were
more commercial in nature. RN, published by Medical
Economics, began in October 1937, and Nursing start-
ed in November 1971. Nursing was published by
Springhouse Corporation until 2001, when Spring-
house was purchased by Lippincott. These titles fo-
cused on clinical topics and were known for their use
of illustrations and color. In the late 1990s, each sur-
veyed their readership and made changes related to
trends in nursing and health care. Noting that readers
had little time to read, the editor of RN announced
design changes intended to make key information eas-
ier to identify [13]. Nursing added the tagline “the
voice and vision of modern nursing” and noted that
hospital practice no longer defined nursing practice
[14]. This editorial announced a ““core curriculum’” of
topics common to all settings and promised articles
on therapies and procedures as well as professional
trends.

With their high circulation, these journals are well
positioned to convey current research findings to prac-
ticing nurses, thereby helping to improve the transla-
tion of research into practice. As part of this goal, all
three publish continuing education (CE) articles in
each issue. AJN and Nursing provide free access to
these CE articles via the Web, and RN Web offers on-
line access to all content to subscribers. RN began of-
fering CE credit in 1986, with the editor noting a com-
mitment to “offer our readers more opportunities to
earn continuing education credit than any of our com-
petitors” [15]. CINAHL database indexing noted the
presence of CE units for journal articles in 1985, with
seventeen indexed for AJN and twenty-two for Nurs-
ing. Given the competition between these titles, the
current study notes the number of CE articles in these
titles for the studied years as part of the analysis of
these source journals.

Other general US nursing journals are not national
in scope, with Nursing Spectrum and Nurse Week as a
primary examples. These journals are published in
several regional editions with slightly different con-
tent. General American nursing periodicals have a dif-
ferent ““flavor” than those in other countries. For ex-
ample, Canadian Nurse was published in bilingual edi-
tions (English and French) until 2001, when the Ca-
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Table 2
Cited format types by source journal and frequency of citations

Table 4
Distribution by zone of cited journals and references

No. citations in Citations Cited journal references
source journals Cited journals -
Frequency Cumulative
Cited format type AJN  Nursing RN Total % Zone No. % No. % total
Journal articles 1,554 384 878 2,816 63.7% Zone 1 24 3.3% 950 33.7% 950
Books 642 216 319 1,177 26.6% Zone 2 94 12.8% 923 32.8% 1,873
Government documents 72 19 43 134 3.0% Zone 3 616 83.9% 943 33.5% 2,816
Internet resources 18 0 5 23 0.5% Total 734 100.0% 2,816 100.0%
Miscellaneous 108 23 142 273 6.2%
Total 2,394 642 1,387 4,423 100.0%

nadian Nurses Association decided to publish separate
editions. Nursing Times and Nursing Standard are both
published weekly in the United Kingdom.

METHODS

The common methodology is described in detail in the
overview article and project protocol for the NAHRS
““Mapping the Literature of Nursing Project” [1, 16].

RESULTS

For the years studied (1996-1998), Nursing published
the most articles, with fewer references than either AJN
or RN. Table 1 is based on CINAHL indexing for these
titles. The average number of cited references for AJN
was slightly more than for RN. While none of the
source journals were ““scholarly,” Nursing was the least
scholarly of the 3 journals. As promised by its editors,
RN published considerably more articles with CE
credit than either AJN or Nursing. This trend contin-
ued: RN published 242 CE articles from 2001 to 2003,
compared to 131 for AJN and 81 for Nursing [17]. AN
increased its production of CE articles more than Nurs-
ing did. None of the titles features research on a reg-
ular basis, and only AJN and RN accounted for the
handful of research articles published during the stud-
ied years. All 3 claimed peer-review status but did not
respond to a CINAHL survey of nursing and allied
health journal editors requesting information on the
specific type of peer review (i.e., blind, double-blind,
editorial board, or expert) [17]. The data in this study
support the popular, not scholarly, nature of these ti-
tles.

Cited formats

Journals accounted for the majority of the cited refer-
ences, as shown in Table 2. Books accounted for more
than a quarter of the citations. Sixty-seven citations
were to drug references, mostly books, including thir-
teen to the Physicians Desk Reference (PDR). Other ref-
erence books were also cited, including eight citations
to the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual (DSM) and eighteen citations to
manuals of diagnostic tests. Publications from orga-
nizations were highly cited in the books and miscel-
laneous categories, including twenty-four to ANA
publications, including the ANA code and position
statements; thirteen to Joint Commission on Accredi-
tation of Healthcare Organizations (JCAHO) stan-
dards; twelve to American Heart Association cardiac-
life-support publications; and eighty-four to a variety
of other association publications.

While government documents accounted for just 3%
of the citations, 52 were citations to government guide-
lines. Professional organizations” guidelines were also
cited. While citations to the Internet were minimal, ev-
idence indicated that the journals were using Internet
resources for information, including 7 statistical refer-
ences. Thirty-eight statistical references came from the
non-journal categories. ““Miscellaneous” included a va-
riety of publications not easily categorized, including
50 legal cases and 24 newspaper articles. Citation of
news items, position statements, guidelines, statistical
resources, and the legal literature suggests that these
journals are fulfilling their mission of keeping nurses
informed on current professional issues.

Age of cited references

The ages of cited references were remarkably current.
As indicated in Table 3, almost 27% of the cited ref-

Table 3
Cited format types by publication year periods
Government
- Books documents Internet Journal articles Miscellaneous Total citations
Publication
year No. % No. % No. No. % No. % No. %
1996-1998 331 28.1% 30 22.4% 19 82.6% 699 24.8% 112 41.0% 1,191 26.9%
1990-1995 696 59.1% 90 67.2% 4 17.4% 1,813 64.4% 124 45.4% 2,727 61.7%
1980-1989 118 10.0% 10 7.5% 0 264 9.4% 25 9.2% 417 9.4%
1970-1979 22 1.9% 2 1.5% 0 26 0.9% 4 1.5% 54 1.2%
Pre-1970 or NA 10 0.8% 2 1.5% 0 14 0.5% 8 2.9% 34 0.8%
1,177 100.0% 134 100.0% 23 100.0% 2,816 100.0% 273 100.0% 4,423 100.0%
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Table 5

Distribution and database coverage of cited journals in Zones 1 and 2

Cited journal

Total

Bibliographic databases

EBSCO
NAH

citations CINAHL PubMed Comp.

Health

OCLC

Ref. Psyc- Article-

EMBASE Center INFO SCI SSCI First

Zone 1

Zon

. N Engl J Med
JAMA

Am J Nurs

Crit Care Nurse
Nursing

MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep
RN

Ann Intern Med
Lancet

Heart Lung

. Arch Intern Med

. Chest

. Circulation

. AACN Clin Issues
. Nurse Pract

. Nurs Manage

. J Am Geriatr Soc

. J Nurs Scholarsh (2000-); continues Image J Nurs Sch
. Medical Malpractice Verdicts, Settlements & Experts

. Neurology

. Nurs Clin North Am

. Pain

. Am J Cardiol

. J Nurs Adm

e 1 average database coverage

Zone 2

25.

Am J Crit Care

. Crit Care Med

. J Emerg Nurs

. Respir Care

. Am J Infect Control

. Nurs Res

. Oncol Nurs Forum

. Infect Control Hosp Epidemiol
. Pediatrics

. Am J Med

. Diabetes Care

. J Gerontol Nurs

. J Pain Symptom Manage

. AORN J

. Crit Care Nurs Clin North Am
. Ann Emerg Med

. Cancer Nurs

. Geriatr Nurs

. Am Fam Physician

. Ann Thorac Surg

. J Infus Nurs; formerly, J Intravenenous Nurs
. Postgrad Med

. Am Heart J

. Crit Care Nurs Q

. Dimens Crit Care Nurs: DCCN
. J Am Coll Cardiol

. Am Nurse

. BMJ

. J Adv Nurs

. J Trauma

. Ostomy Wound Manage

. Appl Nurs Res

. Med Clin North Am

. Nurs Times

. Patient Care

. Pediatr Nurs

. Res Nurs Health

. Science

. AAOHN J

. Am J Obstet Gynecol

. Am J Psychiat

. Ann Pharmacother

. CA Cancer J Clin

. J Cardiovasc Nurs

. J Neurosci Nurs

. J Psychosoc Nurs Ment Health Serv
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Table 5
Continued

Bibliographic databases

Total
Cited journal

citations CINAHL PubMed Comp.

EBSCO Health OCLC
NAH Ref. Psyc- Article-
EMBASE Center INFO SCI SSCI First

71. J Wound Ostomy Continence Nurs
72. Obstet Gynecol
73. Am J Public Health
74. Am J Surg
75. Clin Geriatr Med
76. Geriatrics
77. Holistic Nurs Pract
78. Int J Nurs Stud
79. J Thorac Cardiovasc Surg
80. JPEN J Parenter Enteral Nutr
81. Orthop Nurs
82. Semin Oncol Nurs
83. Stroke
84. West J Nurs Res
85. Am J Respir Crit Care Med
86. Anesthesiology
87. Federal Register
88. Hastings Cent Rep
89. J Acquir Immune Defic Syndr
90. J Nurs Staff Dev
91. J Vasc Nurs
92. Nurs Econ
93. Cancer
94. Contemp Pediatr
95. Drugs
96. Home Healthc Nurse
97. Hosp Health Netw (1994-); continues Hospitals
98. J Am Diet Assoc
99. J Fam Pract
100. J Obstet Gynecol Neonatal Nurs
101. The Pink Sheet; continues FDC Reports
102. Am Med News
103. Anesth Analg
104. ANS Adv Nurs Sci
105. Emerg Med
106. Hosp Pract
107. J Allergy Clin Immunol
108. 3 Am Acad Dermatol
109. J Infect Dis
110. J Pediatr Nurs
111. J Perianesthes Nurs (1996-); continues J Post Anesth
Nurs
112. Mayo Clin Proc
113. MedSurg Nurs
114. Nurs Adm Q
115. Nurs Forum
116. Nurs Outlook
117. Public Health Rep
118. Surg Clin North Am
Zone 2 average database coverage 2.81
Average Zones 1 and 2 2.78
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R OOWAUIOOOUIORARLRUIOUTIOUIUIUTION OOOWRUIUIWOUIUINNO A~MOU

oo agaoaga
PWwWuobhooiog

X X

XXXXXX XX X X XXXXXXXXXXXXXX
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COO0OO0OO0O0O0O0DO0DO0OO0OO0DO0OO0OO0OOONOORRWOOOWOOOOOOORMOOMOO
QURARNWOONOOONWNORMOUIOOOOOONUIOWOOUIROOWOMWUO
COO0OORPROPROQUIOORAWNOOOPRWOORWOOOWOOWOOOAUIOUIAOO
COO0OO0OO0OO0OWOOOORPROOOODODOODODO0OOODO0OOOWOOOOOWOOOORr OO
CQUUTUUIOOUIOO0OORMUIOOUIOROOOUIOOUIUIOUITOORAUIOONU AU UIO
OORrRORPROUIOOOORRFPWORORPROOORUIORRPRUIPFPOOOOUIORNOUIRLO

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
3 0 0 0 0 0 0
3 0 5 0 0 3 1 X
4 0 0 4 0 0 0
4 0 0 5 0 0 0 X
5 3 0 4 0 0 0 X
3 0 0 0 0 0 4 X
4 4 2 3 0 5 5 X
4 0 5 0 0 5 0 X
3.46 0.59 181 1.47 0.26 231 111 82
3.41 0.74 1.78 1.53 0.27 2.34 1.13 88.1%

Based on database coverage score: 5 (95%—100%); 4 (75%—-94%); 3 (50%—74%); 2 (25%—49%); 1 (1%—-24%); 0 (< 1%).
EBSCO NAH Comp. = EBSCO Nursing & Allied Health Collection Comprehensive Edition.

SCI = Science Citation Index.
SSCI = Social Sciences Citation Index.

erences were very current, coming from the same
years as the source journals, 1996 to date. A total of
88.6% came from the 1990s, with just 9.4% from the
1980s and fewer than 2% published prior to 1980.

Cited journals and database indexing

The cited journals were listed in order of descending
frequency and divided into three zones, per the project
protocol, as shown in Table 4. A relatively small num-
ber of journals accounted for the titles in the top 2
zones. The combined total, 114, represented just 16.1%

J Med Libr Assoc 94(2) Supplement 2006

of the cited titles, confirming Bradford’s Law of Scat-
tering. Table 5 presents the distribution and indexing
of cited journals in Zones 1 and 2. Titles in Zone 3 are
not displayed but are available from the author by re-
quest. The cited journals included broad representa-
tion from nursing, biomedicine, and the social scienc-
es. All 3 source journals appeared in Zone 1, with AJN
the most frequently cited nursing journal, followed by
Critical Care Nurse, Nursing, RN, and Heart & Lung in
the top ten.

Five of the searched databases—EBSCO Health

E-47



|
Allen and Levy

Business, EBSCO Health Source Plus, ERIC, PsycINFO,
and Sociofile—did not provide significant coverage for
the cited journals in Zones 1 and 2. Table 5 indicates
the average coverage scores for the indexing services,
omitting OCLC ArticleFirst, which had unreliable
numbers for indexed articles. PubMed/MEDLINE
provided the best overall coverage of the top cited
journals because many were biomedical, followed by
CINAHL and Science Citation Index. No other data-
bases had an average score above 2. Note that the 3
source journals were indexed in the 2 resources with
full-text holdings (EBSCO Nursing & Allied Health
Collection Comprehensive Edition and Health Refer-
ence Center), but full-text was only included for RN in
the EBSCO database, demonstrating how inclusion of
full-text changes indexing coverage scores. Of the 3
source journals, only RN did not score 5 in CINAHL.
OCLC ArticleFirst covered 88.1% of the titles, confirm-
ing its potential value as a current information re-
source for nursing. Nursing journals appeared to have
the best coverage in CINAHL, and PubMed/MED-
LINE offered the best coverage for biomedical titles.

DISCUSSION

The general US nursing journals cite both nursing and
biomedical literature. As noted, cited sources are re-
markably current. These journals provide nurses with
current information from a wide variety of sources,
helping to meet the goal of keeping busy nurses in-
formed on current issues and clinical knowledge. They
are a good source for continuing education credit and
can be recommended to libraries and individual nurs-
es. These titles are highly cited in the other mapping
studies, with all appearing in Table 4 of the overview
article (115 titles) [1] and would be considered essen-
tial for all libraries serving nursing.

CONCLUSIONS

AJN, Nursing, and RN fill an important niche in the
literature of nursing. Their most outstanding features
include currency and a commitment to presenting in-
formation in formats that practicing nurses would find
useful. While not “scholarly,” they do cite a wide va-
riety of sources. Future study is needed to determine
how the Internet is impacting this type of publication.
Will citations to the Internet increase? Will the provi-
sion of CE articles via the public Internet continue as
a profitable enterprise for publishers? Will newer pub-
lications, including those with free distribution (Nurs-
ing Spectrum and Nurse Week) capture the individual
subscription market? Citation analysis tells just part of
the story. Other types of research are needed to an-
swer some of these questions, including readership
studies updating those studies published in the 1980s
[4, 18].
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