
Iran J Psychiatry Behav Sci. 2017 June; 11(2):e7350.

Published online 2016 October 17.

doi: 10.5812/ijpbs.7350.

Review Article

Autism Research in Iran: A Scientometric Study

Hadi Zarafshan,1,* Mohammad Reza Mohammadi,1 Seyed Abbas Motevalian,2 Farid Abolhassani,3 Ali

Khaleghi,1 and Vandad Sharifi1

1Psychiatry & Psychology Research Center, Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran
2Iran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran
3Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran

*Corresponding author: Hadi Zarafshan, Psychiatry & Psychology Research Center, Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran. Tel: +98-2155421959, E-mai:
h-zarafshan@razi.tums.ac.ir

Received 2016 June 01; Revised 2016 August 14; Accepted 2016 October 02.

Abstract

Context: We aimed to conduct a scientometric study by investigating published papers of Iranian researchers on autistic disorders.
Evidence Acquisition: We conducted a systematic review of the literature to retrieve all relevant studies on autism that are pub-
lished by Iranian researchers. Seven databases were searched, of which three were local Iranian databases (Magiran, SID and Iran-
doc), and four were widely used English language databases (PubMed, Scopus, ProQuest and PsycInfo). Bibliometric information of
all papers was extracted.
Results: Two hundred and six (95 Persian and 111 English) papers published between 1979 and 2015 were retrieved. Comparison
between subject areas showed that non-pharmacological intervention and biological studies had the largest number with 64 and
61 papers, respectively. Among universities, Tehran University of Medical Sciences with 81 articles was most productive, and among
the research centers, psychiatry and psychology research center (Tehran University of Medical Sciences) with 32 articles was the
most productive research center.
Conclusions: The trends of research in the field of autism among Iranian researchers have the same patterns as the global trends.
However, some important topics, such as prevalence, causes, services, and life span issues and the infrastructures have been studied
less and should be considered in future studies. Moreover, it was revealed that we are faced with shortness of sources for research
in this field, and the policy makers should consider this problem. We need to conduct researches that take into account our inner
context, and the subject and quality of the research should be given more importance than the number.
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1. Context

Autistic disorders are neurodevelopmental conditions
characterized by deficits in communication, stereotyped,
and ritualistic behaviors and marked social skills deficien-
cies (1). We have witnessed the increasing prevalence of
autistic disorders in the recent years. Some studies have re-
ported that up to 1% of the population suffer from this ill-
ness (1-3). Despite being overlooked in the past, autistic dis-
orders are now acknowledged as an incapacitating child-
hood disorder that has gained the attention of the public
(4, 5).

This has led to expanding autism research in developed
countries, with many governmental and private funding
companies and institutions to allocate funds for autism re-
search (6). In the United States, the Combating Autism Act
authorized the expenditure of 950 million U.S. dollars for
autism research over five years (7), and in the United King-
dom, nearly £21 million was devoted to autism research be-
tween 2007 and 2011 (8). However, most of these studies fo-
cused on areas such as biology of autism, risk factors and

treatments, and other areas like life span issues and ser-
vices have been less studied (9).

All of these endeavors (research and funding) should
lead to changes in the life of people with autistic disor-
ders and their families, and it can only be fulfilled when re-
search efforts are directed towards most needed research
areas with the potential of reduction of the burden of the
illness (10).

The first step to achieve this goal was to determine the
current status of autism research in every country that
is well studied in other countries like USA and UK (10),
but much less in developing countries like Iran. Iranian
mental health research has been on the rise in the recent
decades (11-13), but it is uncertain whether autism research
keeps pace with other areas, and it is unclear which topics
in autism research has attracted the attention of Iranian
researchers. The available evidence shows that autism is
almost prevalent in Iran as in many other countries (14,
15), but there is no study that show the current status of
autism research in Iran. We aimed to conduct a sciento-
metric study by investigating the published papers of Ira-
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nian researchers on autistic disorders. The findings of this
study will show the present status and needs of research
in the field of autism in Iran, and can improve health and
research policy- making in Iran.

2. Evidence Acquisition

We conducted a systematic review to retrieve all autism
related studies that have been published by Iranian re-
searchers. Here, “Iranian researcher” is defined as the au-
thor of a research paper who is affiliated to a private or
public center in Iran, whether academic, research or clin-
ical. We searched seven databases, of which three were lo-
cal Iranian databases (Magiran, SID and Irandoc), and four
were widely used English databases (PubMed, Scopus, Pro-
Quest and PsycInfo). Magiran and SID (Scientific informa-
tion database) are databases that index almost all Persian
scientific journals. Irandoc (Iranian research institute for
information science and technology) is an institute affili-
ated to the ministry of science, research and technology of
Iran, and has a comprehensive database that includes sci-
entific papers, theses, and reports of scientific researches.
All the searches were conducted through 16/03/2015. All
original studies that were included in our study were pub-
lished in a peer-reviewed journal in Persian or English in
which one or more authors were affiliated to a center in
Iran. Letters and editorials were excluded. We did not
search and retrieve dissertations and the so called “gray lit-
erature”; however, we included conference papers if they
were published in a scientific journal. The number of pa-
pers in each step is presented in Figure 1.

Bibliometric information of all papers, including
name of the authors, number of the authors in each pa-
per, affiliation of the first author, year of publication, num-
ber of publication per author, and funding sources were
extracted. We also obtained additional information, in-
cluding “international collaboration” (IC) of Iranian au-
thors defined as studies in which there were one or more
authors affiliated to centers outside Iran, and the “sub-
ject area” of the study that was categorized into seven ar-
eas adopted with minor adaptation from the criteria used
in Pellicanom et al. (8) study. The categories were as
follows: (1) biological studies that examined the biologi-
cal and cognitive underpinnings of autism symptoms and
disorders; (2) causes which included studies that aimed
to identify genetic and environmental risk factors that
may confer greater susceptibility to the development of
autism; (3) family studies that evaluated the issues of care-
giver stress and measures of quality of life for individuals
with autism and their families, or assessed programs to
help parents of children with autism to navigate the ser-
vice system; (4) pharmacological intervention studies that
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Figure 1. The Number of Papers in Each Step

evaluated pharmacological interventions for people with
autistic disorders; (5) non-pharmacological intervention
researches that evaluated any non-pharmacological inter-
ventions conducted on patients with autistic spectrum; (6)
service researches that aimed to identify, develop and eval-
uate services and supports for people with autism and ex-
plored issues surrounding accessibility, cost- effectiveness
and ease of transition between services; and 7) diagnostic
and epidemiologic researches that aimed to recognize the
symptoms and signs of autism, defined the typical charac-
teristics and explored variation in the symptoms and sever-
ity associated with autism. We slightly changed the criteria
used by Pellicano et al. because of the high number of fam-
ily studies by Iranian researchers and differences between
studies on pharmacological and non-pharmacological in-
terventions between Persian and English language articles
(see below). Each paper could be categorized into one sub-
ject area only.

Data extraction and categorization of the study sub-
jects were conducted by two researchers independently,
and they reached a consensus in case of any uncertainty
about the appropriate subject area.
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3. Results

In Figure 2, we present the total number of articles (in
both Persian and English). In sum, we retrieved 206 (95
Persian l and 111 English) papers that were published by Ira-
nian researchers between 1979 and 2015. Among English ar-
ticles, 28 articles have been published in local English jour-
nals. As shown, the year 2013 was the most productive year
for Iranian researchers in the field of autism. The first ar-
ticle in this field was published in 1979 by an Iranian re-
searcher, Dr. Eshkevari (16), a psychiatrist who was affili-
ated to Tehran University of Medical Sciences. This paper
was a case report about autism in monozygotic twins. An-
other case report was published by Dr. Eshkevari with the
same subject in 1985 (17). After that, we were unable to
find any publication on autism by Iranian researchers un-
til 2000 (Figure 2).

The number of publications increased in the last two
decades in terms of the total number and different sub-
ject areas (Figure 2). Comparison between subject areas
showed that non-pharmacological intervention and bio-
logical studies had the largest number with 64 and 61 pa-
pers, respectively (Figure 3). We compared the total num-
ber of Persian and English articles in each subject area (Fig-
ure 4).

Most of the authors (320 authors) had only one pub-
lished paper. As seen in Figure 5, most of the articles had 3
or 4 authors. Among all the published articles, only 23 arti-
cles had international collaborations. Iranian researchers
collaborated with researchers from seven other countries,
respectively, the USA in 11 articles (5.3%), the UK in five ar-
ticles (2.4%), Australia in four articles (1.95%), Canada, Swe-
den, Newzeland and Saudi Arabia each in one article (0.5%)
(Note: Iranian researchers collaborated with researchers
from two countries in one article).

With regards to funding sources, only 42 articles, out of
206, mentioned that they had received financial support.
Most of the papers were supported by TUMS (23 out of 42,
and other centers supported 1 - 4 papers.

In Table 1, we present five most productive universities
and research centers according to the affiliation of the au-
thors. Among universities, Tehran University of Medical
Sciences with 81 articles was the most productive univer-
sity, followed by Islamic Azad University with 32 articles.
Among research centers, psychiatry and psychology re-
search center (Tehran University of Medical Sciences), and
research center for psychiatry and behavioral sciences (Shi-
raz University of Medical Science) were the most produc-
tive research centers with 32 and 19 articles, respectively.

4. Conclusions

The aim of this study was to examine the present sta-
tus of research in the field of autism among Iranian re-
searchers. Iranian researchers have published their works
in both Persian and English journals. The total number of
publications in the field of autism was 206, of which 46%
(n = 95) were published in Persian journals and 54% (n = 111)
in English journals. Iranian researchers had more publica-
tions in English journals than in Persian journals, and this
is in contrast with other areas of mental health research
where most papers have been published in Persian jour-
nals (12, 13).

To keep up with the trend of global research in the field
of autism, autism research in Iran has increased in recent
years (Figure 2). Office of autism research coordination
(OARC) has published an analysis of global autism publica-
tions (9). Based on this report, the number of global pub-
lications in the field of autism has increased rapidly after
the year 2000. A sharp increase in this trend is seen in 2005
to 2007 period. Based on our findings, the number of pub-
lications of Iranian researchers has been steadily increas-
ing since 2006 and peaked in 2013 with 57 publications. A
new study has investigated the performance of Iranian psy-
chology and psychiatry researchers that were published
in Thomson Reuter’s indexed journals (11). Based on this
study, the number of publications by Iranian researchers
has dramatically increased over the examined period (1967
and 2010) (11).

By reviewing the literature on autism researches across
the globe, we can see a tendency toward areas like bi-
ology, risk factors and treatments (6, 8, 9). Almost the
same pattern can be seen in Iran, except risk factors that
have not been well studied by Iranian researchers. It
has been shown that the subject of research may be in-
fluenced by the global and, especially, American or Eu-
ropean researchers. Among publications of Iranian re-
searchers, biology and treatments (pharmacological and
non-pharmacological) of autism have been studied more
than other areas (Figure 3). With regards to publications
in the treatment area, there is a huge difference between
the Persian and English publications (Figure 4). Almost
all the Persian publications (except one) focused on non-
pharmacological treatments, while the subject of most En-
glish publications was pharmacological treatments (28 of
all 46 publications). This is perhaps due to their higher
chance of publication in English journals, or specific inter-
ests of the few prolific Iranian researchers.

Considering the increasing number of people with
autism and bearing in mind their life-long needs, although
biology has the largest proportion of publications, those
conducted in the areas like services, life span issues and
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Figure 2. The Number of Articles That Are Published in English and Persian languages Compared to the Total Number of Publications
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Figure 3. Number of Articles in Each Subject Area
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Figure 4. Comparison of the Total Number of Persian and English Articles in Each Subject Area
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infrastructures had the highest fold growth among global
publications (8, 9). Our findings revealed that these impor-
tant research areas are almost completely neglected by Ira-

nian researchers. Service research is similarly neglected in
other mental health research (13). The only area that has
been studied to some extent is familial issues. It may be
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Figure 5. The Number of Articles According to the Number of Authors in Each Paper

Table 1. Five Most Productive Universities and Research Centers

Rank FiveMost Productive Universities Rank FiveMost Productive Research Centers

University Number of Publications Research Center Number of Publications

1 Tehran University of Medical Sciences 81 1 Psychiatry and Psychology Research
Center, Tehran University of Medical

Sciences

32

2 Islamic Azad University (all branches) 32 2 Research Center for Psychiatry and
Behavioral Sciences, Shiraz University of

medical science

19

3 Shahid Beheshti University of Medical
Sciences

31 3 Sports Medicine Research Center, Tehran
University of Medical Sciences

8

4 University of Social Welfare 30 4 Institute for Cognitive Science Studies 5

5 Shiraz University of Medical Sciences 29 4 Institute of Medicinal Plants(ACECR) 5

5 Pediatric Neurorehabilitation Research
Center, Tehran University of Social

Welfare and Rehabilitation Sciences

4

5 Research Center for Behavioral Disorders
and Substance Abuse, Hamadan

University of Medical Sciences

4

partly due to its deep root and importance in Iranian cul-
ture where family is usually considered as the main source
of care and support for children.

Most Iranian researchers had only one publication in
the field of autism. Two researchers had 26 and 24 publica-
tions: One was a professor of child and adolescent psychi-
atry at Tehran University of Medical sciences, and the sec-

ond a professor of child and adolescent psychiatry at Shi-
raz University of Medical sciences. It should be emphasized
that only a few researchers have published most of the arti-
cles on autism and their interests may have influenced all
the results.

Number of authors in each article and number of ar-
ticles with international collaborations are considered as
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indicators of collaboration in scientometric studies (18).
Based on our study, most articles had 3 or 4 authors (Fig-
ure 5). Only 21 articles were conducted by international col-
laboration (11.2% of articles; note that if we consider only
English articles, this percent is equal to 20.7 %). Analysis
of international autism publications has shown that this
rate was 20% for all countries in 2010 (9). The percentage
of Iranian publications with international collaboration is
higher in other fields like psychology and psychiatry (11).

Only 42 articles mentioned that they had secured
funds. Given that some articles did not refer to their
sources of sponsorship, it is still very low compared to
what happens in other countries. In countries like the U.S.
and the U.K., large amount of resources were devoted to
autism research by public and private organizations (7, 8).
In Iran, Tehran University of Medical Sciences is acknowl-
edged more than other centers as a source of sponsorship.
It is also revealed that Iranian researchers are not that suc-
cessful in obtaining international resources, as there were
only three international organizations and each only spon-
sored one project.

Our study revealed that among universities and re-
search centers that published articles in the field of autism,
Tehran University of Medical Sciences and psychiatry and
psychology research center (associated with Tehran Uni-
versity of Medical Sciences) were the most productive uni-
versity and research center. This is in line with pervious
scientometric studies. A study conducted by Yadollahi et
al. (19) found that Tehran University of Medical Sciences
is the most productive university among Iranian medical
universities. Moreover, another study revealed that Tehran
University of Medical Sciences is the most productive uni-
versity in the field of psychology and psychiatry (11). This
may be due to the fact that Tehran University of Medical
Sciences is the biggest medical university in Iran and has
a considerable number of faculty members that give rise
to more scientific publications.

The trends of research in the field of autism among Ira-
nian researchers almost keeps pace with global trends, but
some important topics such as prevalence, causes, services,
life span issues and infrastructures are less studied and
should be taken into account in future researches. Based
on our findings, inadequate funding can be assumed to
be allocated to research in the field of autism. We need
to conduct more on research in this field through main
funding bodies in Iran, such as the national institute for
medical research development (NIMAD), particularly on
the subject areas that are much needed but less studied.
Although there are more than 500 research centers in the
ministry of health and medical education in Iran, no spe-
cific research centers are devoted to autism research. An-
other important issue is that international collaboration is

poor among Iranian researchers in the field of autism that
could be partly due to economic sanctions imposed on Iran
in the past decades. Therefore, we should expand our rela-
tionship with research centers and universities that are ac-
tive in the field of autism in other countries to increase the
quality of researches and resources that are needed.
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