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Is non-English-language literature important in science?

93-100% of the references cited in eight IPBES assessments are in English
(Lynch et al unpublished) 

106 (86.2%) out of the 123 Campbell Collaboration systematic reviews 
only include English-language studies (Neimann Rasmussen and Montgomery 2018) 



YES  because….

Is non-English-language literature important?



Is non-English-language literature important in science?

https://translatesciences.com/

1.  Most scientific knowledge is available in English

Three common assumptions

2.  Non-English-language literature is diminishing 

3. English-language science represents a random subset of non-English-
language science 



“biodiversity” “conservation”

"biodiversidade" "conservação"

“生物多样性” “保护”

"biodiversité" "conservation"

"biodiversità" "conservazione"

"biodiversität" "naturschutz"

“生物多様性” “保全”

"생물다양성" "보전"

"biologisk mångfald" "bevarande"

"生物多樣性" "保育"

"bioróżnorodność" "ochrona"

"biyolojik çeşitlilik" "koruma"

"биоразнообразие" "охрана природы"

"تنوع زیستی" "حفاظت"

"biodiversiteit" "natuurbehoud"

“biodiversidad” “conservación”

1. Is most scientific knowledge available in English? 



Number of scientific documents in 2014 searched with “biodiversity” and “conservation”

Amano et al (2016) PLOS Biology

64% in English 36% in non-English

1. Is most scientific knowledge available in English?

(48,600) (9,520) (7,800)

(4,540) (2,290)



1. Is most scientific knowledge available in English?

List of non-English-language journals in ecology & conservation (466 peer-reviewed journals in 19 languages)

https://translatesciences.com/resources/#journals



2. Is non-English-language literature diminishing?
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Domestic literature database for 12 languages International search engines

Shawan Chowdhury



2. Is non-English-language literature diminishing?



2. Is non-English-language literature diminishing?
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2. Is non-English-language literature diminishing?

Discipline-wide literature searches for studies that test the effectiveness of conservation interventions

(Sutherland et al 2019 Biol Cons) 

Yearly changes in the number of 
relevant papers in ten languages



3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?

Egger et al (1997) The Lancet

Language bias in evidence synthesis (in healthcare)



Language bias in 

study characteristics

Language bias in 

statistical results

Konno et al (2020) Ecology and Evolution

Language bias in evidence synthesis (in ecology and conservation)

3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?



Testing the effects of ignoring Japanese-language studies in meta-analyses

We searched existing meta-analyses that included a sufficient number of 
studies published in English and in Japanese

Most meta-analyses did not search Japanese-language studies 

Four meta-analyses searched and used Japanese-language studies

(comprising 25-81% of the studies analysed) 

Konno et al (2020) Ecology and Evolution

3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?



Ignoring Japanese-language studies
more “significant” effect size
in two (out of four) meta-analyses

Effect size differed between languages

Koshida & Katayama (2018) Osada et al (2013)

English Japanese E + J
English Japanese E + J

Konno et al (2020) Ecology and Evolution

3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?



Language bias present in study characteristics

Koshida & Katayama (2018)

Studies in 

English

Birds

Mammals
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Experimental 

studies

Studies in 

English

Studies in
Japanese

Konno et al (2020) Ecology and Evolution

Studies in
Japanese

Osada et al (2013)

3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?



Language bias in study characteristics explained effect size difference

Koshida & Katayama (2018)
JapaneseEnglish

Effect size did not differ within each taxon Effect size differed between taxa

Language bias in study characteristics (eg taxa)

+
Varying responses between taxa

Effect size difference 
between languages

Konno et al (2020) Ecology and Evolution

3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?



Language bias in statistical results explained effect size difference (?)

Osada et al (2013)

Japanese

English

Effect size differed between languages 

even in field-based studies

Language bias in statistical results (?)
Effect size difference 
between languages

Konno et al (2020) Ecology and Evolution

3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?



Ignoring non-English-language literature can 
change conclusions in meta-analyses drastically

Language bias seems to exist both in study 
characteristics and in statistical results,
which explains the revealed difference in 
effect size between languages

Konno et al (2020) Ecology and Evolution

3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?



3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?

Discipline-wide searches for studies that test the effectiveness of conservation interventions
(Sutherland et al 2019 Biol Cons) 

To date we have:

• Identified a total of 466 peer-reviewed journals in ecology and conservation in 
19 languages (available at: https://translatesciences.com/resources/#journals)

• Screened 417,668 papers in 327 journals in 16 languages

• Identified 1,171 non-English-language papers that meet our selection criteria, 
compared to 6,628 English-language papers 



3. Does English-language science represent a random subset of non-English-language science?

Grid cells with only non-English-language studies 

Distribution of studies testing the effectiveness of conservation intervention

English-language studies cover 2,731 grid cells, while non-English-language studies cover further 196 grid cells 

(i.e., 7% increase in coverage)



Is non-English-language literature important in science?

1.  Most scientific knowledge is available in English

Three common assumptions

2.  Non-English-language literature is diminishing 

3. English-language science represents a random subset of non-English-language science 

Up to 36 % of biodiversity literature is still published in non-English languages

The amount of biodiversity literature is increasing in most languages, 
at a similar rate to English  

There is a bias in both study characteristics and statistical results 
between English-language and non-English-language studies

https://translatesciences.com/


