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Editorial

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder and Croatian Medical Journal: Still Not the
Time for a Wrap-up
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War has been portrayed as the blood-thirsty sec-
ond horseman of Apocalypse that plagues the hu-
man race. According to some estimates, only in
20th century more than 230 million people were
killed or allowed to die by human decision; to use
the words of the historian-Eric Hobsbawm (1).
Many more millions of war sufferers can be added
to this tragic account: the ones injured, crippled,
orphaned, bereft of their homes and families, and
mentally afflicted. Psychological consequences of’
war are diverse and manifold, but one condition in
particular has become a household word and a sym-
bol of war survivors” mental anguish: posttraumatic

stress disorder (PTSD).

Increased research interest in posttraumatic
stress disorder

Although it can result from any kind of traumatic
incident, PTSD is generally perceived as a condi-
tion closely associated with armed conflicts. Its de-
scriptions in the medical literature can be traced
back to the American Civil War (2), but the sys-
tematic documentation and research of PTSD be-
gan only after the Vietham War, which ended in
1975. Notwithstanding the fact that the number
and intensity of world’s armed conflicts have been
on the decline in the last two decades (3), the cov-
erage of PTSD in medical journals in the same pe-
riod has rapidly increased (Figure 1). Mental health
workers from Croatia gave their contribution to
this growing body of knowledge: since 1991, when
their country was caught in the bloodshed follow-

ing the breakdown of Yugoslavia, they produced
73 articles on PTSD in journals indexed in the
PubMed. A significant part of these articles was
published in the Croatian Medical Journal (CM]J)

(Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Proportion of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)-related bib-
liographic records in PubMed database in last 50 years. The search was
performed using “Stress Disorders, Posttraumatic” as a “Major Topic,”
limited to records published within a specified 10-year periods.
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Figure 2. Proportion of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)-related
bibliographic records in the total count of PubMed records of selected
general medical journals for the 1998-2006 time period. The beginning
year was chosen because the Croatian Medical Journal (CMJ) was in-
dexed in PubMed in 1998. Lancet, BMJ and JAMA were included as ex-
amples of high-impact journals with global readership. Wiener Klinische
Wochenschrift (WKW) was considered comparable to the CMJ with
regard to scope, impact factor and geographic origin. The search was
performed using “Stress Disorders, Posttraumatic” as the “Major Topic,”
limited to records published in a selected journal.
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Croatian Medical Journal as a journal for
publishing PTSD research?

This is probably no surprise for the CMJ’s regular
readers and friends. From its first days in 1992,
CM]J has been committed to publishing reports
on various medical and public health aspects
of war (4). This commitment continued after
the end of 1991-1995 war in Croatia, although
the focus of editorial interest gradually shifted
from casualty reports and war medicine to pub-
lic health and peace-building issues (4). PTSD,
however, was a clinical entity that constantly re-
mained in the center of the CM]’s interest. On
average, a PTSD-related article was published in
five out of six yearly issues of the journal between
1999 and 2002; five more articles were published
in the last three years. Even without this themat-
ic issue, the proportion of PTSD-related articles
in the CM]J is much higher than in a sample of
other general medical journals (Figure 2). This, of
course, does not mean that the CM]J intends to
become a specialty psychiatric journal. A similar
analysis may reveal that the CMJ publishes much
more articles in forensic science than any other
comparable journal. The Journal Relatedness in-
dicator of the Thomson Scientific’s Journal Ci-
tation Reports shows that International Jour-
nal of Legal Medicine, Journal of Forensic Sciences,
and Forensic Science International are among the
10 journals most likely to cover topics relat-
ed to those covered in the CMJ. This also does
not mean that the CM]J has transformed into a
forensic science journal. The fact is that Croa-
tia, together with the neighboring Bosnia and
Herzegovina, has a significant burden of health
problems specific for post-war societies. PTSD,
identification of mortal remains, landmine blast
injuries — these are some of the challenges Cro-
atian medical professionals have to face even to-
day, 12 years after the end of armed conflict. The
special attention the CMJ’s editors pay to these
topics is therefore neither a coincidence nor a
mistake.

Twelve years is a considerably long period
for research and follow-up, and the CM] would
be more than happy to be able to wrap up the
topic of war-related PTSD in Croatia with this
thematic issue. Unfortunately, it is still not pos-
sible to conclude the treatment of veterans and
war victims affected by PTSD. New popula-
tion groups in need of therapy are being recog-
nized, eg, the wives of war veterans (5) or peo-
ple exposed to post-war social stressors (6). The
complex and often refractory nature of the dis-
order asks for novel ideas and multidisciplinary
research approaches, such as probing into the
hereditary (7) or-immunological (8) aspects of
PTSD; or using new computing technologies to
refine the diagnostics (9). Undoubtedly, there is
still much clinical work to be done and many re-
search questions to be answered.

Supporting research of posttraumatic
stress disorder

Croatian mental health workers should use the
global trend of increasing scientific and profes-
sional interest in PTSD to present their work
internationally and establish themselves as a re-
liable source of knowledge relevant not only for
post-war societies in the South East Europe, but
also for other settings throughout the world. The
CM]J can support their efforts in two main ways.
First, it can serve as a medium of scientific com-
munication. The CMJ’s visibility significantly
increased after its inclusion in the PubMed da-
tabase in 1998, and in Thomson Scientific data-
bases in 1999 (10). The journal is also included
in the PILOTS database, an electronic index to
the literature on PTSD and other mental-health
consequences of exposure to traumatic events
(11). Such a good visibility positively reflected on
the journal’s impact in the global scientific com-
munity. The articles on PTSD published in CM]
from 1998 to 2006 received an average of 3.6 ci-
tations while, such articles published in European

Psychiatry and Nordic Journal of Psychiatry — spe-
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cialist journals with impact factors comparable to
that of the CM]J - received an average of 1.5 and
2.4 citations, respectively.

The second way in which the CM]J can sup-
port research in PTSD is by teaching and advis-
ing. The educational function of the CM] was
established years ago (12), and was focused on
mental health more than on any other single
area of research. The CM]J editors participated
in a WHO-organized conference on the role of
scientific journals in fostering mental health re-
search in developing countries (13). They held
a course on planning and writing scientific re-
search for the employees of the Vrapée Psychi-
atric Hospital, Zagreb, Croatia (14); the same
course was held on several occasions asa part of
educational program of the Naklada Slap, a lead-
ing Croatian publisher of psychological literature
(15). At the time of production of this thematic
issue, one of the CM]J’s editors was invited to talk
at the Croatian symposium on PTSD. Beside
these educational activities, which may be seen
as “proactive” or “preventive,” the CM]J works
closely with authors of manuscripts to improve
the quality of their submissions. The practice of
editorial pre-review and post-acceptance review,
though basically “reactive® or “therapeutic,” can
have a long-term effect-on the research success
of tutored authors, including those investigating
PTSD (16).

On the global level, PTSD will continue to
pose a major challenge in a world constantly li-
able to traumatic incidents caused by human ac-
tivity (17) or nature (18). Mental health work-
ers and medical journals should work together
to meet this challenge with an increased effort to
produce the scientifically sound knowledge which

can be used in the best interest of the patients.

Dario Sambunjak
lglﬂrz'o.mmbuniﬂk@mef/oﬂ
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