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Yang et al. (2017) recently published a paper in this journal
entitled “Mapping the scientific research on non-point source
pollution: A bibliometric analysis.” Many of the related results
presented in the original paper (Yang et al. 2017) are not
acceptable because of the use of inappropriate search filters.

Yang et al. (2017) stated in “Materials and methods” that
“Non-point source pollution” or “Nonpoint source pollution”
or “diffuse pollution” were used to search titles, author key-
words, keywords plus, and abstracts of all publications and
also in “Results and discussion” that “A total of 2607 publi-
cations in ten document types were found in the SCI-
Expanded based on the given words during the years 1991—
2015.” In fact, a total of 3057 publications in 11 document
types were found by the same method as noticed in the orig-
inal paper (Yang et al. 2017). There is a big difference between
2607 and 3057 publications.

The Science Citation Index Expanded (SCI-EXPANDED)
database, originally designed for researchers to find literatures
but not bibliometric study. Thus, it is necessary to have a
bibliometric treatment when using the Web of Science data-
base. However, Yang et al. (2017) considered keywords
contained KeyWords Plus which provides search terms ex-
tracted from the titles of papers cited in each new article listed
in Current Contents (Garfield 1990). Those documents that
can only be found by KeyWords Plus are more likely to be
unrelated to the “non-point source pollution.” Ho’s group
firstly proposed the “front page” filter (Fu et al. 2012; Fu
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and Ho 2014; Ho and Fu 2016)—which covers only docu-
ments with searching keywords in their “front page,” includ-
ing only the title, abstract, and author keywords—might avoid
introducing unrelated publications for analysis (Fu et al.
2012). Since any results and discussion depend on the data
abstracted by a search filter, an inappropriate filter may lead to
inaccurate results and wrong conclusions in the original paper
(Yang et al. 2017). In total, 335 searched documents (11% of
3057 documents) unrelated to “non-point source pollution”
were also searched out because of using the searching tool
in Web of Science without any further data treatment. These
include, for example, highly cited articles entitled “SWAT:
Model use, calibration, and validation” (Arnold et al. 2012),
“Comparing uncertainty analysis techniques for a SWAT ap-
plication to the Chaohe Basin in China” (Yang et al. 2008),
and “Asymmetric information and contract design for pay-
ments for environmental services” (Ferraro 2008); highly cit-
ed reviews entitled “The soil and water assessment tool:
Historical development, applications, and future research di-
rections” (Gassman et al. 2007) and “The effects of riparian
forest management on the freshwater environment: A litera-
ture review of best management practice” (Broadmeadow and
Nisbet 2004); and highly cited proceeding papers entitled
“Wetland and stream buffer size requirements: A review”
(Castelle et al. 1994). None of these papers are related to
“non-point source pollution.”

Yang et al. (2017) originally reported that “The character-
istics of publication outputs from 1991 to 2015 are shown in
Table 1.” Here, these authors have copied the same table and
concept from papers published by Ho’s group (Ma et al.
2013).

The authors stated in “Analysis of subject category and
journals” that “The 2607 publications from SCI-Expanded
database were classified into 59 subject categories identified
by WoS. Table 2 represents the top 20 most productive
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subjects.” In fact, there is nothing about “Web of Science
categories” but “research areas” only in “Analysis of subject
category and journals.” Thus, Table 2 and Fig. 1 in the original
paper (Yang et al. 2017) are not correct.

Yang et al. (2017) also did not cite appropriate references
for related description. In “Analysis of countries/territories”
and “Analysis of institutions,” the authors stated that “The
top 30 most productive countries were displayed in Table 4
that contains six indicators: TP, SP, CP, FP, RP, and h-index.”
and “The top 30 productive institutions were provided in
Table 5 that also includes six indicators: TP, SP, CP, FP, RP,
and h-index.” without reporting that Ho’s group (Fu et al.
2010; Wang et al. 2011; Fu et al. 2013; Ho and Fu 2016)
had already compared the six indicators such as total articles,
independent articles, collaborative articles, first author arti-
cles, corresponding author articles, and h-index.

In “Analysis of author keywords,” Yang et al. (2017) no-
ticed that “The top 30 most frequent author keywords during
the 5 stages were displayed in Table 6.” It has been pointed out
in a comment (Ho 2017) that Ho and his co-workers (Li et al.
2009) have developed a method of combining article titles,
author keywords, and KeyWords Plus to provide important
clues for research hotspots and this was extended in 2010
(Zhang et al. 2010). This analysis, including title words, au-
thor keywords, and KeyWords Plus together can minimize
some limitations, such as the uncompleted meaning of single
words in a title, the small sample size for author keywords,
and the indirect relationship between KeyWords Plus and the
research emphases (Fu and Ho 2013). Furthermore, a new
method, “word cluster analysis,” has been successfully ap-
plied to find the research hotspots in a field (Mao et al.
2010; Fu et al. 2013). Furthermore, similar rebuttals have also
been published in Environmental Earth Sciences (Ho 2016a),
Scientometrics (Ho 2016b), and Journal of Cleaner
Production (Fu and Ho 2017).

The Web of Science database was originally designed not
for bibliometric study. An appropriate data treatment is
needed for bibliometric study. The inappropriate use of
search filters can have enormous effects on the results ob-
tained, and thus great attention should be attached to the
search filters chosen. Citing an original paper not only re-
spects those authors who presented a novel idea but it also
directs readers to the details of the original work (Ho 2010).
In my view, Yang et al. should have cited the original papers
for all the indicators and concepts they discuss, thereby pro-
viding greater accuracy and detailed information about the
bibliometric concepts that they employed.
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