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The Health Research Classification System (HRCS)

A system for classifying and analysing all types of biomedical and 
health related research
Developed in 2004 by 11 participating UK funding organisations
Builds on the World Health Organization (WHO) International 
Classification of Diseases and a cancer-based system (the 
Common Scientific Outline)
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The Health Research Classification System (HRCS)
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The main purpose of the 
system is to provide an 
overview of health research 
funding
The research is classified 
according to a two 
dimensional framework
Coding of individual 
projects/awards
– labour intensive (“manual” coding), 

requiring a continuous pool of trained 
coders  



The Health Research Classification System (HRCS)
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One dimension is used to 
classify the type of health or 
disease being studied
There are 21 categories 
encompassing various 
diseases and areas of health
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The Health Research Classification System (HRCS)
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The other dimension, the 
Research Activity Codes, 
classifies the type of research 
activity being undertaken 
(from basic to applied). There 
are 48 codes divided into eight 
groups
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Applications - HRCS

The HRCS has been used extensively in the UK. A number of 
funders now routinely classify all awards under HRCS, for both 
internal reporting and for reports in the public domain
– E.g. to inform research management and to undertake prospective analyses
– Discussion about the amount spent on the various topics etc.

Used also in Norway, Sweden, Singapore, Ireland….
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This study – a pilot
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The HRCS system is mainly 
developed for analyzing the 
funding of research
A method for classifying the 
publication output according to 
HRCS categories
Norwegian case study
Based on the method, it is 
possible to analyze how the 
research output compares 
with the research funding 
amount, which also has been 
classified according to the 
HRCS-system



Methods

A combination of journal based and content based delineation 
using topic specific key-words 
First, we have included all publications from the journals that 
entirely or mainly cover the various research topics  
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Correspondence WoS categories vs HRCS
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ALLERGY x
ANDROLOGY x
AUDIOLOGY & SPEECH-LANGUAGE 
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x

CARDIAC & CARDIOVASCULAR 
SYSTEMS
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MEDICINE

x

DERMATOLOGY x
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Journal based classification

Journal WoS-Category HRCS-catgory

ACTA ONCOLOGICA ONCOLOGY Cancer

ACTA RADIOLOGICA ONCOLOGY ONCOLOGY Cancer

ADVANCES IN CANCER RESEARCH ONCOLOGY Cancer

AMERICAN JOURNAL OF CANCER RESEARCH ONCOLOGY Cancer

AMERICAN JOURNAL OF CLINICAL ONCOLOGY-CANCER CLINICAL TRIALS ONCOLOGY Cancer

AMERICAN JOURNAL OF PEDIATRIC HEMATOLOGY ONCOLOGY ONCOLOGY Cancer

AMERICAN JOURNAL OF TRANSLATIONAL RESEARCH ONCOLOGY Cancer

ANNALS OF ONCOLOGY ONCOLOGY Cancer

ANNALS OF SURGICAL ONCOLOGY ONCOLOGY Cancer

ANTI-CANCER AGENTS IN MEDICINAL CHEMISTRY ONCOLOGY Cancer

ANTI-CANCER DRUG DESIGN ONCOLOGY Cancer

ANTI-CANCER DRUGS ONCOLOGY Cancer

ANTICANCER RESEARCH ONCOLOGY Cancer

ASIAN PACIFIC JOURNAL OF CANCER PREVENTION ONCOLOGY Cancer

ASIA-PACIFIC JOURNAL OF CLINICAL ONCOLOGY ONCOLOGY Cancer
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Classification -example

13

WoS-category: 
GASTROENTEROLOGY & 
HEPATOLOGY 

↓



Classification - example
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WoS-category: 
GASTROENTEROLOGY & 
HEPATOLOGY 

↓



Example - Blood
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Example - Blood

Journal WoS-category HRCS-category

ACTA HAEMATOLOGICA HEMATOLOGY 1. Blood

ACTA HAEMATOLOGICA JAPONICA HEMATOLOGY 1. Blood

AMERICAN JOURNAL OF HEMATOLOGY HEMATOLOGY 1. Blood

ANNALS OF HEMATOLOGY HEMATOLOGY 1. Blood

BAILLIERES CLINICAL HAEMATOLOGY HEMATOLOGY 1. Blood
CLINICAL LYMPHOMA MYELOMA & 
LEUKEMIA HEMATOLOGY 2. Cancer

HEMATOLOGICAL ONCOLOGY HEMATOLOGY 2. Cancer

LEUKEMIA & LYMPHOMA HEMATOLOGY 2. Cancer

LEUKEMIA RESEARCH HEMATOLOGY 2. Cancer
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Methods

Second, we have applied search terms for identifying the 
publications. 
Search through the titles and abstracts of all the publications
We assumed that selected key-terms would generally appear 
either in the title or in the abstract
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Methods - topic specific key-words 

In principle, for each HRCS category an almost endless number 
of keywords may be identified
Have limited the number for each category to a selection of 
central words and concepts which can be assumed to be 
mentioned in the title or abstracts of the articles 
Various challenges e.g
– words that have multiple meanings should be avoided

Not sufficient to identify key concepts within a field: the suitability 
as keywords also needs to be considered.
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Example - Blood

Search terms - including Search terms -
excluding

haematological disease, hematological disease, anaemia, anemi, 
platelet, erythrocyte, thrombocyte, hemolytic, haemolytic, favism, 
hemoglobinuria, haemoglobinuria, hemostasis, haemostasis, 
thrombocyte, serum albumin, haematopoiesis, hematopoiesis, 
haemopoiesis, hemopoiesis, erythropoiesis, thrombosis, thrombo, 
polycythemia, polycythaemia, polyglobulia, thrombocytosis, 
hemophili, haemophili, cryoprecipitate, Hemochromatosis, 
Haemochromatosis

lymphocyte, 
macrophage, 
granulocyte, 
leukaemia, leukemia, 
leukocyte, 
agranulocyte, 
monocyte
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Example - Cardiovascular

Search terms - including Search terms - excluding
coronary heart disease, vasculitis, pulmonary hypertension, 
congenital heart disorder, congenital heart disease, vascular, 
cardiovascular, angiology, circulatory system, arteries, artery, 
arterial, blood pressure, capillaries, aorta, aortic, coronary artery
disease, angina, myocardial infarction, cardiomyopathy, artery, 
arterial, cardiomyopathy, cardiac, ischemia, ischemic, 
myocardium, arteriosclerosis, atherosclerosis, heart failure, heart
defect, cardiomyocytes, myocardiocytes, ventricle, ventricular, 
hypercholesterolemia, dyslipidemia, veins, venous, atrial
fibrillation, cardiopulmonary, myocardial, heart transplantation, 
cardiology, thrombosis, lymphatic, coronary interventions

Stroke, cerebrovascular accident, 
cerebrovascular insult, brain
attack, cerebral infarction, brain
ischemia, ischemic attack, 
cerebral hemorrhage, 
cubarachnoid hemorrhage, 
cerebral hypoperfusion, 
intercranial hemorrhages, 
cerebrovascular apoplexy, brain
vascular accident
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Methods – further steps

Each article may be classified in one or more HRCS category
Fractionalised calculations: An article classified in four different 
categories is weighted as 0.25 article in each category
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Test results. Distribution of articles (2011-
2015) by HRCS categories
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Further applications and analyses

As a next step, the results may be linked to disease burden 
measurements, for example in terms of prevalence, mortality, 
extent of disability and social economic costs of various diseases
This represents new and interesting background information in 
the setting of research funding priorities.
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Number of disability adjusted life years, Norway 
2013 
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Is the Norwegian health research in line with the disease burden?
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Further analyses -example

27

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

Breast cancer Prostate cancer

Number of articles 2011-2015

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

8000

9000

10000

11000

12000

13000

14000

15000

16000

17000

Breast cancer Prostate cancer

Number of disability adjusted life 
years 2013 



28



Further analyses -example
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