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Trends and success stories in research on occupational and environmental health

The headline in a main Finnish newspaper on 16 November announced: “Trust and interest for published sci-
ence has increased in Finland”. I would have hypothesized that evidence-based knowledge was losing the game 
against the rush of non-scientific and commercial information – but I was wrong. A 3-year follow-up survey among 
the Finland population was clear on this. Could the growth in electronic and social media information actually 
be causing people to search for knowledge based on scientific facts? 

Forty-five years have passed since the publication of the first issue of the Scandinavian Journal of Work, 
Environment & Health (SJWEH) in January 1975. The Journal is unique due to its non-profit profile in a sea 
of large, commercial publishing house journals. With a current impact factor of 3.491, SJWEH is recognized 
for its high quality and interesting content. The main aim of the Journal has always been to promote good and 
impactful research in the field of occupational and environmental health and safety. The Journal makes a differ-
ence by providing its readership with innovative topics, systematic reviews on existing knowledge, and papers 
using advanced research methods. Over the years, the scientific focus areas of occupational research, research 
methods, and academic publishing have undergone major changes. In fact, the Journal’s transformation over 
more than four decades can be used as a good example of how occupational research and publishing policy has 
adapted to the new trends in scientific knowledge and information technology. 

Well-known professor of epidemiology and specialist in occupational medicine, Sven Hernberg was the first 
Editor-in-Chief (EC) of the Journal. SJWEH was based on earlier ancestor journals (1), but in practice Sven had to 
start from scratch both scientifically and economically. Together with Sven, Markku Nurminen, epidemiologist 
and biostatistician, and native English-speaking copy editor Georgianna Oja belonged to the first editing team. 
SJWEH was launched as the joint activity of the Swedish, Danish, Norwegian and Finnish national research in-
stitutes. Even though the Journal’s main focus in the beginning was on occupational medicine, toxicology and 
epidemiology, Sven wanted to support some developing fields of research at the time such as research of mus-
culoskeletal disorders and biological monitoring. He was interested in preventive actions and the initialization of 
long follow-up studies in occupational medicine (2). The very first SJWEH paper was a review on neurophysiologi-
cal methods (3). The first paper on psychosocial factors, published by Theorell in 1977, was on the association 
of psychosocial factors in concrete work with myocardial infarction (4). 

Based on the 20 “citation classics” (defined as publications with ≥100 citations) of the five most distin-
guished occupational medicine journals (5), citation classics dealing with toxicology were published in each 
decade during those times. However, well-cited papers on solvents appeared only during the 1970s and 1980s 
and were instrumental in the phasing out of organic solvents-based paints. Citations classics on work-related 
musculoskeletal disorders emerged in the 1980s and gained in popularity in the later decades (5). Compared to 
other occupational health journals, SJWEH had the second highest number of citation classics during the early 
decades of its existence. With >900 citations in Scopus, a 1993 paper on the association of psychosocial factors 
with musculoskeletal diseases by Bongers (6) was among one of the most cited. 

I took up the position of Assistant EC after Markku in 1994. During the next few years, Sven and I updated 
our editing processes. A new electronic publishing system was created in 1998, making it possible to shift to a 
joint co-editor model. Several new Associate Editors (AE) were brought on board, increasing the expertise of the 
Journal significantly and making the editing process more interactive. Eira Viikari-Juntura, Petter Kristensen, 
Per Malmberg, Thomas Schneider, Lars Hagmar, Michiel Kompier, Kjell Larson, and Gunnar Aronson joined the 
Journal in the first wave starting 1999–2000. When Sven retired at the end of 1999, I became the EC sharing, 
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however, the key management and decision-making together with Eira, who took on the role of Assistant EC in 
2000. As a supplement to the paper version, an electronic version of the Journal was launched in 2001.

In his last editorial before retiring (7), Sven emphasized the significance of the need to shift the focus to new 
areas of research. While traditional occupational diseases were – and still are – a burden in many countries, he 
highlighted that the main roadblock in their remedy is not additional research but implementation of already 
existing knowledge (7). Taking the lead, we started to focus on new areas where existing knowledge was not 
great, especially psychosocial issues and musculoskeletal disorders, while maintaining a strong presence in 
epidemiological and clinical research on occupational epidemiology. 

During the 1990s, we had already started to publish editorials and reviews in all issues of the Journal. Several 
of the latter became citation classics, for example those on exposure assessment and musculoskeletal issues by 
Burdorf (8) and Burdorf & Sorock (9) and a review on shift work and cardiovascular diseases by Bøggild & Knutsson 
(10). We also published consensus reports on key issues like the new Helsinki criteria for diagnosis and attribution 
on asbestos, asbestosis and cancer (11), extensively cited later, up to its update a few years ago (12), and special 
issues on growing research areas like work-related stress: health-risks, mechanisms and countermeasures (13) 
and shift work and health (14). These special issues included several reviews that also became citation classics. 
The review on psychosocial factors and mental health by Stansfeld & Candy (15), in particular, has been cited 
>900 times based on Scopus, as well as a review on work stress and coronary heart disease by Kivimäki and col-
leagues (16) (>500 times).

During the 2000s, in addition to relevance, emphasis was placed on shortening article processing time and 
improving accessibility of the Journal (17). Some new AE were brought onto the team to improve the Journal’s 
expertise in new key research areas. Being among the key scientists publishing and actively reviewing for the 
Journal, Alex Burdorf, Bengt Järvholm, Göran Kecklund, Jos Verbeek, Hannu Norppa, Antero Aitio, and Jens 
Peter Bonde all started as new AE. To speed up the flow of manuscripts and improve accessibility, we shifted to 
a full electronic submission and review process and launched the ”online first” policy, making all papers open 
access until their publication in the print version. These efforts, along with higher quality submissions increased 
citations and raised the impact factor. When Georgianna retired in 2009, Lisa O’Donoqhue-Lindy started as the 
new Managing Editor. In addition to being responsible for copy editing, Lisa promoted the electronic and open 
access services of the Journal and has always been very active in its development and benchmarking against 
other journals. 

From 2008 to today, the impact factor of the Journal has doubled, and currently we hold a close second 
among all journals in the field of occupational and environmental health. During the same period, the number 
of submitted papers has doubled allowing us to be more selective and publish only the best research, which is 
depicted in the current acceptance rate of 15%. Since the beginning of 2012, the non-profit Nordic Association 
of Occupational Safety and Health (NOROSH) has published the Journal. As earlier, the Nordic research institutes 
play a key role as founding members of NOROSH. 

Papers published on epidemiology, especially those associated with psychosocial factors (18–21), long work-
ing hours and shift work (22–26), as well as papers on musculoskeletal disorders, physical activity, work careers 
and return-to-work (27–31) performed better than average with respect to citations. However, papers introducing 
or using new methodologies (32–34) have gained much attention, too. 

The last two years have been historical for the Journal for several reasons. Sven sadly passed away (2). When 
Eira retired as Assistant EC in 2018, Alex Burdorf, Head of the Department of Public Health at Erasmus University 
Medical Centre joined me as co-EC. And when I decided to step down at end of 2019, Reiner Rugulies, Professor 
of Psychosocial Issues and Mental Health at the Danish National Research Centre for the Working Environment 
became EC alongside Lex, after earlier having been an AE. I will continue as an AE for the topics of shift work 
and working hours. In the meantime, several new AE have joined the team: Karin Broberg, Håkan Wallin, David 
Lombardi, Karl-Christian Nordby, Carel Hulshof, Susanne Svendsen, Hermann Burr and Vivi Schlünssen several 
years ago, and, more recently, Annina Ropponen, Henrik Kolstad, Cécile Boot, and Paul Kuijer. 
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In the future, as the editorial team has pointed out, the Journal will place greater emphasis on scientific qual-
ity and innovative research topics and methods (35). Staying ahead of the Open Science Movement, we recently 
decided to take the important step towards becoming a fully fledged open access journal. Starting in 2020, 
open access will be by opt-out only and in 2022, we will publish 100% unlocked content. Thus the Scandinavian 
Journal of Work, Environment & Health will remain a relevant, high-quality, non-profit scientific journal that is 
unique in many ways.
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