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BRIEF REPORTS

Growth of the Literature on the Topic
of Personality Disorders

Roger K. Blashfield, Ph.D., and Vincent Intoccia, B.A.

Objective: The authors assessed the growth of the literature on the topic of personality
disorders before and after publication of DSM-III. Method: A MEDLINE search was con-
ducted for journal articles concerning the personality disorders that were published from
1966 to 1995. Results: Contrary to the authors’ prediction, the growth of this literature was
slower after the publication of DSM-III in 1980 than it was before that date. Other areas of
psychopathology, such as Alzheimer’s disease and posttraumatic stress disorder, have lit-
eratures whose growth rates since 1980 have exceeded their growth rates before publica-
tion of DSM-III. Conclusions: Over one-half of the individual personality disorders (e.g.,
histrionic and passive-aggressive) have either very small literatures or literatures with neg-
ative growth rates. Only three personality disorders (i.e., antisocial, borderline, and schizo-
typal) have modestly growing literatures. 

(Am J Psychiatry 2000; 157:472–473)

This study examines the growth of journal literature
on the topic of personality disorders. In an important
book about the sociology of science, Price (1) showed
that the literature of science has grown exponentially
over the last three centuries. More specifically, the scien-
tific literature doubles once every 15 to 20 years. Me-
nard (2) followed up Price’s finding by showing that dif-
ferent subfields of science grow at different rates. These
different growth rates have important practical corre-
lates for the various areas of science. “Hot” subfields
represent topics for which there is a substantial amount
of available funding; new researchers are attracted to
these subfields, and these topics often represent the cut-
ting edge of technological advances. In slowly growing
subfields, numbers of researchers are relatively fixed,
new researchers find it difficult to become established,
and funding for future research is unlikely.

Research interest in the personality disorders is a rel-
atively new phenomenon compared to the extensive re-
search literatures on the topics of schizophrenia, de-
pression, and Alzheimer’s disease. Shea (3) suggested
that an important impetus to the growth of the re-
search literature on the topic of personality disorders
was the placement of these disorders on axis II in
DSM-III. Tyrer (4) used this perceived growth in liter-
ature as an argument for keeping the personality disor-
ders on a separate diagnostic axis. The central hypoth-
esis examined in this study is that research involving

personality disorders grew more rapidly after the pub-
lication of DSM-III in 1980 than before that date.

METHOD

A comprehensive literature review from 1966 to 1995 was con-
ducted by means of the MEDLINE database. MEDLINE was chosen
because it is the largest index of medical and psychological journals.
Annual data were gathered regarding the number of journal articles
published per individual personality disorder, the total number of ar-
ticles in MEDLINE, and the total number of articles concerning per-
sonality disorders. The total for the articles concerning personality
disorders was the sum of the data for each individual personality dis-
order. This reason for this definition was that the generic heading
“personality disorders” in MEDLINE includes part of the substance
abuse literature, articles about impulse-control problems, and some
literature regarding sexual deviation. As a basis for comparison,
MEDLINE searches were also conducted for the number of journal
articles regarding schizophrenia, Alzheimer’s disease, and posttrau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD).

These data were gathered by means of the 1996 and 1997 Silver-
Platter International NV, WebSpirs version 3.1 software. They were
later reexamined by means of the 1998 Gateway Ovid Technologies
software. No significant variations in the numbers of articles per year
were found as a function of the platforms used to access MEDLINE.

RESULTS

The English-language literature for medicine during
the last third of the twentieth century has been grow-
ing at a stable rate. In 1966, there were approximately
175,000 articles in the medical literature; by 1995, this
number had more than doubled to slightly fewer than
400,000 articles. The growth of the medical literature
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appears linear. This linearity occurs because, even
though scientific literatures grow exponentially, a 30-
year segment is a relatively small piece of a three-cen-
tury-old growth curve (1). Small segments of curves of-
ten appear as straight lines.

Figure 1 plots the literature regarding personality
disorders as indexed in MEDLINE during the same 30-
year period. The literature regarding personality disor-
ders has grown from about 100 journal articles in
1966 to over 300 articles by the early 1990s. The
straight line shown in figure 1 is the best-fitting linear
regression model on the basis of the journal literature
on personality disorders from 1966 to 1980. Had the
inclusion of personality disorders on axis II in DSM-III
led to an increased interest in this set of disorders, the
data points after 1980 would have been above this
straight line. However, the opposite occurred. The
number of journal articles regarding personality disor-
ders published after 1980 was smaller than expected
on the basis of pre-1980 data.

An analysis of the data for PTSD and Alzheimer’s dis-
ease showed a striking contrast. The literature on Alz-
heimer’s disease has virtually exploded in the last two
decades. This literature has expanded from about 100
articles in 1980 to about 2,000 articles in 1997. The lit-
erature on PTSD has shown almost 10-fold growth in
the same period. The absolute size of the literature on
schizophrenia has been large (about 800 articles in
1966), but its growth has been distinctly slower than
that of Alzheimer’s disease or PTSD. However, when
compared to its pre-DSM-III regression line, the litera-
ture on schizophrenia during the 1990s has exceeded
the growth rate expected before DSM-III was published.
Thus, the literatures for schizophrenia, Alzheimer’s dis-
ease, and PTSD have exceeded pre-DSM-III growth
rates, but the literature on personality disorders, despite
the disorders’ placement on axis II, has not.

Figure 1 also displays changes in the literatures for
two specific personality disorders: borderline and his-
trionic. The literature on borderline personality disor-
der showed a striking rate of growth after DSM-III was
published, quickly reaching more than 100 articles per
year after 1982. In contrast, the growth of the litera-
ture on histrionic personality disorder has been dis-
tinctly smaller in size and has been consistently declin-
ing since the mid-1970s.

There were five disorders (dependent, narcissistic,
obsessive-compulsive, paranoid, and passive-aggres-
sive) that had very small literatures, averaging fewer
than 10 articles per year. There were six disorders (de-
pendent, histrionic, obsessive-compulsive, paranoid,
passive-aggressive, and schizoid) whose literature
growth was either flat (with no appreciable slope) or
negative (with a downward slope). The only personal-
ity disorder whose literature is clearly alive and grow-
ing is that of borderline personality disorder. Antiso-
cial personality disorder has a large literature but has
shown relatively stagnant growth over the last three
decades (with some change in the 1990s). Finally, the

literature on schizotypal personality disorder has been
growing but has not topped 100 articles per year.

DISCUSSION

Our first conclusion is that the literature on person-
ality disorders has been growing steadily over the last
three decades and appears to double once every 20–25
years (figure 1). This rate of growth is similar to that of
the general medical literature, which has doubled
about once every 23 years.

Our second finding is that the growth rate of the liter-
ature regarding personality disorders did not increase af-
ter the placement of these disorders on axis II in DSM-
III. In fact, the journal literature on personality disorders
actually appeared to grow more slowly than what might
have been expected before publication of DSM-III.

Third, many of the individual personality disorders
had literatures that had either very small (i.e., “dead”)
or negative growth functions (i.e., “dying”). Only
three personality disorders (antisocial, borderline, and
schizotypal) had literatures that were alive and well.
The size of the literature for a personality disorder is
not correlated with the validity of the disorder. How-
ever, disorders with literature growth that is dead or
dying are not succeeding at accumulating new empiri-
cal knowledge, nor are they likely to be stimulating
substantial clinical interest.
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FIGURE 1. Growth of the Journal Literature Regarding Person-
ality Disorders, 1966–1995, as Indexed in MEDLINE
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