
Measuring the burden
Tracking the cost, research effort and human impact  
of global diseases. Data analysis by Bo Wu.  
Infographic by Bec Crew and Tanner Maxwell.
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WHICH DISEASES HAVE THE 
HIGHEST OUTPUT IN THE 
RESEARCH LITERATURE?
The top diseases by output in the 
Nature Index, which tracks articles in 82 
selected natural-sciences journals, are 
shown in orange. Articles related to HIV 
account for 15.7% of the total infectious-
diseases-related articles for 2015–20, 
the highest of any infectious disease.
Output in the Dimensions database 
from Digital Science is shown in blue. 
Coronavirus dominates, accounting for 
21.2% of infectious-diseases articles. 
The vast majority of these articles are 
related to COVID-19, which accounts for 
19.7% of total infectious-disease-related 
articles in Dimensions for 2015–20.
Top infectious diseases in Dimensions 
that do not appear in the Nature Index 
top 10 are human papillomavirus 
(ranked fourth), hepatitis C (ranked 
sixth) and hepatitis B (ranked 8th). 

WHICH DISEASES EXACT THE GREATEST TOLL?
One disability-adjusted life years (DALY) represents the loss of the equivalent of 
one year of full health. COVID-19 has quickly assumed a place among the world’s 
deadliest diseases.

WHICH DISEASES GET THE MOST RESEARCH FUNDING?
In 2000–17, HIV/AIDS received six times more funding than tuberculosis, according 
to a 2020 study in The Lancet Global Health. The study examined grants made for 
infectious-disease research from public and philanthropic funders in G20 countries.
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The OECD estimates research 
spending on COVID-19, which 
postdates The Lancet Global 
Health study, at US$7 billion 
for the 9 months to 
September 2020.
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Dengue 
Dengue causes a wide spectrum of 
disease, from mild illness to severe 
flu-like symptoms. Early detection and 
access to treatment can lower fatality 
rates of severe dengue to below 1%.

These diseases 
with relatively low 
impact receive low 
research attention.

Measles 
Although an effective vaccine 
is available, in 2018, more than 
140,000 measles deaths were 
reported globally, mostly 
among young children.

Whooping cough 
Annual articles related to 
this disease have decreased 
by 15% between 2000 and 
2020 in Dimensions.

Cholera 
Although cholera was the ninth-
ranked infectious disease in the 
Nature Index in 2015–20, it fell 
outside the top 20 diseases in 
Dimensions for the same period.

Salmonellosis

HOW DOES DISEASE  
IMPACT COMPARE WITH 
RESEARCH OUTPUT?
The diseases with the greatest global 
health impact aren’t necessarily the 
most-researched. Those above the  
trend line receive more research 
attention relative to their health impact 
compared with other diseases in this 
analysis, whereas those below it receive 
less. The five most-studied diseases 
based on articles in Dimensions 2015–20 
(coronavirus, HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, 
human papillomavirus and influenza)  
are beyond the scale of this graph.

Hepatitis C‡ 
A World Health Organization 
strategy aims to eliminate viral 
hepatitis B and C as a public 
health problem by 2030. 

Hepatitis B‡ 
Hepatitis C 
has the lower 
DALY, but gets 
more research 
attention than 
hepatitis B.

‡DALY figures for hepatitis B and 
hepatitis C include the impact 
of secondary non-infectious 
diseases, specifically, liver 
cancer and cirrhosis.
§All DALY figures are from the 
World Health Organization for 
the year 2019, except COVID-19, 
which is for the year 2020–21 
(source: C. Fan et al.) and 
cholera, which is for the year 
2010 (source: M. D. Kirk et al.).
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Correction
The data used to assess the DALY figures 
for hepatitis B and C originally omitted 
the impact of secondary conditions such 
as liver cancer and cirrhosis. When these 
are included, both hepatitis B and C 
have relatively high health impacts and 
receive correspondingly high attention 
in the research literature. The graphs on 
top 10 infectious diseases tracked by 
DALY and on disease impact compared 
with research output have been updated 
to include the impact of secondary 
conditions.
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