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Use and Limitations of the Ditches 
Term with a Textual Analysis of the 
Scientific Literature
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Context
“Ditch" is a straightforward description of 
human-made elongated ground 
depressions used for reducing soil erosion 
or for water re-infiltration, drainage or 
irrigation. 

However, this term's specificity might fail 
to convey the historical significance of the 
related structures, their management 
diversity, or environmental impacts. 

For this reason, researchers use different 
terms (e.g. trenches, channels, 
waterways) together with ditches or even 
as synonyms, generating confusion. 

Aim

Decipher the use of the term “ditch” to 
provide background of its occurrences and 
promote a clear understanding of its 
specific uses and contexts. 

Method
Semantic analysis of scientific literature on 
the CorTexT online platform [cortext.net] 
for bibliometric analysis using natural 
language processing scripts.

Textual analysis shows 
'ditch' usage in scientific 
literature evolving from 

technical focus to 
ecosystem services
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Sample description

8162 documents – journal and 
conference papers, books and book 
sections –spanning from 1957 to 
2023 retrieved on 2023-07-29 with 
the query (TI=(ditch*) OR 
AB=(ditch*) OR AK=(ditch*)) on 
Web of Science “Core collections”, 
all editions, exact search.

Method details
Terms are meaningful units of 
language extracted from the 
analyzed text, composed up to 
three words (and exclusion of 
monograms) extracted from titles, 
abstracts, and authors’ keywords

Graphs are composed selecting 
the N most frequent terms per 
each period with a tube size 
proportional to number of items

Graphics and scripts 
1 – Profiling: comparison between 
the term “drainage ditches” and the 
nine most frequent named geographic 
entities automatically extracted from 
the literature body. Frequency 
significantly lower (left, light blue) or 
higher (right, blue) than the literature 
body

2 – Bumpy diagram: occurrences of 
most frequent terms over five 
homogeneous overlapping periods 
(overlaps = ½ of each time period) 

3 – Epic Epoch: temporal description 
of group of terms into three 
overlapping periods (Sankey 
diagram)
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Drainage ditches, Le 
Fay-Saint-Quentin, 

Hauts-de-France region 
(photo: Rizzo D. 2021)
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