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Abstract Even as Policy Sciences celebrates its fiftieth anniversary, there is no systematic

account of the research that has been published in the journal. This article reports the

findings of a bibliometric analysis of 1027 publications in this journal during 1970–2017. It

identifies the authors who have contributed to the journal, the works that have influenced

them, and the topics they have studied.
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Introduction

In the introductory issue of Policy Sciences, E. S. Quade (1970, p. 1) articulated the need

for a professional journal that would cater to ‘‘all of the policy sciences,’’ including the

‘‘normative and descriptive’’ means used for ‘‘design, analyze, and evaluate policies.’’ He

set out the objectives of the journal as providing a platform for research on policy sciences

from various disciplinary perspectives, promoting interdisciplinary research combining the

behavioral sciences with decision sciences, and supporting the development of policy-

making. To what extent has the journal succeeded in meeting these objectives for itself and

for the field of policy sciences? As the journal celebrates its fiftieth anniversary, this article

examines the research published in the journal through a bibliometric analysis. Specifi-

cally, it characterizes the research community that has contributed to this journal, identifies

the perspectives on which publications have been based, and traces the topics that have

been explored by publications in this journal.
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The data for this article were obtained from the Elsevier Scopus database. The search

query consisted of all publications with the phrase ‘‘policy sciences’’ in their source title.1

This search, conducted on September 12, 2017, returned 1072 hits, including 1000 articles,

11 articles in press, 1 conference paper, 27 editorials, 10 errata, 7 letters, and 16 reviews.

For this analysis, editorials, errata, and letters were excluded, resulting in a final dataset of

1027 publications during 1970–2017. The record of each publication included, among

other entries, author name(s), publication year, publication title, source title, (author and

index) keywords, abstract, and cited references. This information was extracted to obtain

quantifiable data regarding authors, references, and topics (Tijssen 1992; Verbeek et al.

2002). The analysis and visualization were executed using Microsoft Excel 2016 and

VOSviewer (van Eck and Waltman 2007, 2010).2

Who is authoring?

Out of the 1027 publications in the dataset, three had no information regarding the authors.

The analysis presented in this section is based on the data of the remaining publications.3

Though 1271 authors have published original research in this journal, about 1100

authors have only one publication and only 65 authors have three or more publications

(Fig. 1). The most published authors in this dataset are: Brunner (20 publications); Ascher,

Clark, and deLeon (8 publications each); Brewer, Goodin, and Larkey (7 publications

each); Howlett (6 publications); and, Downs, Dror, Montgomery, Pielke, Prakash, Rivera,

and Thompson (5 publications each). While Dror, Downs, Larkey, and Thompson con-

tributed to the journal more during 1970s and 1980s, the average publication year for

deLeon, Brewer, Montgomery, Goodin, Brunner, and Ascher is in the 1990s. In contrast,

Rivera, Wallace, Howlett, and Prakash have an average publication year in the 2000s and

the average publication year of Clark is 2012. The co-authorship network has a relatively

low average link strength (1.31), indicating that the average author has co-published with

less than two other authors in this journal during 1970–2017. Further, the largest connected

subgraph of the co-authorship network consists of only 38 authors, which include Brunner,

Ascher, Steelman, Wallace, Clark, and their colleagues. deLeon, Sabatier, Weible, Heik-

kila, and their colleagues form the other prominent connected subgraph in the co-au-

thorship network.

The authors contributing to this journal have been based in over 1000 departments,

organizations, schools, and universities. The institutes with most publications in this

journal are all based in the United States of America (USA): the RAND corporation (16

publications), the Center for Public Policy Research at the University of Colorado, Boulder

(15 publications), the School of Forestry and Environmental Studies at Yale University (14

publications), the Graduate School of Public Affairs at the University of Colorado, Denver

and the Graduate School of Public Policy at the University of California, Berkley (11

1 This query also returned chapters from a book on ‘‘Sustainable Forestry from Monitoring and Modelling
to Knowledge Management and Policy Science,’’ which were explicitly excluded from the bibliometric
dataset.
2 VOSviewer is a software for bibliometric analysis based on the visualisation of similarities (VOS)
technique. It constructs a two-dimensional map in which the distance between nodes (for example, authors,
publications, sources, or terms) is a measure of similarity.
3 Variants of author names, institute names, cited references, and terms were synonymized using thesauri
developed by the author. Also, uninteresting terms were omitted from the analysis using a thesaurus
developed by the author. These are available upon request.
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publications each). Outside the USA, the Department of Political Science at the Simon

Fraser University and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (7 publications each), the

International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis and the Lee Kuan Yew School of

Public Policy at the National University of Singapore (6 publications each), and the

Department of Public Administration at Erasmus University Rotterdam and the Institute for

Environmental Studies at VU University Amsterdam (5 publications each) have published

most frequently in this journal. Despite the high number of institutes that have contributed

to this journal, few have published more than once. In fact, only 68 institutes have three or

more publications in this journal and only 18 have five or more. While this reflects the

selective nature of the journal, it may also be indicative of the lack of institutionalization of

research on the policy sciences.

Most authors contributing to this journal have been based in the USA—709 publica-

tions, or nearly 70 percent of the total contain at least one US-based author (Fig. 2). Other

countries from which authors have contributed include Canada (63 publications), the

United Kingdom (UK; 53 publications), the Netherlands (40 publications), Australia (38

publications), Germany (35 publications), Israel (26 publications), Sweden (21

Fig. 1 Co-authorship network of authors with three or more publications in this journal. A node
depicts an author in this network. The size of the node indicates the number of publications by the author in
this journal. The nodes are colored based on the average publication year of the author in this journal, using
the color scheme depicted in the legend. The nodes closer to each other are more similar than nodes farther
from each other. A link between two nodes indicates a co-authorship relationship for one or more
publications in this journal. The figure was created using VOSviewer
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publications), and Austria (11 publications). Temporal variation in authorship by country

can be gauged from average publication year for each country. A country with an average

publication year before 1993–1994 published more during the first half of this journal’s

existence than the second, while a country with an average publication year after that

published more during the second half. The authorship of this journal has become geo-

graphically more diverse over time. Illustratively, while the USA has an average publi-

cation year of 1989, close to the halfway mark of the journal, authors based in other

anglophone countries such as the UK, Canada, and Australia have published more in the

second half of the journal than during the first (average publication year of 1997, 1999, and

2003, respectively). Similarly, authors based in continental Europe, too, have published

more actively in during the second half of the journal—the average publication year for

Germany, Austria, and Sweden is around 1995–1996, while that for Italy and the

Netherlands is 2003 and 2006, respectively. However, a few countries that published in this

journal during its first half—Kenya, Romania, Pakistan, India, and Ireland—have not been

less active since. In addition, the journal has published almost no research by authors based

in Africa, South America, and the transition economies.

What are they referencing?

The average research article in the journal has been cited about 21 times. While this is

skewed by a few highly cited articles, over 200 articles have received 20 or more citations

and over 350 have received 10 or more citations. The most frequently cited articles

published in this journal are: Rittel and Webber (1973), Fischhoff et al. (1978), Sabatier

Fig. 2 Heat map of publications by countries in which authors are based. The number associated with
each country is the number of publications in this journal for which at least one author was based in that
country. The figure was created using Microsoft Excel 2016
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(1988), Bennett and Howlett (1992), and Hajer (2003). As these are the subject of other

articles in this issue, this section instead examines what articles in this journal cite. This

analysis is based on data from the 769 publications that contain information on cited

references.

Harold D. Laswell is the most referenced scholar by publications within the journal with

379 citations. The other highly referenced scholars are: Michael Howlett (196 citations),

Paul Sabatier (179 citations), Ronald Brunner (157 citations), and Aaron Wildavsky (124

citations). In addition, Herbert Simon, Elinor Ostrom, Peter deLeon, Bryan Jones, and

Frank Fischer have all received more than 100 citations in this journal. Frequently cited

publications of these scholars are shown in Table 1.

The scholars referenced frequently in this journal can be categorized into six clusters

based on the likelihood that they are referenced in the same publication (Fig. 3). The

largest cluster consists of scholars such as deLeon, Howlett, March, Peters, and Schneider,

whose referenced publications are about governance, policy design, and policy formula-

tion. The second cluster includes Dryzek, Fischer, Hajer, Kemp, and Schon. The referenced

works of these scholars and others in this cluster span issues such as policy discourse,

social learning, and sustainability transition. Brunner, Lasswell, Lindblom, Ostrom, and

Simon, among others, form another cluster in the co-citation network. Their referenced

publications have focused on themes such as the relationship between science and public

policy, decision making, and common-pool resources. In contrast, the cluster comprising

Baumgartner, Jenkins-Smith, Jones, Sabatier, and Wildavsky has been referenced exten-

sively for their work on policy process theories and policy implementation. Another cluster

consists of scholars such as Fischhoff, Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky, whose publications

on behavioral economics, risk, and uncertainty have been referenced often in this journal.

The sources referenced in this journal include books, journals, magazines, and news-

papers. This journal is itself the most referenced source within this dataset, with 960

citations. The other highly referenced sources include: Science (279 citations), Public

Administration Review (275 citations), the Policy Studies Journal (213 citations), the

Journal of Policy Analysis and Management (179 citations), the American Political Sci-

ence Review (170 citations), the Journal of Public Policy (142 citations), Public Admin-

istration (120 citations), the American Economic Review (118 citations), and the American

Political Science Review and the New York Times (114 citations). Figure 4 presents the

co-citation network of these and other sources with 20 or more citations.

Table 1 Most referenced scholars and their frequently referenced publications by articles in this journal

Scholar Publication

Lasswell Lasswell and Kaplan (1950), Lasswell (1971, 1970a, b)

Howlett Bennett and Howlett (1992), Craft and Howlett (2012, 2013), Howlett (2009)

Sabatier Sabatier (1988), Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1993)

Brunner Brunner (1991, 2002, 2006), Brunner and Ascher (1992)

Wildavsky Wildavsky (1964, 1979), Pressman and Wildavsky (1973)

Simon March and Simon (1958), Simon (1983, 1985)

Ostrom Ostrom (1990, 2005)

deLeon deLeon (1992, 1997), Brewer and deLeon (1983)

Jones Baumgartner and Jones (1993), Jones and Baumgartner (2005)

Fischer Fischer (1980, 2003)
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As this figure shows, referenced sources can be broadly classified into four clusters. The

largest among these comprises sources mainly from public policy, public administration,

political science, and international relations—for example, Policy Studies Journal, Journal

of Public Policy, Governance, Public Administration, American Political Science Review,

and International Organization. Another cluster is composed of journals predominantly in

the fields of economics (such as American Economic Review), management (illustratively,

Academy of Management Journal and Administrative Science Quarterly), and area-specific

sources borrowing heavily from these perspectives (for example, Journal of Environmental

Economics and Management and Energy Policy). The third cluster includes sources spe-

cializing in ecology and environment, science, and the use of knowledge in public policy,

such as Ecology and Society, Global Environmental Change, Science, Nature, and Policy

Sciences. Sources that pertain to psychology (for example, American Behavioral Scientist

and Annual Review of Psychology), and science and technology (illustratively, Science

and Public Policy and Technology Forecasting and Change) are found in the last cluster.

Altogether, publications in this journal have referenced a variety of sources from various

disciplines, taking a critical step toward interdisciplinarity.

Fig. 3 Co-citation network of scholars referenced on 20 or more instances in this journal. A node
depicts an author in this network. The size of the node indicates the number of instances on which the author
has been referenced in this journal. The nodes are clustered based on similarity—nodes in the same color are
more similar than nodes in different colors; nodes closer to each other are more similar than nodes farther
from each other. A link between two nodes indicates a co-citation relationship. The figure was created using
VOSviewer
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What are they discussing?

The themes and topics discussed in publications can be inferred from keywords, titles, and

abstracts. However, author keywords were not available for 798 publications and index

keywords were not available for 686 publications. Thus, the following analysis is based on

titles and abstracts, which were available for all but 78 publications.

The dataset contained 356 terms that occur in 10 or more publication titles or abstracts.

The most frequently occurring terms were: ‘‘policy’’ (344 documents), ‘‘process’’ (255

documents), ‘‘problem’’ (244 documents), ‘‘system’’ (180 documents), ‘‘case’’ (156 doc-

uments), ‘‘research’’ (152 documents), ‘‘development’’ (148 documents), ‘‘government’’

(139 documents), ‘‘result’’ (139 documents), and ‘‘change’’ (135 documents). While these

terms reflect issues discussed in this journal and have been relatively mentioned in each

decade of publication, they do not help in discerning the evolution of research content and

identifying key topics. For that, sixty percent, or 214 terms, of the most ‘‘relevant’’ terms

were selected using VOSviewer. The most frequently occurring, relevant terms were:

‘‘method’’ (98 documents), ‘‘policy analysis’’ (87 documents), ‘‘cost’’ (85 documents),

Fig. 4 Co-citation network of sources referenced on 20 or more instances in this journal. A node in this
network depicts a source. The size of the node indicates the number of instances on which the source was
referenced in this journal. The nodes are clustered based on similarity—nodes in the same color are more
similar than nodes in different colors; nodes closer to each other are more similar than nodes farther from
each other. A link between two nodes indicates a co-citation relationship. The figure was created using
VOSviewer

Policy Sci (2017) 50:527–537 533

123www.irpublicpolicy.ir



‘‘science’’ (77 documents), ‘‘benefit’’ (70 documents), ‘‘knowledge’’ (69 documents),

‘‘regulation’’ (69 documents), ‘‘policy science’’ (68 documents), ‘‘application’’ (65 docu-

ments), and ‘‘policy process’’ (65 documents).

The co-occurrence network of relevant terms was mapped using VOSviewer (Fig. 5).

Temporal variation in research content can be gauged from differences in the average

publication year of various terms. A term with an average publication year before

1993–1994 was mentioned more during the first half of this journal’s existence than the

second, while a term with an average publication year after that was mentioned more

during the second half. Although research interest in ‘‘social indicators’’ (average publi-

cation year: 1973) and ‘‘university’’ (average publication year: 1979) did not sustain for too

long, authors discussed issues surrounding ‘‘discipline,’’ ‘‘technique,’’ and ‘‘policy sci-

ence’’ for much longer (average publication year: 1984–1987). Subsequently, relatively

more interest was demonstrated in research surrounding ‘‘economy,’’ ‘‘innovation,’’ ‘‘in-

dustry,’’ ‘‘incentive,’’ ‘‘cost,’’ ‘‘benefit,’’ ‘‘distribution,’’ and ‘‘regulation’’ (average publi-

cation year: 1990–1995). During the 1990s, a reflection on the Lasswellian conception of

the policy sciences can be inferred, with mention of terms such as ‘‘lasswell,’’ ‘‘knowl-

edge,’’ ‘‘expert,’’ ‘‘expertise,’’ and ‘‘policy process’’ (average publication year:

Fig. 5 Co-occurrence network of the most relevant terms occurring in the title or abstract of 10 or
more articles published in this journal. A node depicts a term in a publication title or abstract. The size of
a node indicates the number of publications in which it is present. The nodes are colored based on the
average year of occurrence in this journal, using the color scheme depicted in the legend. Nodes closer to
each other are more similar than nodes farther apart. The thickness of a link between two nodes is indicative
of the likelihood that they co-occur in the same publication (title or abstract). The figure was created using
VOSviewer
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1994–2000). The twenty-first century has witnessed relatively more interest first in

‘‘coalition,’’ ‘‘learning,’’ and ‘‘policy change,’’ but also ‘‘democracy,’’ ‘‘discourse,’’ ‘‘le-

gitimacy,’’ and ‘‘trust’’ (average publication year: 2000–2005). Off late, authors have been

more concerned with ‘‘governance,’’ ‘‘networks,’’ ‘‘policy design,’’ and ‘‘climate change’’

(average publication year: 2005–2008).

A scan of frequently occurring terms in publication titles and abstracts can also shed

light on geographies, methods, and policy areas that have been mentioned in the research

published in this journal. As far as the location of interest is concerned, the USA is the

most frequently mentioned jurisdiction (72 documents), followed by Europe and Germany

(20 documents each), and Canada (15 documents). Methodologically, studies use cases or

case studies most often (156 and 67 documents, respectively) and surveys or interviews

occasionally (20 and 18 documents, respectively). Further, the coverage of policy areas in

this journal appears to be inconsistent, with terms pertaining environment (‘‘nature’’: 80

documents; ‘‘environment’’: 58 documents; ‘‘climate change’’: 26 documents; ‘‘environ-

mental policy’’: 19 documents) and economy (‘‘economy’’: 43 documents; ‘‘industry’’: 35

documents; ‘‘business’’: 19 documents; ‘‘economic development’’ and ‘‘economic

growth’’: 13 documents each; ‘‘poverty’’: 12 documents) occurring most frequently

(Fig. 6).

Conclusion

During its nearly five decades of existence, Policy Sciences, has developed a core intel-

lectual community, a body of work, and a distinctive research orientation. For example,

policy scholars such as Brunner, Ascher, Clark, and deLeon have published the most in this

journal. Similarly, policy scholars such as Laswell, Howlett, Sabatier, Brunner, and Wil-

davsky are the most referenced scholars in this journal. In addition, apart from this journal

itself, other sources in policy sciences such as the Policy Studies Journal, the Journal of

Policy Analysis and Management, and the Journal of Public Policy are frequently refer-

enced in the research published in this journal. Further, the frequently occurring terms in

publication titles and abstract—‘‘policy,’’ ‘‘process,’’ ‘‘problem,’’ ‘‘system,’’ ‘‘case,’’

‘‘development,’’ ‘‘government,’’ and ‘‘change’’—have been consistent in every decade of

Fig. 6 Word cloud of terms pertaining to policy areas in titles and abstracts of publications of this
journal. The terms are arranged alphabetically from left to right. The relative size of a term indicates the
number of articles in which it is present. The figure was created using http://wordle.net
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publication. To what extent has the journal been successful in achieving the vision for the

field set out by Quade (1970), Lasswell (1970a), Dror (1970) in its opening issue? This

bibliometric analysis provides a preliminary answer to this question.

While Policy Sciences has witnessed contribution from over 1000 authors, based in over

1000 institutes, from 43 countries around the world, few authors (and institutes) have

published more than once in the journal. Further, the co-authorship network is sparsely

connected with few links among different research groups. Also, nearly 70 percent of the

authors are US-based, with virtually no representation from Africa, South America, and the

transition economies. Thus, the scope to broaden as well as deepen the footprint of the

journal and, likely, the field is significant.

Overall, the journal has maintained an interdisciplinary orientation and built on both

knowledge in the policy process as well as knowledge of the policy process. The research

cited by publications in this journal belongs to various areas—behavioral economics,

decision making (under risk and uncertainty), discursive public policy, policy design,

policy formulation, policy implementation, policy process theories, and sustainability

transitions. Moreover, publications have built on various disciplinary perspectives,

including economics, management, political science, psychology, science and technology,

and sociology.

Finally, while the journal has retained its problem orientation and normative outlook (as

suggested by emphasis on policy analysis, governance, policy design, or climate change,

for example), a subtle shift in its focus from defining and conceptualizing the field to

technical policy analyses and then to knowledge of the policy process is perceptible. An

examination of the frequently occurring terms during the past half-a-century indicates that

there is scope to promote research on policymaking in new geographies, utilizing more

varied techniques of analysis, and covering more policy areas.
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