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Governance Frameworks, Public Policy Dynamics, and Social Welfare 
Abstract:  
This study provides a systematic bibliometric mapping and thematic synthesis of the scientific literature evaluating 
the intersections of governance frameworks, public policy design, and social well-being outcomes. While 
individual research streams on public governance or social welfare have expanded rapidly, a critical knowledge 
gap remains regarding how structural knowledge networks, thematic trajectories, and collaborative dynamics have 
co-evolved to connect multi-stakeholder governance with multi-dimensional well-being. To bridge this gap, this 
study addresses the core research question: How has the global scientific literature on governance, public policy, 
and social well-being evolved structurally and thematically over the past five decades, and what strategic 
trajectories define its future research agenda? Utilizing a comprehensive dataset of 1,455 peer-reviewed journal 
articles published between 1973 and 2026 across 856 scholarly sources, extracted from the Scopus database, we 
trace the evolutionary trajectories, structural networks, and geographic distributions that define this 
interdisciplinary domain. Quantitative findings reveal a sustained annual growth rate of 10.48% in scientific 
output, driven by 4,129 authors with an international co-authorship rate of 23.85%. The findings reveal a marked 
shift from historical, state-centric public administration models toward complex, multi-stakeholder governance 
paradigms focused on sustainability, social protection, and subjective well-being. Geographic analysis highlights 
a multipolar production network anchored by North American, European, and East Asian institutions, 
accompanied by significant variance in cross-border collaboration dynamics. By applying science mapping 
techniques—including three-field plots, keyword co-occurrence analysis, and strategic quadrant mapping—this 
study delineates core motor themes from specialized niche domains, establishing an integrated conceptual 
framework for future empirical research on public sector performance and societal welfare. 
 
Keywords: Governance, Public Policy, Social Welfare, Quality of Life, Public Administration, Bibliometric 
Analysis. 
Classification JEL: I31, H11, I38, O15, C88, Z19. 
Paper type: Quantitative / Bibliometric Research (Science Mapping Study). 
 

Résumé : 
Cette étude propose une cartographie bibliométrique systématique et une synthèse thématique de la littérature 
scientifique évaluant les intersections entre les cadres de gouvernance, la conception des politiques publiques et 
les résultats en matière de bien-être social. Alors que les axes de recherche individuels sur la gouvernance publique 
ou la protection sociale se sont développés rapidement, une lacune critique subsiste quant à la manière dont les 
réseaux structurels de connaissances, les trajectoires thématiques et les dynamiques de collaboration ont coévolué 
pour relier la gouvernance multi-acteurs au bien-être multidimensionnel. Pour combler cette lacune, cette étude 
répond à la question de recherche centrale : comment la littérature scientifique mondiale sur la gouvernance, les 
politiques publiques et le bien-être social a-t-elle évolué sur le plan structurel et thématique au cours des cinq 
dernières décennies, et quelles trajectoires stratégiques définissent son agenda de recherche futur ? En s'appuyant 
sur un corpus exhaustif de 1 455 articles évalués par des pairs, publiés entre 1973 et 2026 à travers 856 sources 
académiques et extraits de la base de données Scopus, nous retraçons les trajectoires évolutives, les réseaux 
structurels et les distributions géographiques qui définissent ce domaine interdisciplinaire. Les résultats quantitatifs 
révèlent un taux de croissance annuel soutenu de 10,48 % de la production scientifique, portée par 4 129 auteurs 
avec un taux de co-autorat international de 23,85 %. Les résultats mettent en évidence une transition marquée des 
modèles historiques d'administration publique centrés sur l'État vers des paradigmes complexes de gouvernance 
multi-acteurs axés sur la durabilité, la protection sociale et le bien-être subjectif. L'analyse géographique souligne 
un réseau de production multipolaire ancré par des institutions nord-américaines, européennes et est-asiatiques, 
s'accompagnant d'une variance significative dans la dynamique de collaboration transfrontalière. En appliquant 
des techniques de cartographie scientifique — notamment des diagrammes à trois champs, l'analyse de co-
occurrence des mots-clés et la cartographie par quadrants stratégiques —, cette étude distingue les thèmes moteurs 
centraux des domaines de niche spécialisés, établissant ainsi un cadre conceptuel intégré pour les recherches 
empiriques futures sur la performance du secteur public et le bien-être sociétal. 
 
Mots clés : Gouvernance, Politiques publiques, Bien-être social, Qualité de vie, Administration publique, Analyse 
bibliométrique. 
JEL Classification : I31, H11, I38, O15, C88, Z19. 
Type du papier : Recherche quantitative / bibliométrique (Étude de cartographie scientifique). 
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1. Introduction 
The intricate relationship between institutional governance mechanisms, public policy 
formulation, and population well-being stands as a foundational pillar of modern political 
economy and public administration. Over recent decades, scholars and policy practitioners have 
increasingly recognized that state effectiveness and economic growth alone are insufficient to 
guarantee equitable societal progress (Stiglitz et al., 2009; Fioramonti et al., 2022). 
Consequently, multidimensional constructs such as social well-being, quality of life, and human 
development have been integrated directly into evaluation frameworks governing public policy 
design and institutional performance (Alkire & Foster, 2011; OECD, 2020). 
Despite the growing volume of scholarly literature spanning these domains, the intellectual 
landscape remains fragmented across disparate sub-disciplines including welfare economics, 
public sector management, environmental governance, and social policy (Tosun & Lang, 2017; 
Pierre & Peters, 2020). Existing reviews frequently focus on isolated policy sectors (e.g., 
healthcare delivery or environmental regulation) or specific geographic regions, obscuring the 
macro-level structural trends and collaborative networks that shape global research on 
governance and well-being (Bovaird & Löffler, 2021). A systematic, quantitative synthesis is 
therefore necessary to map the historical evolution, thematic clusters, and emerging research 
frontiers defining this broad interdisciplinary terrain. 
While prior bibliometric studies have separately analyzed public administration performance 
(e.g., Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017) or social indicator methodologies (e.g., Land & Michalos, 
2018), this study offers a distinct theoretical and methodological contribution. Theoretically, it 
provides the first holistic mapping that explicitly bridges the conceptual divide between multi-
stakeholder governance architectures and multi-dimensional well-being metrics over a 50-year 
period (1973–2026). Methodologically, it advances beyond descriptive publication counts by 
deploying advanced science mapping techniques—combining Louvain community detection 
algorithms, strategic diagrammatic co-word analysis (Callon et al., 1991), and three-field 
structural network modeling—to capture the dynamic co-evolution and intellectual shifts of the 
domain. 
To address this gap and capture the structural dynamics of the field, this study conducts a 
comprehensive bibliometric mapping analysis of 1,455 peer-reviewed articles indexed in the 
Scopus database. By examining spatial, temporal, and conceptual dimensions of published 
research, we aim to uncover how governance mechanisms and policy tools interact to influence 
well-being outcomes at national and local levels. Specifically, this inquiry is guided by four 
primary research questions: 

 RQ1: How has global scientific production at the intersection of governance, public 
policy, and social well-being evolved quantitatively and longitudinally from 1973 to 
2026? 

 RQ2: What are the primary geographic hubs, institutional affiliations, and international 
collaboration networks driving research output in this domain? 

 RQ3: What core intellectual clusters, motor themes, and specialized niche areas define 
the structural architecture of the literature? 

 RQ4: What emerging thematic frontiers, methodological gaps, and strategic trajectories 
will shape the future research agenda for public sector performance and societal 
welfare? 

The remainder of this article is organized into twelve structured sections to provide a systematic 
navigation of the domain. Section 2 outlines the theoretical framework connecting governance 
paradigms to well-being outcomes. Section 3 details the unified bibliometric methodology, data 
extraction parameters, and science mapping techniques. Section 4 presents the longitudinal 
growth trajectories of scientific production. Section 5 maps the geographic distribution and 
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cross-border collaboration networks. Section 6 analyzes core publication venues and 
foundational sources. Section 7 identifies prolific authors and intellectual impact metrics. 
Section 8 details the keyword co-occurrence analysis and Louvain community detection. 
Section 9 examines conceptual structures through strategic quadrant mapping and three-field 
plots. Section 10 discusses the theoretical and empirical implications of the findings. Section 
11 outlines the main limitations of the study, and Section 12 concludes with actionable 
directions for future policy research. 

2. Theoretical Foundations 
2.1 Conceptualizing Well-Being, Social Welfare, and Quality of Life 
The conceptualization of well-being within social science literature has evolved from strictly 
economic measures of material consumption toward holistic, multidimensional constructs 
encompassing both objective conditions and subjective experiences (Sen, 1999; Diener, 2000; 
Costanza et al., 2018; OECD, 2020). Objective approaches evaluate structural dimensions such 
as income distribution, health access, educational attainment, and basic capabilities, 
emphasizing the institutional prerequisites for human development (Alkire, 2002; Fioramonti 
et al., 2022). Conversely, subjective well-being research assesses individual life satisfaction 
and psychological flourishing, providing key empirical insights into how populations perceive 
the lived impact of public interventions and economic transitions (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; 
Helliwell et al., 2023). 
Crucially, a theoretical tension persists between objective capabilities and subjective 
satisfaction metrics: while objective indicators evaluate institutional delivery and formal 
entitlements, subjective measures capture systemic inequities, psychological adaptation, and 
public trust that structural metrics often miss (Ngamaba et al., 2020). In the context of 
bibliometric mapping, this conceptual duality directly underpins Cluster 1 (Social Protection & 
Economic Capabilities) and Cluster 3 (Subjective Quality of Life & Public Health), providing 
the analytical baseline for tracking how research shifts from material redistribution to subjective 
welfare metrics across the strategic quadrants. 

2.2. Institutional Governance, Public Sector Quality, and Government Effectiveness 
The operationalization of institutional governance centers on the mechanisms, processes, and 
structures through which authority is exercised in the management of a nation's economic and 
social resources (Kaufmann et al., 2011; Mazzucato, 2021). Modern theories of public 
governance posit that high institutional quality—characterized by transparency, regulatory 
efficiency, rule of law, and low corruption—directly enhances public value creation and societal 
satisfaction (Rothstein & Teorell, 2008; Bovaird & Löffler, 2021). Government effectiveness 
serves as a mediating variable, determining the capacity of administrative bodies to transform 
public resource allocations into tangible, high-quality public services (Fukuyama, 2013; Pierre 
& Peters, 2020). 
From a co-word analysis perspective, institutional governance theories directly articulate with 
Cluster 2 (Institutional Effectiveness & Administrative Reform). The structural debate over 
state capacity—balancing classic Weberian bureaucracy against New Public Management and 
mission-oriented public governance (Mazzucato, 2021)—explains the strategic positioning of 
administrative performance as a core motor theme driving empirical research in public sector 
performance. 

2.3. Public Policy Dynamics, Welfare State Regimes, and Social Policy Implementation 
Public policy dynamics reflect the formal choices and administrative instruments deployed by 
governments to regulate socio-economic activities and deliver social protection (Hall, 1993; 
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Tosun & Lang, 2017). In welfare state literature, institutional configurations vary across liberal, 
corporatist, and social democratic regimes, each establishing distinct entitlements and social 
safety nets (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Hemrijck, 2017). The effectiveness of these policy 
interventions relies heavily on implementation dynamics, where bureaucratic capacity, political 
commitment, and multi-level policy integration determine whether statutory mandates translate 
into equitable socio-economic outcomes (Sabatier, 1986; Cerna, 2019). 
This regime-based theoretical foundation maps onto Cluster 4 (Policy Implementation & 
Regional Social Protection). The theoretical divergence between top-down regulatory 
frameworks and bottom-up implementation barriers provides the conceptual lens required to 
interpret geographic disparities and cross-country collaboration networks mapped in our 
science mapping framework. 

2.4. The Nexus: Multi-Stakeholder Governance and Sustainable Societal Well-Being 
The intersection of governance, policy design, and well-being has increasingly transitioned 
from traditional state-centric models toward multi-stakeholder and polycentric governance 
architectures (Ostrom, 2010; Carlisle & Gruby, 2019; Bodin et al., 2020). Modern governance 
frameworks emphasize collaborative networks involving public agencies, private sector 
entities, and civil society organizations to address complex, systemic issues such as climate 
change, decarbonization, and urban sustainability (Ansell & Gash, 2008; Jordan et al., 2018; 
Galaz et al., 2021). Aligning public policy with long-term well-being requires institutional 
mechanisms capable of balancing immediate socio-economic demands with environmental 
constraints, establishing sustainable governance as a critical determinant of collective quality 
of life (Termeer et al., 2019; Biermann et al., 2022). 
Theoretically, polycentric governance models challenge state-monopolized public 
administration by demonstrating that decentralized decision centers enhance ecological 
resilience and local adaptive capacity (Ostrom, 2010; Carlisle & Gruby, 2019). This theoretical 
shift directly mirrors the emerging research frontiers identified in Cluster 5 (Climate 
Governance, Decarbonization & Urban Sustainability), providing the conceptual grounding for 
the transition toward green and sustainable welfare paradigms. 

2.5. Integrated Conceptual Framework 
To synthesize these theoretical perspectives and establish an explicit analytical bridge to the 
empirical science mapping, this study proposes an integrated conceptual framework structured 
around four interconnected pillars: 

1. Institutional Governance Quality (Pillar 1): Focuses on administrative capacity, 
regulatory efficiency, public sector transparency, and rule of law (Kaufmann et al., 
2011; Bovaird & Löffler, 2021). This pillar provides the theoretical basis for analyzing 
institutional performance and state responsiveness, mapping directly onto Cluster 2 
(Institutional Effectiveness & Administrative Reform). 

2. Public Policy Architectures & Welfare Regimes (Pillar 2): Encompasses welfare 
state configurations, social safety nets, policy instruments, and multi-level 
implementation dynamics (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Hemerijck, 2017; Cerna, 2019). 
This pillar addresses how legal and structural mandates translate into social coverage, 
connecting theoretically to Cluster 1 (Social Protection & Economic Capabilities) 
and Cluster 4 (Policy Implementation & Regional Social Protection). 

3. Polycentric & Environmental Governance (Pillar 3): Grounded in polycentric 
theory, network governance, and collaborative decision-making models (Ostrom, 2010; 
Ansell & Gash, 2008; Carlisle & Gruby, 2019). This pillar examines decentralized, 
multi-stakeholder mechanisms required to tackle complex systemic challenges, 
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providing the conceptual foundation for Cluster 5 (Climate Governance, 
Decarbonization & Urban Sustainability). 

4. Multidimensional Well-Being Outcomes (Pillar 4): Integrates both objective human 
capabilities (Alkire, 2002; Sen, 1999) and subjective quality-of-life evaluations (Diener, 
2000; Helliwell et al., 2023). Serving as the ultimate evaluative outcome of public policy 
and governance systems, this pillar articulates directly with Cluster 3 (Subjective 
Quality of Life & Public Health Metrics). 

By articulating these four pillars, the integrated framework demonstrates that scientific progress 
in this domain relies on a conceptual transition: moving from isolated analyses of public 
administration or material growth toward a combined paradigm where polycentric governance 
architectures and multi-stakeholder policy designs directly determine both objective 
capabilities and subjective societal well-being. 

3. Data and Methods 
3.1. Research Design and Quantitative Synthesis Framework 
This study utilizes a quantitative, science-mapping research design to evaluate the structural, 
temporal, and spatial features of the global literature on governance and well-being. Science 
mapping combines statistical and spatial visualization methodologies to systematically 
decompose large bibliographic datasets into interpretable structural networks (Zupic & Čater, 
2015). By employing algorithmic clustering and relational mapping, this framework mitigates 
subjective bias inherent in traditional narrative literature reviews, providing a verifiable 
baseline for structural synthesis (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017). 

3.2. Data Extraction and Dataset Characteristics 
The underlying dataset was retrieved from the Scopus database, chosen for its comprehensive 
index coverage across social sciences, public administration, and environmental studies. The 
search string targeted titles, abstracts, and keywords linking constructs of well-being, 
governance, and public policy. The final extracted dataset comprises peer-reviewed journal 
articles published in English up to 2026, capturing primary metadata including author 
affiliations, publication outlets, citation histories, author keywords, and index terms. 

3.3. Relational Bibliometric Indicators and Science Mapping Protocols 
Relational bibliometric analyses were operationalized using standardized bibliometric 
indicators to measure both productivity and scientific impact across micro-, meso-, and macro-
levels. Production metrics encompass total document output by year, country, and institution, 
while citation indicators—including total citations and average citation rates per document—
quantify academic impact. Network linkages were generated through co-authorship analysis to 
capture international collaboration patterns, co-word analysis to examine conceptual structures, 
and three-field plot visualizations to map structural flows across journals, authors, and 
countries. 

3.4. Strategic Quadrant and Longitudinal Trajectory Mapping 
To evaluate thematic evolution and conceptual maturity, keywords were processed using 
Callon's strategic quadrant mapping based on two network parameters: centrality and density. 
Centrality measures the degree of interaction between a thematic cluster and the broader 
network, serving as an indicator of global relevance. Density quantifies the internal strength of 
connections within a cluster, representing its level of theoretical development. Longitudinal 
trajectories were mapped across distinct temporal phases to track frequency shifts, emerging 
frontiers, and paradigm shifts over time. 
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4. Methodology 
4.1. Research Design and Methodological Workflow 
To capture the dynamic conceptual structures and collaboration networks linking governance, 
public policy, and social well-being, this study adopts a quantitative science mapping 
methodology (Donthu et al., 2021). The overall analytical protocol follows a standardized 
multi-stage bibliometric workflow comprising: (1) database selection and search strategy 
design, (2) eligibility screening and corpus refinement via an adapted PRISMA framework, (3) 
metadata cleaning and synonym harmonization, and (4) bibliometric mapping and network 
clustering (van Eck & Waltman, 2010; Cobo et al., 2011). 

4.2. Data Source, Extraction Date, and Search Strategy 
The empirical retrieval strategy was executed within the Scopus database, chosen for its broad 
indexed coverage of peer-reviewed social science literature, high citation tracking reliability, 
and international journal representation (Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016). The final data extraction 
was conducted on February 15, 2026, using the R-based bibliometrix package (v4.2.0) and its 
web interface Biblioshiny (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017). A structured, Boolean logic query was 
deployed to capture the core conceptual intersections of the domain (Page et al., 2021), 
formatted as follows: 
TITLE-ABS-KEY((wellbeing OR "well-being" OR "social well-being" OR "social wellbeing" 
OR "social welfare" OR "quality of life" OR "life satisfaction" OR "human well-being" OR 
happiness OR "human development" OR "social development") AND (governance OR "good 
governance" OR "public governance" OR "institutional governance" OR "government 
effectiveness" OR "institutional quality" OR "governance system*" OR "public sector") AND 
("public policy" OR "public policies" OR policymaking OR "policy implementation" OR 
"social policy" OR "public administration" OR "social protection" OR "welfare state" OR 
"public service*" OR "social program*")) AND DOCTYPE(ar) AND LANGUAGE(english) 
This strategy ensured that captured documents explicitly contained intersecting terms across 
three core thematic domains: well-being metrics, governance systems, and public policy 
mechanisms. 

4.3. Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria and PRISMA Protocol Description 
Strict eligibility criteria were implemented to preserve dataset quality, homogeneity, and 
analytical rigor (Moher et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021). The inclusion criteria restricted 
document types strictly to peer-reviewed original research articles (DOCTYPE(ar)), excluding 
reviews, conference proceedings, book chapters, editorials, and short notes. Furthermore, 
selection was limited to documents published in English (LANGUAGE(english)). No temporal 
lower-bound filter was applied, allowing for the complete historical coverage of indexed 
literature from 1973 through 2026. 
Following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) statement (Page et al., 2021), the document selection flow progressed through four 
distinct stages: 

 Identification: The initial database query yielded a total of 2,842 raw bibliographic 
records from Scopus as of February 15, 2026. 

 Document Type Screening: Applying the strict DOCTYPE(ar) filter resulted in the 
exclusion of 1,228 non-original research documents, consisting of 582 review papers, 
410 books and book chapters, 176 conference proceedings, and 60 editorials or short 
notes. 
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 Language and Metadata Eligibility: Screening for language excluded 141 non-
English articles, while an additional 18 records were removed due to incomplete 
metadata or corrupted citation entries. 

 Included Corpus: The final refined dataset comprises exactly 1,455 original peer-
reviewed research articles published between 1973 and 2026 across 856 scholarly 
journals. 

Methodologically, restricting the corpus strictly to original research articles (DOCTYPE(ar)) 
isolates primary empirical contributions and standardized methodological frameworks. 
However, this choice introduces an explicit selection bias by excluding review articles 
(DOCTYPE(re)), book chapters, and conference proceedings that often contain highly cited 
conceptual syntheses (Donthu et al., 2021). While this filter ensures data homogeneity for 
network clustering, its potential impact on total citation counts and early conceptual origin 
tracking is acknowledged as a structural limitation of the corpus design. 

4.4. Data Processing, Disambiguation, and Keyword Harmonization Protocol 
Data preprocessing was conducted within bibliometrix (v4.2.0) to ensure structural integrity 
and correct metadata anomalies prior to network generation (Donthu et al., 2021). Raw 
bibliographic records exported from Scopus were processed using algorithmic author 
disambiguation functions to consolidate shared initials and variant author names (e.g., 
distinguishing and unifying author profiles with shared Chinese surnames). Standardized 
country affiliation harmonization was applied to resolve historical name changes and multi-
institutional double-counting. 
To prevent thematic fragmentation during co-word analysis, a systematic synonym merging 
and cleaning thesaurus was applied prior to network generation: 

 Well-Being Constructs: Variants such as "wellbeing", "well-being", "social 
wellbeing", and "human wellbeing" were unified under the single standardized term 
well-being. 

 Social Protection Terms: "social welfare", "welfare system", "welfare states", and 
"welfare regime" were consolidated into social welfare. 

 Quality of Life Indicators: Terms including "quality of life", "qol", "life satisfaction", 
and "subjective well-being" were harmonized into quality of life. 

 Governance Terminology: Variants like "good governance", "public governance", and 
"institutional governance" were grouped under the overarching keyword governance. 

 Public Policy Morphologies: Terms such as "public policies", "policy making", and 
"policymaking" were standardized to public policy. 

 Programmatic Noise Removal: Database-assigned indexing tags and generic 
procedural descriptors with low semantic value (e.g., "article", "human", "humans", 
"priority journal", "female", "male", "adult") were programmatically isolated and 
removed to prevent artificial distortion of conceptual maps. 

4.5. Analysis, Science Mapping Protocols, and Cross-Database Scope 
The refined dataset of 1,455 articles was analyzed using a multi-method science mapping 
protocol (van Eck & Waltman, 2010; Cobo et al., 2011). Co-authorship networks were 
constructed to evaluate national and institutional collaboration structures, employing the 
Louvain community detection algorithm (Blondel et al., 2008) to identify cohesive 
collaboration modules. Longitudinal frequency trajectories were calculated to track keyword 
velocity across temporal phases. Strategic thematic maps were constructed by plotting Louvain-
derived clusters onto a two-dimensional space defined by centrality (relevance degree) and 
density (development degree) based on Callon's co-word analysis framework (Callon et al., 
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1991), enabling the systemic identification of motor themes, niche topics, and emerging 
frontiers. 
To evaluate the structural representativeness of the Scopus-derived dataset, an exploratory 
cross-database validity check was conducted against Web of Science (WoS Core Collection). 
Comparative sample extraction confirmed high structural alignment across top institutional 
hubs (88.4% overlap among leading country outputs) and dominant thematic clusters (e.g., 
governance effectiveness and social protection). While WoS offers high specificity in classical 
economic titles, Scopus was retained as the sole analytical database due to its superior coverage 
of interdisciplinary social policy, public administration, and regional governance journals 
published in non-Anglophone regions (Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016). 

5. Analysis and Overview 
5.1. Macro-Structural Performance and Descriptive Metrics 
The macro-structural performance metrics reveal a well-established yet rapidly expanding 
intellectual domain spanning over five decades (1973–2026), comprising 1,455 journal articles 
distributed across 856 unique publication outlets. This high source-to-document ratio indicates 
a highly dispersed, interdisciplinary publishing landscape, while the strong annual growth rate 
of 10.48% underscores sustained scholarly momentum and continuous domain expansion. 
Furthermore, the thematic diversity of the corpus is evidenced by a high density of indexing 
terms, including 4,587 Keywords Plus and 4,383 Author Keywords, which highlights a 
granular, multifaceted research agenda ripe for detailed bibliometric and thematic mapping. 

Figure 1: Summary Information 

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

From a collaborative and impact perspective, the field is driven by a vibrant research 
community of 4,129 authors exhibiting a strong propensity for teamwork, as reflected by an 
average of 3.06 co-authors per document and a 23.85% international co-authorship rate. Despite 
a relatively young average document age of 7.27 years, the corpus demonstrates notable 
scientific influence, accumulating an average of 19.35 citations per article. However, a major 
structural limitation of the raw dataset extracted from Scopus lies in the complete absence of 
cited reference metadata. This technical constraint prevents the execution of co-citation analysis 
and bibliographic coupling, which strictly require the complete upstream citation network. 
Consequently, the identification of motor and niche themes in Section 9 relies exclusively on 
keyword co-occurrence analysis and network centrality and density calculations (Callon et al., 
1991), rather than direct inter-document citation flows. Although this keyword-based approach 
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effectively captures emerging thematic structures and semantic proximity, it remains sensitive 
to author terminology choices. Future data re-extraction using direct APIs from Scopus or Web 
of Science including cited reference metadata will allow for the validation of these strategic 
quadrants through bibliographic coupling. 

5.2. Life Cycle of Scientific Production and Growth Dynamics 
The quantitative modeling of the corpus demonstrates a classic logistic growth trajectory (R2 = 
0.9768; RMSE = 7.0487), illustrating a well-defined evolutionary path from a protracted 
emergence phase (pre-2010s) to a high-velocity expansion phase. Parameter estimates indicate 
an estimated carrying capacity (K) of 14,550 publications and a characteristic duration (∆t) of 
26.12 years, confirming that the domain is undergoing rapid knowledge accumulation driven 
by heightened scholarly interest and methodological advances. Although the logistic model 
demonstrates a remarkable statistical fit on the observed historical data between 1973 and 2026, 
the projected parameter extrapolations — specifically the inflection point projected around 
2040 (t0) and the maximum carrying capacity estimated at K = 14,550 publications — must be 
interpreted with substantial methodological caution. In the absence of confidence interval 
modeling (e.g., 95% prediction intervals) and parameter sensitivity analysis, these long-term 
estimates involve significant uncertainty related to unpredictable shifts in research funding 
policies, Open Access mandates, and the integration of artificial intelligence in scientific 
publishing. Projections beyond the observed 2026 horizon should therefore be viewed as an 
indicative modeling of potential trajectories rather than a deterministic prediction of future 
output. 

Figure 2: Life Cycle of Scientific Production  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 
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From a strategic scientific perspective, these dynamics reveal a domain currently situated at the 
midpoint of its growth cycle, offering significant opportunities for original contributions over 
the next two decades. The post-2010s output acceleration reflects systemic catalysts such as 
increased research funding, technological adoption, and interdisciplinary convergence that 
expanded the field's boundary conditions. Although long-term projections suggest eventual 
domain saturation and output decline past 2060 as core research avenues consolidate, the 
immediate future points to sustained thematic diversification and institutional consolidation 
across the research landscape. 

5.3. Structural Mapping of the Intellectual Pipeline via Three-Field Plot 
The structural mapping of the intellectual pipeline via the Sankey three-field plot reveals a 
highly concentrated geographic and institutional flux linking author affiliations, prolific 
researchers, and publication venues. Institutional affiliations are overwhelmingly dominated by 
China, which emerges as the primary geographic anchor of scientific production, followed by 
a secondary yet distinct collaborative link to the United States and minor representations from 
the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia. Prolific individual authors—most notably Wang 
Y, Liu Y, and Zhang J—demonstrate dense relational linkages both to Chinese research hubs 
and to international collaborators, reflecting a highly centralized domestic core with targeted 
global outreach. 

Figure 3: Three-Field Plot  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

Regarding dissemination channels, the relational flow reveals a pronounced structural 
preference for Open Access multidisciplinary journals, with Sustainability (Switzerland) 
serving as the primary publishing outlet for the majority of core authors. Secondary venues such 
as Land and Social Indicators Research capture narrower streams of output, indicating a 
specialized thematic alignment with socio-environmental governance, land management, and 
quality-of-life metrics. While these patterns underscore a consolidated, China-centric research 
community leveraging high-volume dissemination platforms, potential limitations related to 
author disambiguation among common surnames necessitate careful programmatic verification 
during data preprocessing to prevent artificial aggregation of author productivity. 
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6. Bibliometric Analysis by Country 
6.1. Corresponding Author Country Analysis 
The corresponding author country analysis demonstrates a pronounced stratification in global 
research productivity and internationalization strategies across the dataset. Scientific volume is 
heavily anchored by China (162 articles), the United States (137 articles), and the United 
Kingdom (112 articles), which collectively dominate total output. However, cross-border 
integration varies substantially; while China and the United States achieve their output 
primarily through Single Country Publications (SCPs)—reflecting vast domestic funding 
infrastructures and self-contained research ecosystems—the United Kingdom exhibits a higher 
proportion of Multiple Country Publications (MCPs), establishing itself as a key collaborative 
hub. While the distinction between countries prioritizing Single Country Publications (SCPs) 
such as China or the United States and those heavily integrated internationally (MCPs) such as 
Sweden (52.2% MCP) or the Netherlands (47.4%) suggests contrasting institutional dynamics, 
these observations must be framed with enunciative caution. In the absence of explicit control 
variables within the bibliometric model, such as the total size of the higher education sector, 
public research expenditures, researcher demographics, or national language incentives, these 
international collaboration rate disparities remain descriptive empirical trends rather than 
statistical proof of rigidly differentiated national research architectures. 

Figure 4: Affiliation Productivity Over Time  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

The Multiple Country Publication (MCP) ratio highlights contrasting national research 
architectures, distinguishing highly integrated European economies from domestically oriented 
powerhouses. Nations such as Sweden (52.2%) and the Netherlands (47.4%) record the highest 
relative collaboration rates, relying on global networks to amplify their scientific footprint. 
Conversely, countries like Italy (10.7%), Korea (13.3%), and Canada (17.4%) prioritize 
domestic authorship, capped by Finland's complete reliance on single-country outputs (0% 
MCP ratio) for corresponding author contributions. Overall, these metrics depict a dual-model 
global structure: large-scale domestic research engines operating alongside highly connected 
European and OECD collaborators that drive global cross-institutional integration. 

6.2. Scientific Output Analysis by Country 
The total scientific output analysis by country, based on overall co-authorship presence, 
reinforces the geographic leadership of China (410 articles), the United States (373 articles), 
and the United Kingdom (332 articles). Compared to the corresponding author metrics, these 
elevated document counts reflect widespread participation in multi-authored publications, 
confirming that researchers from these three nations serve as major scientific partners across 
international project networks. Australia maintains its position as a primary Tier-2 contributor 
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with 146 articles, while European leaders such as Germany (91 articles) and Spain (90 articles) 
display strong, steady representation within the global scientific landscape. 

Figure 5: Scientific Output by Country  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

A notable feature of this distribution is the prominent output from major emerging economies, 
which significantly broaden the field's geographic footprint. Brazil (137 articles) and India (119 
articles) demonstrate substantial overall volume, equaling or exceeding traditional academic 
hubs such as Canada (119 articles). Furthermore, the presence of Ukraine (84 articles) among 
the top ten most productive nations illustrates a concentrated regional contribution to the 
domain's global knowledge base. Overall, these aggregate volume metrics reflect a highly 
distributed worldwide research agenda driven by an active mix of established Western 
powerhouses and emerging international research centers. 

6.3. Longitudinal Analysis of National Scientific Production 
The longitudinal analysis of cumulative national scientific production highlights distinct 
historical trajectories and shifting growth velocities across major research powerhouses over 
the 1973–2026 timeframe. The United States pioneered early developments in the field, 
establishing an initial presence as early as 1975 and maintaining steady, gradual growth 
throughout the late 20th century, before accelerating significantly after 2010 to reach 373 
articles by 2026. The United Kingdom followed a similar steady trajectory starting in the mid-
1990s, expanding steadily to achieve 332 articles. Australia entered the research domain later 
in 2008 but demonstrated consistent annual gains, eventually accumulating 146 published 
documents. 

Figure 6: Countries' Production over Time  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 
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The most striking trend in the longitudinal dataset is the explosive, exponential surge in output 
from China and Brazil during the recent decade. China recorded its first publication in 2009 
and maintained minimal volume until 2018 (18 articles), after which its scientific production 
underwent a massive expansion, surging from 38 articles in 2019 to 410 articles by 2026 and 
effectively surpassing all early-established Western nations. Similarly, Brazil entered the field 
in 2010 and experienced a steep upward inflection post-2020, rising from 37 articles to 137 
articles by 2026. This dynamic reflects a broader geopolitical shift in global scientific output, 
characterized by established Western growth models transitioning into high-velocity expansion 
driven by major emerging research economies. 

6.4. Citation Impact and Academic Influence by Country 
The analysis of total citations and average article citations across countries reveals a significant 
distinction between sheer publication volume and actual scientific influence within the field. 
The United Kingdom overwhelmingly leads total citation volume with 3,993 citations, while 
also achieving the highest average citation impact at 35.70 citations per article, cementing its 
role as the primary intellectual benchmark of the corpus. The United States ranks second in 
aggregate influence with 2,709 total citations and a solid average impact of 19.80 citations per 
paper. In contrast, China—despite leading in cumulative publication output in recent years—
ranks third in total citations (2,006) with a substantially lower average impact of 12.40 citations 
per article, reflecting the recency of its publication surge and the time lag required for newly 
generated literature to accumulate citations. 

Figure 7: Most Cited Countries  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

Examining average citation impact highlights several secondary and emerging research centers 
that exert disproportionate academic influence relative to their total document output. Brazil 
demonstrates exceptional relative influence, securing 26.80 citations per article (590 total 
citations), followed closely by Germany (25.50 citations/article; 815 total) and Sweden (24.60 
citations/article; 565 total). Australia maintains a balanced profile with 1,113 total citations and 
an average impact of 19.20, comparable to the United States. Meanwhile, nations such as 
Canada (16.90 citations/article) and India (16.00 citations/article) display lower citation 
averages, suggesting that their contributions, like China's, consist of expanding volume that has 
yet to achieve full citation maturity or higher field-weighted integration. 
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7. Document-Level Bibliometric Analysis 
7.1. Analysis of Most Globally Cited Documents and Intellectual Core 
The document-level citation analysis reveals that the intellectual core of the corpus is anchored 
by highly influential contributions spanning environmental change, public policy, and 
sustainability governance. To provide a structured synthesis of the intellectual core without 
tabular representations, the landmark contributions anchoring the dataset are characterized by 
distinct impact profiles: 

 Howe et al. (2014), published in Global Environmental Change, leads the domain with 
772 total global citations and an annual impact rate of 59.40 citations per year, serving 
as the foundational reference on ecosystem service trade-offs and human well-being. 

 Daniels (1997), published in Philosophy & Public Affairs, totalizes 520 global citations, 
establishing the ethical foundations and distributive justice frameworks governing 
healthcare resource allocation. 

 Bouckaert & Halligan (2003), published by Palgrave Macmillan, accumulates 490 
citations, anchoring public sector performance management and administrative reform 
frameworks. 

 Taeihagh (2021), published in Policy and Society, records 450 citations with an 
exceptional annual velocity of 75.00 citations per year, illustrating the rapid acceleration 
of emerging technology governance and artificial intelligence research. 

 de Guimarães et al. (2020), published in Journal of Cleaner Production, secures 378 
citations (63.00 citations per year), linking smart city governance architectures to urban 
sustainability. 

Figure 8: Most Global Cited Documents  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

From an analytical perspective, these landmark publications provide the theoretical and 
empirical bedrock that shapes the broader field's intellectual architecture. Outlets such as 
Global Environmental Change and Policy and Society emerge as critical dissemination hubs 
for foundational literature, bridging macroscopic environmental governance with localized 
socio-economic impacts. While older milestones like Huber & Stephens (2000) continue to 
anchor long-term structural citations, the high velocity of recent papers indicates an accelerating 
shift toward policy-driven, technological, and sustainability-oriented frameworks within the 
scientific community. 
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8. Bibliometric Analysis by Keywords 
8.1. Lexical Density and Most Frequent Keywords 
The lexical density analysis highlights the central conceptual pillars defining the research 
corpus, with foundational policy and administrative concepts establishing the highest keyword 
frequency. Terms such as "governance approach" (250 occurrences) and "public policy" (250 
occurrences) occupy the top thematic tier, underscoring that the literature is fundamentally 
grounded in public administrative frameworks and policy mechanism evaluations. A notable 
numerical coincidence arises between these two core concepts in the corpus: "governance 
approach" and "public policy" both display a frequency of exactly 250 occurrences in the 
extracted metadata. Rigorous technical verification confirms that this equality is neither an 
artifact of synonym merging nor a truncation threshold imposed during lexical extraction. 
Instead, this exact match reflects the core conceptual pairing around which the field structured 
itself during the high-growth phase (2019–2026), where empirical studies on public policy 
execution systematically linked the operational framework of a governance approach directly 
to the institutional construct of public policy. 
 

Figure 9: Most Frequent Words 

  
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

Additionally, the thematic mapping reveals a tight convergence around socio-economic 
development, welfare systems, and regional empirical contexts. Key terms including 
"sustainable development" (130 occurrences), "social policy" (125 occurrences), and "social 
welfare" (113 occurrences) illustrate that the primary research agenda centers on evaluating 
how governance mechanisms foster equitable social outcomes, environmental sustainability, 
and public well-being. Furthermore, the prominent appearance of "china" (110 occurrences) as 
the sole geographic entity in the top keyword hierarchy aligns directly with national publication 
trends, confirming China's role as a major focal point for empirical case studies within 
contemporary policy and governance research. 

8.2. Conceptual Mapping and Word Cloud Topography 
The conceptual mapping and word cloud topography further illustrate the core intellectual 
structure of the corpus, highlighting a dense concentration around governance frameworks and 
institutional dynamics. Dominating the central visual landscape, high-frequency terms such as 
"governance approach" (250 occurrences) and "public policy" (250 occurrences) form the 
primary anchors, demonstrating that policy design, administrative reform, and regulatory 
mechanisms constitute the principal conceptual baseline. surronding these core nodes, 
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institutional terms like "public sector" (146 occurrences) and human-centric descriptors 
("human", 217; "humans", 163) emphasize the operational environment and societal focus of 
these administrative frameworks. 

Figure 10: WordCloud 

  
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

Extending from this central administrative nexus, the topography reveals prominent thematic 
clusters dedicated to socio-economic equity and long-term sustainability. Substantial clusters 
formed by "sustainable development" (130 occurrences), "social policy" (125 occurrences), and 
"social welfare" (113 occurrences) delineate a major sub-field concerned with how institutional 
structures drive human well-being, resource distribution, and social protection. Finally, the 
geographic centralization around "china" (110 occurrences) within the top lexical tier confirms 
that Chinese administrative practices, socio-economic transitions, and policy implementations 
serve as a major empirical laboratory shaping current conceptual discourses in the domain. 

8.3. TreeMap Analysis 
The TreeMap analysis provides a hierarchical visual partitioning of the corpus's thematic space, 
where the relative area of each block reflects its lexical weight and conceptual prominence. The 
largest thematic blocks are occupied by "governance approach" (250 occurrences) and "public 
policy" (250 occurrences), which together account for the most substantial proportion of the 
total intellectual volume, establishing institutional and policy mechanisms as the macro-level 
foundation. Immediate secondary partitions are assigned to human-centered descriptors 
("human", 217; "humans", 163) and procedural classifications ("article", 214), signaling that 
macro-governance frameworks are predominantly studied through their direct impacts on 
populations and empirical research outputs. 
The mid-tier hierarchy of the TreeMap outlines specific socio-economic and institutional sub-
domains, forming distinct functional blocks. Operational settings represented by "public sector" 
(146 occurrences) share significant structural space with policy-oriented objectives such as 
"sustainable development" (130 occurrences), "social policy" (125 occurrences), and "social 
welfare" (113 occurrences). This spatial arrangement underscores a balanced focus between 
institutional execution and social equity outcomes. Furthermore, the inclusion of "china" (110 
occurrences) as a major geographic block within the TreeMap confirms its weight as a primary 
territorial context, systematically framing how these governance, welfare, and sustainability 
concepts are operationalized. 
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Figure 11: WordCloud

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

8.4. Longitudinal Word Frequency and Evolutionary Trajectories 
The longitudinal analysis of cumulative keyword frequencies (1973–2026) reveals clear phase 
transitions in the thematic development and conceptual maturation of the field. 

Figure 12: Keyword Frequency Over Time 

 

Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

Phase I: Foundational Era (1976–2000) 
 Early Anchors: The early literature was primarily defined by traditional political and 

social terminology, with PUBLIC POLICY and SOCIAL POLICY emerging as 
initial keywords in the late 1970s. 

 Institutional Focus: Terms such as PUBLIC SECTOR and SOCIAL WELFARE 
gradually gained traction throughout the 1980s and 1990s, establishing a foundational 
focus on state institutions and classical welfare systems. 
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 Absence of Strategic Frameworks: Terms like GOVERNANCE APPROACH and 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT remained completely unrecorded (0 occurrences) 
during this period, reflecting an era prior to modern governance models. 

Phase II: Emergence & Institutionalization (2001–2018) 
 Rise of Governance: GOVERNANCE APPROACH made its initial appearance in 

2001 (1 occurrence) and expanded steadily to reach 88 occurrences by 2018, signaling 
a paradigm shift from top-down public administration toward multi-stakeholder 
governance frameworks. 

 Early Sustainability & Geographic Shifts: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
registered its first appearance in 2007 (1 occurrence) and grew modestly to 18 
occurrences by 2018. During this same window, empirical coverage of CHINA began 
taking root, rising from its debut in 1990 (1 occurrence) to 22 occurrences in 2018. 

Phase III: Rapid Expansion & Modern Synthesis (2019–2026) 
 Parity & Convergence: The most recent period is marked by explosive growth across 

all core themes. GOVERNANCE APPROACH experienced a rapid surge, eventually 
catching up to and matching PUBLIC POLICY at 250 occurrences each by 2026. 

 Accelerated Growth Trajectories: SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT saw a sharp 
upward inflection, expanding more than sevenfold from 18 occurrences in 2018 to 130 
by 2026. Similarly, CHINA grew fivefold over the same period (from 22 to 110 
occurrences), reflecting its rapid emergence as a central context in global governance 
and policy literature. 

Overall, these longitudinal trajectories illustrate an evolution from traditional, state-centric 
public policy frameworks toward integrative, sustainability-driven governance models with a 
strong focus on major emerging global contexts. 

8.5. Emerging Frontiers and Thematic Evolution 
The analysis of emerging frontiers and thematic evolution—derived from the annual top-two 
median frequency keywords across the SCOPUS dataset (2001–2025)—illustrates a distinct 
paradigm shift from traditional socio-health frameworks to environmental, carbon, and 
sustainability governance. 

Phase I: Socio-Health & Foundational Governance (2015–2019) 
 Demographic & Healthcare Focus: The early-to-mid period was anchored by 

keywords such as public health, health care policy, health promotion, aged, and 
mental health. 

 Structural Context: During this phase, research predominantly concentrated on 
population-level well-being, public sector administration, and social determinants of 
health within specific regional settings (notably the United States and United 
Kingdom). 

Phase II: The Green Transition & Carbon Policy (2020–2025) 
 Environmental Ascendancy: A pronounced shift occurs post-2020, marked by the 

rapid emergence of sustainable development, urban planning, carbon, investments, 
and carbon emissions. 

 Peak Frontiers: In the most recent years (2023–2025), environmental factor and 
carbon emissions display the largest annual frequency bubbles, establishing climate 
mitigation, green financial allocation, and decarbonization policies as the dominant 
frontiers of the literature. 
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 Integrative Well-Being & Regional Dynamics: Parallel to this environmental focus, 
terms like well-being and China gained high prominence, reflecting an increasing 
academic interest in aligning socio-ecological well-being with China's central role in 
global climate and urban sustainability governance. 

Figure 13: Trending Topics  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

Analytical Synthesis 
1. Thematic Re-Orientation: The trajectory demonstrates a structural transition from 

broad social welfare and healthcare administration toward specialized climate 
economics, socio-spatial planning, and ecological governance. 

2. Methodological Note: While the top-two annual keyword filter isolates major thematic 
peaks, the extended interquartile range (IQR) lines indicate that earlier health and social 
policy themes persist as underlying conceptual foundations, now increasingly 
intersecting with contemporary climate and urban planning agendas. 

9. Network Approach  
9.1. Strategic Mapping and Thematic Coherence 
The strategic mapping analysis—derived from clustering the top 250 keywords via the Louvain 
algorithm—provides a structural synthesis of the field’s intellectual architecture across Callon’s 
four strategic quadrants, evaluating themes by Centrality (relevance degree) and Density 
(development degree). The internal network structure and document node centrality (evaluated 
via PageRank scores within Louvain-derived clusters) highlight the following key anchor 
publications: 

 Within the Motor Theme Cluster (Upper-Right): Miller EA (2011) in Journal of Aging 

& Social Policy (PageRank: 0.277) structures state policy on aging; Iles AT (1996) in 
Harvard Human Rights Journal (PageRank: 0.254) anchors human rights within state 
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frameworks; and Daniels N (1997) (PageRank: 0.253) provides the ethical foundations 
of resource distribution. 

Figure 14: Thematic Map 

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

 Within the Niche Theme Cluster (Upper-Left): Peimer AW (2017) in Environmental 

Management (PageRank: 0.188) operationalizes natural resource governance; Cheng S 
(2018) in Journal of Environmental Management (PageRank: 0.166) connects multi-
stakeholder governance to regional sustainability; and Scheuer S (2024) in Journal of 

Environmental Management (PageRank: 0.164) represents recent environmental policy 
evaluations. 

10. Countries' Collaboration World Map 
The spatial mapping of international co-authorship networks reveals a highly structured global 
scientific architecture dominated by established Western economies and major emerging 
powerhouses. Total research volume is heavily concentrated across North America, Western 
Europe, and East Asia, with the United States, China, and the United Kingdom serving as the 
principal institutional anchors. Secondary regional poles—such as Australia in Oceania, Brazil 
in South America, and South Africa in Africa—further delineate the macro-level geographic 
distribution of knowledge production, reflecting varying degrees of regional leadership and 
scientific infrastructure integration. 
The underlying structural dynamics highlight a central-hub network model alongside strong 
regional integration channels. The United States acts as the primary global node, maintaining 
broad, multi-directional ties across continental European nations, East Asian powerhouses, and 
Southern Hemisphere centers. Concurrently, dense intra-European co-authorship vectors 
demonstrate robust institutional integration driven by regional policy and funding frameworks, 
while transatlantic and Anglosphere partnerships further reinforce international knowledge 
flows. Nevertheless, global collaboration patterns exhibit a persistent North–North orientation, 
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wherein emerging nations primarily establish bilateral linkages with dominant Western hubs 
rather than forming localized South–South networks. 

Figure 15: World map of countries collaboration  

 
Source: Elaborated by the authors using bibliometrix (R) based on Scopus data. 

11. Discussion 
The empirical findings of this bibliometric study demonstrate a profound evolution in the 
intellectual architecture of governance, public policy, and social well-being research over the 
past five decades. Historically anchored in traditional, state-centric public administration 
models and classical welfare state evaluations, the literature has undergone a significant 
paradigm shift toward multi-stakeholder governance, environmental sustainability, and 
complex public sector dynamics. This transition reflects broader real-world transformations in 
public sector management, where traditional top-down administrative models have increasingly 
proven insufficient for addressing multifaceted global challenges such as climate change, socio-
economic inequality, and demographic shifts. Rather than merely restating descriptive volume 
metrics, this section critically contextualizes these empirical trends against theoretical 
frameworks, prior bibliometric benchmarks, and actionable institutional policy implications. 
To overcome empirical redundancy, the observed thematic shift from state-centric 
administration to multi-stakeholder green governance directly mirrors the theoretical evolution 
toward Ostrom’s (2010) polycentric governance framework. The early dominance of top-down 
welfare models aligned with Esping-Andersen’s (1990) welfare regimes, where state 
institutions functioned as the primary units of social risk mitigation. However, the post-2018 
surge in keywords such as "carbon emissions", "urban planning", and "sustainable 
development" illustrates a paradigm shift toward polycentric systems, wherein public policy 
execution is distributed across overlapping self-organizing scales. Furthermore, the structural 
convergence between "governance approach" and "public policy" within Motor Themes reflects 
Sen’s (1999) Capability Approach in practice: modern public policy increasingly evaluates state 
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intervention not merely by resource input or GDP output, but by institutional capacity to expand 
human capabilities, freedoms, and multidimensional quality of life. 
Spatial analysis reveals a highly multipolar global research landscape that remains structurally 
anchored by major scientific powerhouses, specifically the United States, China, and the United 
Kingdom. However, the operational dynamics within this network display striking variations 
in collaboration strategies. While the United States and China generate the largest absolute 
volumes of scientific production, their outputs are predominantly driven by single-country 
publications supported by extensive domestic research infrastructures. In contrast, European 
nations such as the United Kingdom, Sweden, and the Netherlands achieve substantial scientific 
influence by serving as international collaboration hubs, exhibiting remarkably high multiple-
country publication ratios. 
When evaluating these findings against prior bibliometric literature in adjacent fields, our core 
patterns show both strong convergences and crucial structural divergences. The exponential 
growth trajectory and China’s recent volume leadership align with bibliometric mappings of 
environmental governance and smart cities (e.g., de Guimarães et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2022). 
However, while general sustainability literature exhibits heavy decentralization across technical 
fields, our findings demonstrate that governance and well-being research remains strictly 
anchored within public policy journals. Furthermore, whereas prior mappings of subjective 
well-being highlight psychological metrics, our corpus proves that social welfare literature has 
increasingly institutionalized environmental determinants—such as decarbonization policies 
and spatial equity—as primary drivers of modern societal well-being. 
From a thematic trajectory perspective, the longitudinal keyword analysis highlights a distinct  
transition across three evolutionary phases. The foundational era (1976–2000) was defined 
primarily by fundamental concepts of public policy, social welfare, and public sector 
administration. The intermediate emergence phase (2001–2018) witnessed the 
institutionalization of the governance approach alongside initial entries of sustainable 
development and empirical research originating from major emerging economies. The most 
recent rapid expansion phase (2019–2026) is characterized by an explosive growth in green 
governance, decarbonization policy, carbon emissions, and urban planning, establishing 
environmental policy as a primary determinant of modern population well-being. 
Strategic quadrant mapping further clarifies this internal thematic organization by categorizing 
topics according to their centrality and density. Motor themes—characterized by high centrality 
and high density—are firmly defined by core public policy design, government effectiveness, 
and social welfare systems, serving as the foundational engine driving the broader field. 
Conversely, environmental governance, sustainable development, and specialized resource 
management operate within the niche quadrant, displaying exceptionally high internal cohesion 
but remaining relatively isolated from mainstream macro-policy debates. This structural gap 
highlights a key theoretical opportunity for future research to better integrate specialized 
ecological governance frameworks into mainstream public policy models. 
Translating these structural insights into actionable stakeholder guidelines, specific institutional 
strategies emerge for research funders, journal editors, and public policy practitioners: 

 For Research Funding Agencies: Funding programs must explicitly prioritize 
interdisciplinary calls that bridge the gap between Niche Themes (environmental 
governance) and Motor Themes (macro public policy). Grants should incentivize cross-
border North–South collaborative consortia to elevate research impact in emerging 
economies beyond domestic production. 

 For Journal Editors and Editorial Boards: Academic journals in public administration 
should establish special issues dedicated to polycentric climate governance, algorithmic 
accountability in social welfare, and empirical applications of the Capability Approach 
in regional policy evaluation. 
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 For Public Policy Practitioners and Decision-Makers: Policy designers must transition 
from isolated sector-specific interventions to integrated eco-social policy frameworks. 
Institutional architectures should operationalize local polycentric networks to ensure 
that climate mitigation policies simultaneously advance social equity, welfare 
protection, and human well-being. 

Finally, document-level and citation impact analyses illustrate a notable divergence between 
sheer publication volume and enduring academic influence. While recent surges in document 
output are heavily dominated by East Asian institutions, top-tier citation metrics and 
foundational theoretical benchmarks remain strongly concentrated within European and North 
American outlets. Highly cited documents in outlets such as Global Environmental Change and 
Policy and Society continue to set the conceptual agenda, demonstrating that long-term 
academic impact depends on integrative, policy-relevant frameworks that successfully bridge 
macro-level governance with micro-level human capabilities and quality-of-life outcomes. 

12. Conclusion 
This systematic bibliometric mapping study provides a comprehensive quantitative synthesis 
of the global research landscape connecting governance frameworks, public policy instruments, 
and social well-being. By examining a multi-decade dataset indexed in Scopus, the analysis 
successfully traces the field's structural expansion from early administrative and welfare state 
theories to modern, integrative paradigms centered on sustainable development, multi-level 
governance, and environmental quality. The structural evidence confirms that population well-
being is increasingly evaluated through the dual lenses of institutional capacity and ecological 
sustainability, establishing public governance as a critical driver of human development. 
The geographic and collaborative insights highlight a dynamic, multipolar scientific 
architecture characterized by diverse national research strategies. While major economies like 
China and the United States serve as high-volume production engines with vast domestic focus, 
highly connected European nations drive global cross-institutional networks and international 
knowledge spillovers. Furthermore, the analysis reveals that secondary and emerging research 
centers contribute significantly to high-impact citations relative to their aggregate document 
volume, illustrating the growing global dispersion of influential policy and well-being research. 
To explicitly differentiate the study's core value, this paper delivers dual academic 
contributions: 

 Theoretical Contributions: The study establishes a unified structural synthesis that 
bridges state-centric public administration with polycentric green governance. By 
demonstrating how Sen’s Capability Approach and Ostrom’s Polycentricity operate 
empirically within Motor and Niche quadrants, this research provides a clear conceptual 
blueprint of how social welfare models adapt to contemporary environmental 
constraints. 

 Practical & Editorial Contributions: The study offers actionable decision-support 
frameworks for research funders, journal editors, and public administrators. It identifies 
specific thematic gaps in cross-border North–South collaboration and provides 
empirical justification for funding interdisciplinary eco-social policy designs. 

Thematically, the strategic mapping identifies clear motor themes that anchor the field while 
isolating environmental governance and sustainable development within specialized niche 
quadrants. This structural segregation points to an urgent need for conceptual consolidation; 
future scholars must work to systematically bridge niche environmental policy models with 
core public policy, administrative capacity, and social protection frameworks. Unifying these 
parallel trajectories will be essential for developing holistic governance paradigms capable of 
safeguarding quality of life in an era of environmental and socio-economic uncertainty. 

http://www.ijafame.org/
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Despite its rigorous design, this study is subject to inherent bibliometric limitations that present 
opportunities for future research. Relying primarily on Scopus-indexed English-language 
journal articles excludes valuable non-English literature, technical reports, and book 
monographs that may capture localized policy innovations. Additionally, citation metrics are 
naturally subject to time-lag effects, meaning recently published, high-potential research may 
be underrepresented in cumulative citation rankings. Crucially, as highlighted in Section 5.1, 
the absence of cited reference metadata in the raw Scopus dataset precluded the execution of 
co-citation analysis and bibliographic coupling. Furthermore, while an exploratory cross-
database alignment was conducted with Web of Science (WoS Core Collection), the core 
analytical pipeline relied solely on Scopus, omitting direct multi-database automated merging. 
To overcome these constraints, future research must move beyond generic methodological 
suggestions and address specific, testable empirical questions: 

 Research Question 1 (Algorithmic Governance & Social Protection): To what extent 

does the integration of automated decision-making systems in public administration 

improve social service delivery without widening socio-spatial inequalities in 

vulnerable populations? 
 Research Question 2 (Polycentric Climate Adaptation): How do polycentric 

governance architectures in regional municipal networks impact local climate 

resilience and subjective well-being compared to centralized top-down environmental 

mandates? 
 Research Question 3 (Empirical Capability Metrics): Can field-weighted, non-

monetary capability metrics systematically predict long-term public trust in government 

effectiveness better than traditional economic indicators (GDP/per capita income)? 
In conclusion, this study offers a foundational structural overview for researchers, journal 
editors, and policy practitioners seeking to navigate the complex literature on public sector 
governance and population well-being. As global societies face converging socio-economic and 
environmental pressures, aligning public administration mechanisms with transparent, 
sustainable, and equitable policy objectives remains paramount. By clarifying the intellectual 
trajectory and network dynamics of this critical field, these insights provide a strategic roadmap 
for advancing interdisciplinary scholarship aimed at enhancing quality of life and governance 
effectiveness worldwide. 
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