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Abstract: This study critically examines the dynamic interplay between civil society and democratization
using a bibliometric analysis. The analysis is based on 461 scholarly articles published between 1977 and
2024 in the Scopus database. The data analysis was performed using Harzing Publish or Perish and
VOSviewer to identify publication trends, key contributors, research impact, and emerging clusters in the
field. The findings reveal that research on civil society and democratization has shown an increasing
trajectory over the past decade, with the United States of America as a prominent contributor to the study.
Through keyword analysis, several avenues for future exploration in civil society and democratization
have been proposed. These avenues include comparative research on civil society, exploring digital
transformation and civil society, investigating civil society's involvement in climate change governance
and global migration, and integrating interdisciplinary approaches to better understand the challenges
and opportunities for civil society in contemporary political environments.

Keywords: Civil society, Social movements, Democracy, Democratization, Bibliometric Analysis.

1. Introduction

The role of civil society in democratization is increasingly critical in a world where political systems are
undergoing rapid changes. Civil society consists of a variety of organizations, groups, and associations that
function autonomously from the government and are voluntarily formed by citizens to achieve shared
goals (Phatharathananunth, 2006). These entities include non-governmental organizations (NGOs), labor
unions, advocacy groups, and professional associations, all of which contribute to shaping public
discourse and policy. They can influence political power by advocating for democratic governance,
holding authorities accountable, and fostering public participation in political processes (White, 1994;
Boutros-Ghali, 1996).

Understanding the role of civil society in democratic transitions is essential, as it highlights how
grassroots organizations contribute to shaping the political landscape. Acting as intermediaries, civil
society organizations (CSOs) facilitate communication between citizens and the state, advocate for public
interests, and monitor government actions to ensure transparency and accountability (Criado et al., 2018;
Schrama & Zhelyazkova, 2018). This mediating role is crucial for fostering democratic engagement and
ensuring that the voices of citizens are heard in the political process. Given the importance of civil society
in driving democratic transitions, it is crucial to review existing research in this area and identify key directions
for future studies.

Hence, this study aims to perform a bibliometric analysis of the literature on civil society and democratization.
Through this approach, the study provides a comprehensive understanding of the current state of knowledge,
identifies key gaps in the literature, and suggests avenues for future research (Ahmi & Mohamad, 2019; Ahmi
& Mohd Nasir, 2019). Specifically, the study will address the following research questions (RQs): (1) What are
the publication trends in civil society and democratization research? (2) Who are the leading contributors to
this field of study? (3) What are the emerging themes in literature?

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the literature review, followed by the
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methodology outlined in Section 3. Section 4 presents the results and corresponding discussions, and Section
5 offers concluding remarks and recommendations.

2. Literature Review

The role of civil society in democratization is multifaceted and complex, garnering substantial scholarly
attention over the years. At the core of this discourse is the argument that civil society fosters political
participation and civic engagement, thereby strengthening democratic practices. Moura et al. (2022)
emphasize the empowering potential of public consultation processes, which enhance citizens’ voices in
political decision-making and deepen their understanding of public priorities. In this context, civil society
serves as both a beneficiary of and a support structure for democratic institutions (Uhlin, 2009). Similarly,
Saab et al. (2019) highlight social participation as a cornerstone of democracy, enabling citizens to
influence political decisions and engage with governance systems. As a result, a vibrant civil society
contributes to democratic resilience (Lewis, 2002).

However, according to Simsa (2019), the effectiveness of civil society in promoting democracy is
contingent upon the political environment in which it operates. Civil society organizations are more
resilient and impactful when they function within favorable political frameworks that encourage
cooperation with the state. This perspective underscores the importance of contextual factors in
determining the success of civil society initiatives. In environments where political repression is
prevalent, civil society may struggle to fulfill its democratic role, as evidenced by the challenges faced by
civil society in transitional democracies like Kenya (Okowa, 2015).

Besides that, a study done by Jaysawal (2013) reveals that civil society can serve as an arena for leadership
development, particularly among youth who may be disenchanted with traditional political parties. This
aspect of civil society is vital for nurturing a new generation of civic leaders who can contribute to
democratic governance. Furthermore, Cakmak & Tagkiran (2020) explored the roles of civil literacy and
highlighted the importance of civil society in enhancing democratic engagement by equipping citizens
with the knowledge and skills necessary for active participation. Beyond participation, civil society
advocates for social justice and equity. For example, Hearn's (2001) study highlights how civil society in
Africa is often portrayed as a site of resistance and progressive politics, where individuals organize to
improve their lives and challenge oppressive structures. Moreover, the ability of civil society to address
social inequalities and advocate for marginalized groups is essential for achieving inclusive democratic
governance (Tusalem, 2007).

The interplay between civil society and political parties is another important dimension of this discourse.
While civil society organizations can complement the work of political parties by mobilizing citizens and
advocating for policy changes, they may also face challenges in establishing productive relationships with
these entities. Udzhmadzhuridze et al. (2019) argue that a well-developed civil society indicates a robust
political culture, where civic engagement and volunteerism flourish, contributing to overall political
participation. However, the relationship is not always harmonious, as civil society organizations may
struggle to maintain their independence while engaging with political parties (Mexhuani & Rrahmani,
2017).

Additionally, digital technologies have dramatically transformed both the concept of civil society and how
it contributes to democratization processes (Beissinger, 2017). Additionally, digital technologies have
dramatically transformed both the concept of civil society and how it contributes to democratization
processes. To Howard and Hussain (2011) social media played a substantial role in shaping
communication and organization among activists, enabling them to spread their messages and gain
recognition not only nationally but also internationally. For instance, social media became the primary
driver of the #EndSARS movement in Nigeria, which demanded police reforms and accountability,
eventually spreading across the country and beyond (Omeni, 2022). Similarly, during the 2021 military
coup in Myanmar, pro-democracy activists relied on digital platforms to organize civil disobedience, raise
awareness, and secure international support (Faxon et.al, 2023). These examples illustrate the capacity
of digital technology to amplify civil society's efforts to challenge repressive regimes in real time.
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Recent studies offer fresh perspectives on civil society’s evolving role in democratization. For instance,
Davis and Zhang (2023) argue that when political parties are incapacitated and authoritarian mobilization
is prevalent, the positive impacts of civil society on democracy are significantly diminished. This finding
aligns with Simsa's (2019) argument that civil society's effectiveness is heavily contingent on the political
environment in which it operates, highlighting the need for robust institutional support to counteract the
influence of authoritarian regimes. In contrast, Baxter et al. (2024) examine civil society leaders’
perspectives on democratic processes. The study reveals a paradox, despite robust civil society
frameworks in the countries studied, leaders express concerns about the efficacy of democracy in
representing their interests.

Mace (2023) investigates the role of transnational civil society in regional governance frameworks. The
study argues that while platforms like the Southern Common Market (MERCOSUR) and the Organization
of American States (OAS) provide opportunities for civil society engagement, the actual space for
meaningful participation remains limited. The study suggests that transnational civil society
organizations can influence regional policies, but their impact is often constrained by institutional
barriers and political resistance, underscoring the need for advocacy and reform. Lastly, Ramcilovic-
Suominen (2024) critically examines the implications of state control over civil society organizations. The
study argues that in some contexts, civil society is redefined as an extension of state mechanisms,
undermining its independent role in promoting democracy. It warns of the risks of co-optation, where
civil society organizations risk becoming instruments of state policy rather than independent advocates
for democratic values and social justice.

In conclusion, civil society remains an indispensable actor in democratization, catalyzing political
participation, civic engagement, and social equity. However, its effectiveness is deeply shaped by
contextual factors such as political frameworks, technological advancements, and institutional barriers.
While civil society demonstrates resilience and adaptability, particularly through digital platforms that
amplify grassroots efforts and challenge authoritarian regimes, it also faces significant constraints,
including political repression, state co-optation, and limited spaces for meaningful participation. The
evolving interplay between civil society, political parties, and transnational frameworks underscores the
need for robust institutional support, interdisciplinary research, and innovative strategies to strengthen
its role as an independent advocate for democratic values. Future scholarship should address these
complexities to provide deeper insights into civil society's potential to drive sustainable and inclusive
democratization.

3. Methodology

This study employs bibliometric analysis to examine the academic literature on civil society and
democratization. Bibliometric analysis enables a quantitative evaluation of publication patterns, key
contributors, and thematic trends. Data for this study were sourced from the Scopus database, a leading
repository of academic publications. The search focused on articles relevant to civil society and
democratization, using the keywords ("civil society*" OR "social movement*" AND "democracy*") within
article titles. The Scopus database, recognized as a premier source of peer-reviewed literature, was
selected for this research (Schotten et al., 2017; Sharif et al,, 2020). A summary of the search strategy is
presented in Figure 1. To ensure inclusivity and comprehensiveness, the search covered all years and was
restricted to journal articles published in English. The initial query yielded 472 records, which were
screened for relevance, resulting in the removal of nine duplicate or irrelevant entries. The final dataset
comprised 461 articles, which were used for bibliometric analysis. Key bibliometric metrics included
publication trends, key contributors, citation metrics, and keyword analysis to identify emerging themes.
This integrative approach provides a comprehensive understanding of academic discourse on civil society
and democratization while offering critical insights into the development of the field.
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Figure 1: Flow diagram of the search strategy
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4. Results and Discussion

This section presents the findings from the analysis of publication trends and performance metrics in the
field of civil society and democratization. These findings underscore the growing scholarly engagement
and provide a roadmap for identifying research gaps and future directions in the field.

Publication trend

The publication trends on civil society and democratization, illustrated in Figure 2, show a fluctuating yet
overall increasing trajectory over the observed period from 1977 to 2024. Beginning in the late 1970s
with minimal output, the number of publications began to increase in the 1990s and peaked in the early
2000s. This growth aligns with the global wave of democratization, as countries in Eastern Europe, Latin
America, and Africa transitioned toward democratic systems during this period, sparking academic
discourse on civil society's role in these processes. Following this initial peak, the field exhibits
intermittent periods of growth and decline, reflecting the dynamic nature of democratization and global
political shifts. For example, the increase in publications around 2010 corresponds with events such as
the Arab Spring, where civil society played a significant role. Recent data, particularly post-2020, reveals
a resurgence in interest, possibly driven by global challenges such as democratic backsliding,
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authoritarianism, and the increasing use of digital platforms in the mobilization of civil society. Overall,
the publication trends highlight the evolving relevance of civil society in addressing contemporary

democratic challenges and adapting to new contexts.

Figure 2: Publication trend
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Performance analysis

This section examines the countries and institutions that have demonstrated the greatest productivity as
well as the most significant research impact in the fields of civil society and democratization. In addition,
a keyword analysis was performed to identify emerging themes in the field.

Most productive countries and institutions

Tables 1 and 2 present the most productive countries and institutions contributing to the publication of
research on civil society and democratization. Table 1 indicates that the United States is the most
productive country, contributing 27.5% of the total publications, significantly outpacing other nations.
The United Kingdom follows with 12.6%, while other countries, such as Canada (4.3%), Germany (3.9%),
and Sweden (3.5%), exhibit modest contributions. The prominence of the United States and the United
Kingdom reflects their strong academic infrastructure and policy focus on democracy and governance
issues. Additionally, the participation of countries like South Africa (3.3%) indicates engagement from
nations in the Global South, suggesting growing attention to democratization challenges in diverse
contexts.

Table 2 demonstrates the influence of key academic institutions in this research field. The London School

of Economics and Political Science leads with 7 publications (1.5%), followed closely by Goéteborgs
Universitet (1.3%) and Lunds Universitet (1.1%). Institutions such as Université Libre de Bruxelles,
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American University, KU Leuven, and the University of Oxford, each contributing 4 publications (0.9%),
highlight the collaborative nature of research in this domain, spanning Europe and North America. This
distribution underscores the role of globally recognized universities in advancing scholarship on civil
society and democratization, particularly those with expertise in political science, governance, and
international development.

Collectively, these institutions and countries have shaped the discourse and provided foundational
insights into the dynamics of civil society in democratic processes.

Table 1: Most productive countries

Countries Total publications Percentage
United States 127 27.5
United Kingdom 58 12.6
Canada 20 4.3
Germany 18 3.9
Sweden 16 3.5
South Africa 15 3.3
Australia 11 2.4
Spain 9 2.0
Belgium 8 1.7
Hungary 8 1.7

Source: Authors’ analysis using MS Excel.

Table 2: Most influential institutions
Institutions Total publications Percentage

London School of Economics and Political Science 7 1.5
Goteborgs Universitet 6 1.3
Lunds Universitet 5 1.1
Université Libre de Bruxelles 4 0.9
American University 4 0.9
KU Leuven 4 0.9
University of Oxford 4 0.9

Source: Authors’ analysis using MS Excel

Most active source title

Table 3 Table 3 displays the source titles contributing to research on civil society and democratization,
showcasing the primary academic outlets extensively publishing in this domain. The journal
Democratization emerges as the leading source, with 26 publications (5.6%), indicating its centrality to
the field. This reflects its focus on key topics related to democratic transitions, governance, and the role
of civil society, making it a vital platform for scholars examining these intersections. The second most
active source, the Journal of Civil Society, accounts for 15 publications (3.3%), underscoring its
specialization in civil society studies and its relevance to researchers focusing on grassroots activism, NGO
roles, and civic engagement in democratic processes. Other prominent sources include Voluntas (2.4%),
which likely emphasizes the voluntary and nonprofit dimensions of civil society, and Development
Dialogue, International Political Science Review, Journal of Asian and African Studies, Media Asia, Social
Movement Studies, and Third World Quarterly, each contributing 5 publications (1.1%). These journals
reflect a diverse range of regional, thematic, and disciplinary perspectives, covering areas such as political
development, media's role in democratization, and social movements in varied geopolitical contexts. This
distribution highlights the interdisciplinary nature of civil society and democratization research, drawing
on political science, sociology, development studies, and regional studies. It also suggests that the
discourse is not confined to specialized outlets but spans broader platforms, engaging a wide scholarly
audience. The representation of journals focusing on regions like Asia and Africa, as well as on themes
such as social movements and media, underscores the global and multifaceted character of the scholarship
in this field.
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Table 3: Most active source title

Source titles Total publications Percentage
Democratization 26 5.6
Journal Of Civil Society 15 3.3
Voluntas 11 2.4
Development Dialogue 5 1.1
International Political Science Review 5 1.1
Journal Of Asian And African Studies 5 1.1
Media Asia 5 1.1
Social Movement Studies 5 1.1
Third World Quarterly 5 1.1

Source: Authors’ analysis using MS Excel

Research Impact

The application of Harzing's Publish or Perish software for citation analysis provides valuable insights
into the research impact within the domain of civil society and democratization. The citation metrics in
Table 4 demonstrate a substantial research impact in this field over 47 years (1977-2024). With 541
papers and a total of 10,030 citations, the field averages 213.4 citations per year and 21.76 citations per
paper, indicating significant scholarly attention and relevance.

The h-index of 51 reflects that at least 51 papers have received 51 or more citations, highlighting the
quality and influence of the research. Similarly, the g-index of 84 suggests that a core set of highly cited
papers drives much of the field's impact. The average of 1.34 authors per paper indicates a balance
between individual and collaborative research efforts. Overall, these metrics reveal that research in this
domain is both influential and enduring, providing a critical foundation for ongoing scholarly work.

Table 4: Citation metrics

Metrics Data

Citation years 47(1977-2024)
Papers 541

Total citations 10030
Citations/year 213.40
Citations/paper 21.76
Authors/paper 1.34

h-index 51

g-index 84

Source: Authors’ analysis using Harzing’s Publish or Perish

Highly cited articles

Table 5 highlights highly cited articles that represent foundational contributions to the study of civil
society and democratization, demonstrating their substantial influence on scholarly discourse. Newton's
(2001) article, with 721 citations, leads the field by exploring the critical interconnections between trust,
social capital, civil society, and democracy, providing a cornerstone for subsequent research. Mercer's
(2002) critical review of NGOs and democratization, cited 399 times, examines the nuanced roles of civil
society actors in political transitions. Hendriks's (2006) work, with 277 citations, advances the discussion
by reconciling civil society's dual role in deliberative democracy and addressing its theoretical
complexities.

Scholte's (2002) works on civil society in global governance, with 263 citations, underscores the role of

civil society in shaping transnational democratic processes. Contributions such as Gibson's (2001) focus
on social networks in Russia’s democratic transition (212 citations) and Tang & Zhan's (2008) analysis of
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environmental NGOs in China (171 citations) exemplify how civil society operates under diverse political
and geographic contexts.

Additionally, classic studies like White (1994) and Fatton (1995), cited 163 and 152 times respectively,
provide enduring frameworks on civil society’s contributions and limitations in democratization. Lastly,
Hadenius and Uggla's (1996) exploration of the critical role of civil society in fostering democratic
development (147 citations) highlights the importance of both state policies and international donor
supportin strengthening civil society organizations. In summary, these highly cited works establish a rich
intellectual foundation, emphasizing the multifaceted roles of civil society in advancing democratic
governance across varied settings.

Table 5 Highly cited articles

No. Authors Year Title Source Cites
1. Newton 2001 Trust, social capital, civil International 721
society, and democracy Political ~ Science
Review
2. Mercer 2002 NGOs, civil society and Progress in 399
democratization: A critical Development
review of the literature Studies
3. Hendriks 2006 Integrated deliberation: Political Studies 277
Reconciling civil society's dual
role in deliberative democracy
4. Scholte 2002 Civil society and democracy in Global Governance 263
global governance
5. Gibson 2001 Social networks, civil society, American Journal 212
and the prospects for of Political Science
consolidating Russia's
democratic transition
6. Tang & Zhan 2008 Civic environmental NGOs, civil Journal of 171
society, and democratization in Development
China Studies
7. HedstrAm, 2000 Mesolevel networks and the American Journal 163
Sandell & diffusion of social movements: of Sociology
Stern The case of the Swedish Social
Democratic Party
8. White 1994 Civil Society, Democratization Democratization 163
and Development (I): Clearing
the Analytical Ground
9. Fatton 1995 Africa in the Age of African Studies 152
Democratization: The Civic Review
Limitations of Civil Society
10. Hadenius & 1996 Making civil society work, World 147
Uggla promoting democratic Development

development: What can state
and donors do?
Source: Authors’ analysis using Harzing’s Publish or Perish

Keyword analysis

The keyword analysis in Figure 3 provides valuable insights into the interconnected themes and concepts
that shape the field of civil society and democratization. The visualization reveals several clusters of
related terms, each reflecting different aspects of civil society's role in the democratic process. These
clusters not only indicate prominent areas of scholarly focus but also highlight emerging topics and
geographic trends in the field. The green cluster focuses on terms such as democracy promotion,
democratization, populism, political culture, and the European Union. This cluster suggests a focus on the
role of civil society in promoting democracy, with an emphasis on external actors (e.g., the EU) and
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In contrast, the red cluster encompasses keywords such as NGOs, media, governance, and civil society
organizations, indicating a focus on the contributions of non-governmental organizations and the media
to governance and democratic processes. The blue cluster, featuring terms like state, development, and
India, likely represents research examining the relationship between civil society, state structures, and
development practices in various contexts. Meanwhile, the yellow cluster emphasizes keywords such as
social capital, activism, and participatory democracy. This group reflects research on the social
dimensions of civil society, particularly its role in fostering active citizen participation and community-
based democracy.

Geographically, several country names, including Ghana, South Africa, Brazil, South Korea, and India, are
featured, suggesting case studies exploring the role of civil society in democratization processes in these
nations. Ghana, Thailand, and Indonesia are linked to democratic consolidation, indicating research on the
stability and deepening of democratic processes in these countries, particularly through civil society
involvement. In terms of political themes, keywords such as political party, accountability, representation,
and participation are closely connected with civil society, highlighting significant research on how civil
society organizations (CSOs) engage with political parties to promote political accountability,
representation, and broader participation in democratic processes. Overall, the visualization reveals
emerging topics such as populism and political participation, signaling a growing interest in how civil
society interacts with populist movements and enhances political engagement. Terms like human rights
and ethics reflect a normative focus on the role of civil society in promoting justice and human dignity.

Figure 3: Word clouds of author keywords
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Future research avenues

Future research on civil society and democratization can benefit from addressing the geographic and
thematic disparities evident in the data. The publication trends reveal a significant concentration of
research originating from Western nations, particularly the United States, the United Kingdom, and
Canada, while contributions from the Global South, including Africa, Asia, and Latin America, remain
underrepresented. This geographic imbalance highlights the need for studies examining how civil society
operates in diverse political and cultural contexts, especially in regions experiencing authoritarianism,
political instability, or rapid democratization. Comparative research exploring how civil society adapts to
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challenges such as resource scarcity or state repression in these regions could provide valuable insights.
Furthermore, region-specific studies could shed light on how grassroots movements, traditional
community structures, and local governance interact with democratization processes in non-Western
settings.

Thematically, the citation analysis and journal outputs highlight a strong focus on broad concepts such as
trust, social capital, and governance, while emerging and contemporary topics remain underexplored. For
instance, the intersection of civil society with digital transformation, climate governance, and global
migration presents significant opportunities for further investigation. Research could explore how digital
tools shape civil society’s capacity to mobilize, influence policy, and respond to state repression,
particularly in authoritarian contexts. Similarly, examining the role of civil society in addressing global
challenges such as climate change and inequality could offer new perspectives on its evolving relevance
in governance. Additionally, interdisciplinary approaches that integrate technological, environmental,
and economic perspectives into civil society studies could enrich the field and highlight its adaptability to
21st-century challenges. These avenues, focusing on both underrepresented regions and emerging
themes, can deepen our understanding of civil society's complex role in democratization.

5. Concluding Remarks

In conclusion, the literature review and future research directions collectively highlight the evolving role
of civil society in democratization, emphasizing its transformative potential while acknowledging
persistent challenges. Civil society has emerged as a critical agent in shaping democratic landscapes by
fostering public participation, holding authorities accountable, and acting as a bridge between citizens
and state institutions. However, the analysis also underscores the variability in its effectiveness, which is
significantly influenced by political opportunity structures, institutional contexts, and socio-economic
environments.

Looking ahead, the gaps identified in the existing body of knowledge suggest an urgent need for more
geographically diverse studies, particularly focusing on regions with limited representation in the
literature. Furthermore, the interplay between digitalization and civil society's functions demands deeper
investigation to understand both opportunities and risks in the modern era. By pursuing these research
avenues, scholars can provide actionable insights into optimizing civil society's role in democratization,
ensuring its adaptability and impact in addressing contemporary democratic challenges. These
conclusions reaffirm the necessity of a multidimensional and context-sensitive approach to studying civil
society, enriching both academic inquiry and practical applications.
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