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Abstract
This study adopts the bibliometric approach to identify the key characteristics in the rela-
tionship of demographic factors (age, gender, affiliations, and locations), scientific produc-
tivity, and the collaboration among development economics researchers in Vietnam during 
the period 2008–2020. Overall, the number of publications and authors in development 
economics are rising steeply with the average annual growth rate of nearly 23% and 26%, 
respectively. Moreover, the ‘quality’ of the research appears to be high as 59% of the arti-
cles are published in journals in the first and second quartile according Scimago journal 
ranking. However, the citation counts for these studies indicate their impacts are far more 
languishing in comparison. In terms of research trends, this study identified three emerging 
areas of studies that are relatively under-researched, namely natural resources, technology, 
and urbanization. As for publishing practices, There is also a positive sign for the adoption 
of open science among Vietnamese researchers in this field. The findings are useful for 
predicting future research trends. In addition, the study provides several implications for 
policymakers in Vietnam to enhance research capacity.

Keywords  Development economics · Bibliometrics · Vietnam scientific productivity · 
Open access

1  Introduction

Vietnam’s economic reformation in 1986, known as Đổi mới, has transformed the country 
into a vibrant market economy. In 2007, the World Trade Organization recognized Vietnam 
as one of its members, which resulted in a high inflow of foreign direct investment (FDI) of 
US$71.7 billion in 2008 (Vuong 2019; Vuong et al. 2019). Vietnam also recorded a stable 
economic growth rate of 6.8% in 2017, 7.1% in 2018, and 7% in 2019. Even under the sig-
nificant impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020–2021, the country’s growth rate is still 
expected to be around 2 to 2.5% (Thuy 2020b).
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The high growth rate in recent years (Thuy 2020b; Vuong et  al. 2019) and the swift 
response to the crisis (La et  al. 2020) have eased the uncertainties during the pandemic 
for Vietnam. In the 2021–2025 period, former Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc aimed 
for an ambitious average 7% GDP growth rate (The National Assembly of Viet Nam 2016; 
Thuy 2020a). The fast-growing economy has benefited multiple sectors in the country, 
including science and technology research. In 2008, the National Foundation for Science 
and Technology Development (NAFOSTED) gained official status after its establishment 
in 2003 with the Decree 122/2003/NĐ-CP of the Government. Six years into its officializa-
tion, the Government issued the Decree 23/2014/NĐ-CP on April 3, 2014, to reform the 
rules of the NAFOSTED, with the mission to increase Vietnam’s scientific and technologi-
cal research capacity that matches international standards.

After 2008, the scientific productivity in Vietnam took off with a remarkable growth 
rate due to the support of NAFOSTED and new policies in 2014 and 2017 (Vuong et al. 
2021). For instance, the growth rate of scientific publications from Vietnam in the Scopus 
or Web of Science (WoS) has continued at a high level, averaging 22.23% during the period 
2008–2020 (Ho et al. 2020b; Ho 2015; Nguyen et al. 2017c). As such, a thorough overview 
of Vietnam’s development economics landscape, a critical research field that looks at the 
various aspects of economic development in low-income countries, would unveil important 
insights for both the scientific community and the policymakers. Moreover, it also provides 
various perspectives on the research topics, data, or theories used in the field. Some of the 
important issues include the relationship of demographic factors (age, gender, affiliations, 
or locations) and scientific productivity and the collaboration among development econom-
ics researchers in Vietnam.

The main goals of the study can be achieved by the following steps. Firstly, a thorough 
literature review on the following issues is conducted: (i) development economics and bib-
liometrics studies on development economics research in the world; (ii) scientific research 
using a bibliometric approach in Vietnam. Secondly, based on the literature review, a list 
of keywords will be created. The keywords have to yield all essential aspects of develop-
ment economics. Thirdly, based on availability, a popular and reliable source of data is 
chosen. In this study, with the focus on development economics research in Vietnam, the 
Social Sciences and Humanities Peer Awards database (SSHPA)—A database of Vietnam-
ese social sciences and humanities’ productivity, is a suitable option. The collected data 
from the SSHPA database will be cleaned, verified, and cross-checked manually to ensure 
quality.

In this study, a bibliometric approach is applied to demonstrate and visualize the devel-
opment of the field. Based on the findings, recommendations and proposals for changes 
and future policies are suggested.

2 � Literature review

2.1 � Development economics and bibliometric research

The number of scientific publications has been rising considerably in recent years. More 
than one million articles are indexed in the PubMed database each year (Landhuis 2016), 
and many researchers publish a paper every 5 days (Ioannidis et al. 2018). Thus, scientists 
have to constantly update their methods to keep up with the growing volume of scientific 
papers. For instance, in medical research, Living Systematic Review was proposed as a 
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practical solution for information overload (Elliott et al. 2014). In recent years, the advent 
of artificial intelligence also provides experimental tools to help scientists with updating 
the latest findings, sorting out papers, or even supporting the peer review process (Extance 
2018; Heaven 2018). More conventionally, bibliometric databases like Web of Science or 
Scopus are important venues for researchers. The in-depth analysis of their data can pro-
vide essential insights into the development of science (Ellegaard and Wallin 2015). The 
well-known journal metrics from Web of Science and Scopus are considered as a simple 
type of bibliometric. However, using a mere number to rank a journal has many shortcom-
ings and can be abused in various ways (Berenbaum 2019; Tran et al. 2020). Thus, in its 
reports, the Web of Science has to use more sophisticated methods to provide an overview 
of the scientific development in South and East Asia (Adams et al. 2019) or to identify hot 
topics and new research fronts (Szomszor et al. 2020).

Throughout the development of development economics research, scientists have used 
bibliometrics to explore different aspects of the field: the impact of prestigious journals 
(Madrueño and Tezanos 2018), the plans to achieve sustainable goals in different countries 
(Chimhowu et al. 2019), or the interdisciplinary nature of development economics (Mitra 
et al. 2020).

2.2 � Scientific research in Vietnam

Development economics research in Vietnam has contributed significant studies on impor-
tant topics in the country, notably poverty identification (Nguyen and Tran 2014), forest 
cover change (Van et al. 2020), social pension and the aging population (Giang and Pfau 
2009), natural disasters and household welfare (Arouri et  al. 2015), and poverty among 
ethnic minorities in Vietnam (Tran et al. 2015). However, there has not been a bibliometric 
study devoted to this important field.

The earliest effort to quantify Vietnam’s scientific productivity goes back to 2010. Hien 
(2010) compared the performance of 11 countries in East and Southeast Asia by using 
various factors: number of publications in Web of Science per 1 million people, mean cita-
tion count, and domestic authors’ involvement in the number of peer-review international 
publications per 1 million people. The early findings suggested that Vietnam was among 
low productivity countries, with only 9.3 papers per 1 million people. Moreover, Vietnam-
ese authors relied heavily on international collaborators, and universities in Vietnam were 
not involved strongly in research production (Hien 2010).

In 2011, Nguyen and Pham (2011) found a strong positive relationship between scien-
tific research and the degree of “knowledgization” of the economy. Four years later, (Ho 
2015) used Scopus data to analyze the scientific productivity in Vietnam from 1996 to 
2013. Since 2002, the total output of scientific publications in Vietnam has increased by 
20% annually. However, the collaborated papers contributed about 77% of the total output, 
with the only exception in Mathematics. Even though the study subjects are mainly about 
Vietnam, Vietnamese corresponding authors’ percentage was very low. On aggregate, 
Japan was Vietnam’s largest scientific collaborator, followed by the United States, France, 
South Korea, and the United Kingdom. In the medical field, especially public health, the 
United States and the United Kingdom were the largest partners with Vietnam (Nguyen 
and Pham 2011).

According to Nguyen et al. (2017c)’s assessment of Vietnam’s international scientific 
collaboration through WoS data, Vietnam published only 200–300 papers a year in ISI 
indexed journals during the 1990s. However, by 2015, this number had increased more 
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than tenfold to almost 3000. Nevertheless, the contribution of Vietnam to the world’s sci-
entific output is still very modest (around 0.2%) compared with the country’s population 
size (around 1.2% of the world’s population) (Nguyen et al. 2017c). Furthermore, similar 
to (Ho 2015)’s findings, around 75% of the growth in Vietnam’s scientific output in the 
past 15 years resulted from international collaborations, even though the share of interna-
tionally authored papers has slightly decreased over time (Nguyen et al. 2017c).

The early bibliometric analyses from Vietnamese authors used well-known databases 
such as Scopus (Ho 2015) or Web of Science (Hien 2010; Nguyen et al. 2017c), focused 
on a regional scale of East and Southeast Asia, and offered general insights into Vietnam’s 
scientific productivity. In terms of research fields, they used the classification of the data-
bases to measure the research output. The four articles (Hien 2010; Ho 2015; Nguyen et al. 
2017c; Nguyen and Pham 2011) showed that natural science is still the dominant force in 
Vietnam. The dominance of hard science in Vietnam in the 1986–2008 period was due 
to the pioneering of mathematics research (Nguyen et  al. 2021). The establishment of 
NAFOSTED in 2008 and the increasing focus on international publications have helped 
other fields gain more attention (Nguyen et al. 2021; Vuong et al. 2021).

The efforts to measure the scientific productivity of social sciences and humanities 
exclusively were only realized with the establishment of SSHPA in 2017. This open data-
base quantifies and records data on research in the social science and humanities from 
2008 onward. Such efforts have to be fruitful with foundational works in 2017 and early 
2018 (Ho et al. 2017a,b; Vuong et al. 2018), a data article in 2018 (Vuong et al. 2018), in-
depth analysis of entrepreneurship research (Vuong et al. 2020b, d), and investigations of 
international publishing in Vietnam from various perspectives (Vuong et al. 2020a, c, e).

Regarding gender bias in scientific publications, Ho et al. (2017a) found that the gender 
difference in academic publications is negligible by using a small dataset of 412 Vietnam-
ese authors and their works in the Scopus database. Moreover, the productivity of research-
ers was found to be positively correlated with the number of articles in which they are 
corresponding authors and the seniority of the authors. Further analysis of researchers’ 
contribution to a publication also indicated the importance of seniority in the productivity 
of Vietnamese researchers as well as the neglectable gender difference (Vuong et al. 2018). 
The study further emphasized the crucial contribution of ‘first authorship’ in improving the 
research output.

In terms of collaboration, Ho et al. (2017b) found that 33 out of 412 Vietnamese sci-
entists in the dataset never collaborated with other researchers in the 2008–2017 period. 
Notably, at least 65% of Vietnamese scientists had collaborated with a foreign author once 
in their career. However, the international collaboration did not boost the total output of 
Vietnamese scientists by much. The collaboration network of Vietnamese scientists was 
sparse with a high level of clustering coefficient, which indicates how likely research (a 
node) in the network tends to cluster together (Ho et al. 2017b). The analysis of the net-
work of Vietnamese scientists suggested that the social sciences community in Vietnam 
is still dominated by a few authors who were productive and had good connections (Ho 
et al. 2017b). Thus, the preliminary network indicated that the social sciences community 
in Vietnam was still unsustainable in the 2008–2017 period.

After publishing the preliminary results, the project published an article about 
the structure behind their database, named The Social Sciences and Humanities Peer 
Awards (SSHPA), for peer-reviewed and further investigation (Vuong et al. 2018). The 
article published the design, logical architecture, and data collection process of the 
database. The initial dataset of the database was collected manually by using Word and 
Excel. Later, a semi-structured database on the website was created to accommodate 
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the expansion of the data. In the data article, a sample of 657 Vietnamese researchers 
and 1289 articles was used for validation. The database is accessible from its website: 
https://​sshpa.​com/. Currently, the database contains 4460 articles from 2772 Vietnam-
ese authors. The numbers are continually updated to provide the most comprehensive 
database of Vietnamese social sciences and humanities’ productivity.

Different datasets from the database were extracted to explore different aspects of 
Vietnamese social sciences and humanities. In late 2019, the book The Vietnamese 
Social Sciences at a Fork in the Road (Vuong and Tran 2019) provided a comprehen-
sive picture of Vietnamese social sciences and humanities through the lens of scientific 
publications. A dataset of 2,363 articles produced by 1374 Vietnamese authors was 
used for in-depth analysis. Moreover, this book’s contributors interviewed 28 Viet-
namese social scientists about their views on what Vietnam Social Science Humanities 
(SSH) has accomplished and the remaining challenges (Vuong and Tran 2019).

In 2020, a series of papers that stem from SSHPA data were published. Vuong 
et al.  (2020c) analyzed how affiliations and collaboration affected the productivity of 
Vietnamese scientists. The study found that researchers at universities had higher pro-
ductivity than researchers based at research institutions. In other publications, a data-
set of 111 articles in the entrepreneurship research was extracted from the SSHPA for 
a thorough investigation of the discipline (Vuong et al. 2020b, d). Vuong et al. (2020b) 
suggested a focus on the management side of entrepreneurship, the topics of innova-
tion and creativity or culture are still unexplored territory. In addition, Vietnamese 
entrepreneurship researchers still focus on practical issues rather than entrepreneurship 
theories (Vuong et al. 2020d). The most recent works suggested that more Vietnamese 
authors have been taking the leading role, and there is a shift from international col-
laboration to domestic collaboration (Vuong et al. 2020e). Interestingly,  Vuong et al. 
(2020b)  suggested that Vietnamese authors have been adopting open access publish-
ing, with the number of OA articles increased by four times in the 2008–2019 period.

In SSH, the bibliometric data were mainly used to look at the comprehensive pic-
ture of the field. Larger datasets from the Web of Science or Scopus are popular for 
Vietnamese researchers to investigate certain topics such as HIV research (Tran et al. 
2019a), innovation research (Le et al. 2019), education (Hallinger and Nguyen 2020), 
depression among university students in East Asia (Nguyen et al. 2020b), social entre-
preneurship (Phan et al. 2020), and non-biomedical modalities (Nguyen 2019). How-
ever, no studies have examined the field of development economics. As such, in this 
study, we deploy the biblometric analysis to answer the following research questions:

RQ1  What are the development patterns of the total output, number of authors, and scien-
tific collaboration in the Vietnamese development economics research in the 2008–2020 
period?

RQ2  What are the characteristics and qualities of publishers for Vietnamese development 
economics research during the 2008–2020 period?

RQ3  What are Vietnamese development economics research trends and interests during 
the 2008–2020 period?

https://sshpa.com/
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3 � Data and methodology

3.1 � Data source

The study used The Social Sciences and Humanities Peer Awards (SSHPA) database 
to collect Vietnamese development economics research data. SSHPA is an open data-
base recording the scientific productivity of Vietnamese social scientists and humanities 
researchers. A scientific publication is eligible to be included in SSHPA when they are 
indexed in (1) Web of Science Core Collection database, (2) Scopus database, or (3) 
fit the criteria for international publications issued by NAFOSTED. For criterion No.3, 
a list of scientific journals was issued by the NAFOSTED Board of Trustees in 2019 
(NAFOSTED 2019), facilitating the searching of high-quality journals published in lan-
guages other than English.

Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus are two of the largest scientific databases in the 
world. However, when it comes to a specific country, they face several obstacles. Firstly, 
the speed of data updates is slow. Secondly, the records could be defective due to both 
external and internal factors. Externally, researchers can use multiple versions of their 
names throughout their careers. Internally, to deal with big data, Scopus and WoS have 
to use artificial intelligence (AI) to accelerate the process. However, the AI can auto-
matically assign one person with multiple profiles due to the arbitrariness of how they 
input their names.

Thus, SSHPA was created to combine the best data of these three sources and address 
social sciences and humanities issues in Vietnam. The database records official scien-
tific publications that have been produced by Vietnamese researchers from 2008 until 
now. A researcher is eligible when two out of the three following criteria are satisfied:

•	 The researcher has Vietnamese nationality.
•	 The researcher is affiliated with a Vietnamese university or research institution.
•	 The researcher has used data from Vietnam or directly contributed to Vietnam.

When the criteria for researchers and publications are met, a publication, such as 
a journal article or book, and its authors are recorded into the database. Affiliations, 
journals, publishers are subsequently collected to provide a thorough record. Due to its 
flexibility and thoroughness in organizing the data, the SSHPA database was chosen to 
investigate the development economics research in Vietnam. The following items com-
prise the data in the SSHPA database:

•	 Author Researchers whose scientific publications are in the SSHPA database. Based 
on the characteristics of the researchers in the article, we have two subsets of the 
author:

•	 Publisher The organization that published journals, books, edited books, or confer-
ence proceedings

•	 Source The publication where an article was published, which includes journals, 
books, edited books, or conference proceedings

•	 Articles The scientific articles published in a source, which can be journal articles, 
book chapters, or conference papers. A subset of Articles includes Internationally 
collaborated publications, which are scientific publications in the SSHPA database 
with at least one author who is not Vietnamese.
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•	 JIF The annual Journal Impact Factor of a scientific journal indexed in Web of Science 
Core Collection.

3.2 � Methodology

3.2.1 � Search strategy

Based on the literature review, an initial set of keywords was formulated. After we consulted 
with 2 Vietnamese experts in the field of Development Economics (whose works are also 
included in the dataset), the set of keywords was revised. Finally, the following set of key-
words was used for conducting data collection (see Table 1). As demonstrated in the table, 
the keywords are generated from 4 categories: Economic Development, Development Meas-
urement, International Trade, and Aid-Debt. The groups are chosen following the literature 
review and expanded to yield as many relevant publications as possible.

The main goal of the study is to provide a comprehensive picture of economic development 
research in Vietnam. Thus, keywords were chosen to create the most representative and inclu-
sive dataset. To the best of our knowledge, there has been no similar work done in Vietnam. 
As our goal is to get as many publications as possible, we used as many keywords as possible 
to search for relevant literature.

3.2.2 � Data collection

Using the final set of keywords, we searched for scientific publications in the SSHPA database 
from 2008 until 2020 (As of August 18, 2020). To ensure a transparent reporting of the data 
collection process, we follow the PRISMA 2020 guideline for systematic review (Page et al. 
2021). We first identified inclusion criteria, then narrowed down the qualified publications 
through titles and abstracts examination. Based on the PRISMA 2020 guideline, we provided 
a flow diagram to visualize the reviewing process (see Fig. 1).

The first round of results came up with 943 articles. Then, the author manually read the 
abstract to identify the most related articles. The second round of filtering resulted in 573 eli-
gible articles. In addition to the SSHPA data, further information that is specific to develop-
ment economics research was also collected (See Table 2).

3.2.3 � Data analysis

The study used bibliometrics to explore the landscape of development economics research in 
Vietnam. A bibliometric method is a useful tool in analyzing the outcomes of research papers 
and summarizing the development of research disciplines (Mulet-Forteza et al. 2019). This 
method is highly appropriate with the SSHPA database, which is capable of generating the 
visualization of network data of the Vietnamese researchers (Vuong et al. 2018). Utilizing the 
bibliometric approach, we have identified multiple characteristic sets of the dataset, notably 
targeting journals—authors’ qualities and research fields.
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4 � Results

Based on the keywords, 573 articles were collected in the 2008–2020 period (as of August 
18, 2020). 573 articles were written by 1001 authors (684 Vietnamese authors), published 
in 317 sources from 68 publishers. According to Google Scholar, 573 articles were cited 
11,085 times. In this section, we will examine the characteristics of the 573 articles based 
on the research questions. In detail, Sect. 4.1 corresponds to RQ1, Sects. 4.2 and 4.3 cor-
respondes to RQ2, and Sect. 4.4 correpondes to RQ3.

4.1 � Overview

4.1.1 � Articles

Figure 2 presents the number of articles in the field. The number of articles had been ris-
ing steadily, with the peak in 2019 (115 articles). However, 2020 needs only 14 more to 
surpass 2019. As the annual growth rate of the examined period is around 23%, we expect 

Records identified through 
keywords search from titles and 
abstracts in SSHPA database:
(n=943)

Records screened 
(n =943)

Records excluded from, in-depth 
abstracts and full-text 
examination
(n = 370)

Reports included for eligibility 
from in-depth abstract and full-
text examination (n = 573)

Studies included in bibliometric 
analysis
(n = 573)

Identification of studies via databases and registers

Id
en
tifi
ca
tio
n

Sc
re
en
in
g

In
cl
ud
ed

Fig. 1   PRISMA diagram describing the collection of data on SSHPA database
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the number of articles in 2020 will surpass 2019, and this trend is likely to continue in the 
future.

Most development economics research studies are the original research articles, which 
occupy around 91.9% of the total publications (see Fig. 3). Meanwhile, the number of other 
types of publications is low. The number reflected the focus on publishing original research 
and the high capacity to publish by development economics researchers. It is noticeable 
that other types of publications are lacking, especially book, editorial, and reviews.

Figure 4 presented a high number of quantitative research (462 articles). The number 
reflected the dominance of quantitative methods in the field. Meanwhile, a qualitative or 
theoretical study is still new territory for Vietnamese development economics researchers.

The high number of quantitative studies is possibly due to the abundance of secondary 
data (see Fig. 5). We found 377 out of 573 articles used secondary data, not to mention 
18 studies used both types of data. In Vietnam, the availability of the Household Living 
Standards Survey, which is conducted every 2 years by the General Statistical Office, has 
created a reliable dataset for researchers (World Bank 2020).

Figure 6 shows that the research data were mainly collected in Vietnam. Only 14% of 
the articles used international data.

4.1.2 � Authors

Figure  7 presents the number of authors who published in development economics 
from 2008 until 2020. The number steadily rose throughout the period, with a peak 
in 2019 (282 authors). However, it is noteworthy that the number for 2020 was only 
until August 18, 2020. With 241 authors in 2020, the number of authors exceeds that 
of 2019.

A look at the dataset identified 56 out of 684 Vietnamese researchers in the top 5% of 
the highest productivity in development economics in the examined period. The top 5% of 
authors had 290 articles, representing 50.61% of the total productivity. In Table 3, the top 
10 authors are presented.

Notably, even within the top 10 authors, the disparity between the top half and the bot-
tom half is significant. The top 5 authors’ total output was twice the total number of the 
bottom half of authors. The leading researcher had around 5.6 times more articles than the 
last researchers in the top 10. The following table indicates the most notable publications 
of the top 5% of authors in this field.

4.1.3 � Scientific collaboration

Figure 8 presents the development of the co-author’s network of Vietnam’s development 
economics research. In 2008, the number of Vietnamese authors was insignificant (Blue 
and pink nodes), and the collaboration was mainly with foreigners (Orange node). Eleven 
years later, the network of Vietnamese authors in development economics research had 
matured with many research teams. In the center of 2019’s network, we can see at least 2–3 
large teams, consisting mostly of Vietnamese authors. The network suggested that Viet-
namese researchers had become more independent. Moreover, large research teams with 
Vietnamese authors as the leader has become more common.

While Vietnamese authors had grown to be more independent, international collabora-
tion was still a major contribution to the scientific productivity of Vietnamese researchers 
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(Fig. 9). In 2008, there were only a few connections to other countries, such as the United 
States or Europe. As the total output of Vietnam grew, the map of international collabora-
tion also grew considerably in 2014 and 2019.

Fig. 2   The total number of articles in the development economics in the 2008–2020 period

Fig. 3   Number of articles by article type
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In 2014 and 2019, the international collaboration was extended to various locations in 
Europe and Australia. Other cities and provinces in Vietnam also collaborated with inter-
national regions actively.

In general, independent Vietnamese authors and international collaborations boosted the 
total output of development economics research in Vietnam in the 2008–2019 period.

Fig. 4   Number of articles by type 
of research

Fig. 5   Number of articles by 
data type
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4.2 � Publishing

Tables  4 and 5 provided the lists of the top 15 journals and publishers that Vietnamese 
authors published the most.

In the top 15 journals, the quality of the journals, which is represented by Scimago’s 
Quartile, is relatively high. There were four Q1 journals in all sections and three journals 
with both Q1 and Q2 sections. Moreover, Q2 journals also occupied 33% of the list. In the 
top 5 journals, the majority were Q1 and Q2 journals, with highly respected journals in the 

Fig. 6   Number of articles by Data Source (where the research data were collected)

Fig. 7   Number of authors published development economics papers in the 2008–2020 period
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field such as World Development (established in 1975) or Journal of Development Studies 
(established in 1964).

The top 15 publishers with the highest Vietnamese publications (see Table 5) included 
well-known names in the top 5 such as Taylor & Francis, Elsevier, Springer, or Wiley. 11 
out of 15 publishers were traditional ones with history and a large portfolio of scientific 
journals. Meanwhile, there were some new names on the list, suggesting that Vietnamese 
researchers have constantly explored new publishing venues.

As Table 5 suggested, most publishers were traditional ones; thus, the number of closed 
access articles also accounted for the majority (around 55% of the total, see Fig. 10). Mean-
while, the open-access article in all forms occupied 43% of the total. Notably, the number 
of fully open access was relatively high: 161 articles. The number of green open access 
articles suggested that some Vietnamese authors have supported the OA movement and 
made their articles available on the repository.

4.3 � Quality

Figure 11 shows the distribution of quartiles among the examined articles. Surprisingly, 
many articles belong to Q1 and Q2 categories (around 59% of the total). Presumably, these 
two categories are higher-quality journals. The results suggest that the quality of research 
on economic development issues in Vietnam has reached a relatively sufficient level for Q1 
and Q2 journals’ standards. In addition, the data can also signify the interest of the inter-
national research community in Vietnam’s development issues, as a total of 339 papers are 
published in Q1-Q2 journals.

However, the number of citations is a different story. The most cited article published 
in 2010 had 311 citations (Anwar and Nguyen 2010). Meanwhile, the majority of articles 
only had from 0 to 10 citations (see Fig. 12). In addition, the raw number of citations did 
not account for when the article was published. Thus, we created a new variable by divid-
ing the citations that an article had for the period since its publications. In this way, the 
most cited article was published in 2014, as it took 6 years to attain 266 citations (Huynh 
2014).

Table 3   Top 10 authors by the number of publications

Authors No Number of 
article

Notable publications

1 45 Mont and Nguyen (2011), Nguyen and Pham (2018) and Nguyen (2011)
2 23 Tran et al. (2018b), Tran et al. (2015), Tran et al. (2018a)
3 16 Giang and Pfau (2009) and Nguyen et al. (2020a)
4 13 Tran et al. (2018b), Tran et al. (2015) and Tran et al. (2018a)
5 13 Dinh et al. (2019) and Vo et al. (2019)
6 12 Giang et al. (2016) and Hoang et al. (2016)
7 11 Nguyen et al. (2019) and Tran et al. (2019b)
8 11 Ha and Ngoc (2020), Vuong (2019), Vuong et al. (2020a; b, c, d) and 

Vuong and Nancy (2014)
9 9 Bui (2020) and Ha and Ngoc (2020)
10 8 Ha and Ngoc (2020) and Nguyen and Nguyen (2018)
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Fig. 8   The international collaboration of Vietnamese development economics researchers in a 2008 and b 
2019 (2020 was excluded due to incomplete data). Note: The Blue node represents a Vietnamese female 
author; the Pink node a Vietnamese male author; the Orange node a foreign author
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5 � Research topics

The field of development economics is highly interdisciplinary. The dendrogram in 
Fig. 13 showed that 18 big fields in SSH have contributed to the development econom-
ics literature in Vietnam. Indeed, Economics contributed the most articles, which was 

Fig. 9   The international collaboration of Vietnamese development economics researchers in 2008, 2014, 
and 2019 (2020 was not chosen due to incomplete data)
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represented by the size of the largest circle. The following were Sociology, Agriculture, 
Environment/Sustainability Sciences, Education and Health Care.

Table 6 presents the number of articles according to each research topic in develop-
ment economics research in Vietnam. It should be noted that one article can be assigned 
to multiple topics. Thus, the number represents which topics have been discussed or 

Table 4   Top 15 journals with the most publications

Journals Article Quartile (as of 
October 27, 
2020)

Sustainability 20 Q2
Journal of the Asia Pacific Economy 13 Q2
Journal of Development Studies 13 Q1
Journal of Asian Finance, Economics and Business 13 Q3/Q4
World Development 11 Q1
Social Indicators Research 9 Q1/Q2
Journal of Risk and Financial Management 8 N/A
Applied Economics 8 Q2
Management Science Letters 7 Q2
Energy Policy 7 Q1
Economies 7 Q2/Q3
Economic Analysis and Policy 7 Q1/Q2
Journal of Asian Economics 6 Q2
Global Health Action 6 Q1
Emerging Markets Finance and Trade 6 Q1/Q2

Table 5   15 publishers with the 
highest Vietnamese publications

Publishers Articles

Taylor & Francis 103
Elsevier 98
Springer 71
Wiley 53
MDPI 43
Emerald 37
SAGE 21
Korea Distribution Science Association 13
Growing Science 10
World Scientific 10
Inderscience 8
Oxford University Press 8
Canadian Center of Science and Education 6
Routledge 6
Cambridge University Press 5
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mentioned the most in the literature. Based on the number of articles on each topic, we 
can divide the research topics into three groups:

•	 The most discussed topics: Household Income, Poverty, Welfare, Institution.
•	 The heated topics: Inequality, Human Resource, Sustainability/Environment, FDI, 

Economic Growth, Finance, Export/Import, Labor Productivity.
•	 The emerging topics: Natural Resources, Trade Liberalization, Entrepreneurship, 

Migration, Technology Development, Unemployment, Culture, Urbanization, Cor-
ruption, Industrialization

The most discussed topics had the highest number of articles on each topic. Figure 14 
suggests that the topics are also highly connected. Indeed, poverty, household income, 
and welfare are interconnected issues that require coordinated efforts to be solved effec-
tively. Meanwhile, institutional issues touch upon almost every aspect of the economy.

The heated topics consisted of topics that are gaining more attention from the 
researchers in Vietnam (see Fig. 15). These topics are not fundamental issues like the 
most discussed topics, but they are all very important for Vietnam to achieve a more 
sustainable economic development. As Vietnam has become more integrated with inter-
national trade, Foreign Direct Investment or Export/Import is necessary to navigate 
its relationship with international partners. Meanwhile, economic development is con-
cerned with inequality, gender, class, or Environmental/Sustainability issues. Finally, 
managing the country’s Human Resources, Labor Productivity, Finance, and especially 
different aspects of Economics Growth is crucial for maintaining a high level of eco-
nomic growth while keeping abreast of new problems.

Finally, emerging topics (see Fig.  16) included emerging topics (such as Natural 
Resources) or niche topics (such as Urbanization). These topics can be traced back to 
the heated and the most discussed topics. For instance, Natural Resources is an impor-
tant aspect of Environmental/Sustainability, which garnered more attention as Vietnam 

Fig. 10   Number of articles by open access
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started to feel the adverse consequences of fast economic development in the form of 
population hyperdensity, environmental contamination, deforestation, etc. Unemploy-
ment and Migration can also be discussed in Labor Productivity or Human Resources.

Meanwhile, the Development of Information Communication Technologies can be consid-
ered a uniquely 21st-century issue. How technology will contribute to the course of develop-
ment or how livelihood will change with technology are all new questions. The introduction 
of new variables such as the Internet, social media, or smartphone presents new and excit-
ing challenges for researchers. In such a drastic change, cultural sustainability is an important 
anchor for a country like Vietnam to balance between the modernization and traditional way 
of life. In the future, the study of culture and information communication technologies can 

Fig. 11   Number of articles by 
quartile

Fig. 12   Distribution of citations by the number of articles
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go hand-in-hand. The unenthusiastic engagement of development economic researchers to 
Urbanization, Corruption, and Industrialization issues in Vietnam is thought-provoking and 
noteworthy, possibly due to the lack of data.

6 � Discussion and conclusion

Following the development of the economy and science in Vietnam, the scientific produc-
tivity of development economics is also rising. Annually, the number of articles experi-
enced a growth rate of around 23%. In 2020, the total output was 101 articles as of August; 
thus, we expect an upward trend.

Similarly, authors who contribute to the field are also rising, with an annual growth rate 
of 26%. The rise of scientific publications resulted from the readiness of data, the abil-
ity to produce high-quality quantitative studies, the growth of international collaboration, 

Fig. 13   Dendrogram of development economics research in Vietnam in the 2008–2020 period
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and especially the dominance of the top 5% of authors. They occupied 50.61% of the total 
output.

Vietnamese development economics researchers have published frequently in upper-tier 
journals (Q1 and Q2). In the top 15 journals, Q1 and Q2 journals dominated the list with 
13 journals. In the top 5, two journals were highly respected in the field.

Finally, development economics is a highly interdisciplinary research field, having 
contributions from various major social sciences and humanities disciplines. Traditional 
topics in development economics (poverty, household income, and welfare) were highly 
interrelated, and institutional discussion was entrenched in all mentioned topics. Analy-
sis of emerging topics suggested that they reasonably reflected Vietnam’s most important 
public concerns, including international trade and investment, sustainability issues such as 
environment, inequality, and human resources. Emerging topics in development econom-
ics included natural resources, technology, and urbanization, which are relatively under-
researched. In addition, we predicted the development of information communication tech-
nologies as a fertile topic for the twenty-first century.

Moreover, the transition toward open access is also an important aspect that should not 
be overlooked. There have been strong initiatives toward embracing this trend, most nota-
bly, Plan S, which obliges grant-funded researchers to publish their work in open access 
journals, further affirming the inevitable trend toward open science in most developed sci-
entific countries (Plan 2020). However, the open-access model can often be mistaken as 

Table 6   Number of articles by research topics

Topic Articles Examples

Household Income 170 Few and Tran (2010) and Nguyen (2014)
Poverty 142 Nguyen et al. (2015) and Nguyen (2011)
Welfare 129 Coxhead et al. (2012) and Tran et al. (2018a)
Institution 121 Giang and Pfau (2009) and Meschi et al. (2016))
Inequality 96 Nguyen and Simkin (2017) and Walder and Nguyen (2008)
Human Resource 77 Mont and Nguyen (2011) and Tran et al. (2018b)
Sustainability/Environment 75 Christensen and Bach (2015) and Nguyen et al. (2017b)
FDI 70 Anwar and Nguyen (2011) and Nguyen et al. (2017b)
Economic Growth 62 Nguyen and Pham (2018) and Nguyen et al. (2017a)
Finance 61 Dinh et al. (2019) and Thu and Goto (2020)
Export/Import 59 Hoang et al. (2020) and Pham et al. (2019a)
Labor Productivity 57 Huy and Nonneman (2016) and Tung (2017)
Natural Resources 50 Dinh et al. (2017) and Giesecke et al. (2013)
Trade Liberalization 47 De Silva and Nguyen (2011) and Kikuchi et al. (2018)
Entrepreneurship 45 Nguyen and Nordman (2018) and Nguyen and Freeman (2009)
Migration 38 Hoang et al. (2012) and Nguyen and Vu (2018)
Technology Development 29 Le and Pomfret (2011) and Vuong and Nancy (2014)
Unemployment 24 Ho et al. (2020a)
Culture 12 Nguyen et al. (2020a) and Nguyen et al. (2009)
Urbanization 9 Arouri et al. (2017) and Nguyen and Nguyen (2018)
Corruption 6 Nguyen et al. (2016) and Truong (2020)
Industrialization 4 Chau (2018) and Pham et al. (2019b)
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low quality or a pay-to-publish scheme. Thus, policymakers should review the develop-
ment of open access journals and provide useful guidelines and supports to manage the 
cost of science (Vuong 2018).

The promotion of internal capacity is also vital for the field. Currently, Vietnamese 
authors rely on quantitative research and the availability of secondary data in Vietnam. 
Nevertheless, researchers should also focus on other scientific innovations as well. For 
instance, original datasets, innovative methods, or new theories are significant contribu-
tions to science that need more encouragement. Policymakers and university leaders can 
consider various long-term projects that require coherent collaboration in these aspects.

Finally, there are still many under-researched topics in development economics in Viet-
nam. Principal investigators, research team leaders, and researchers in the field can use the 
results of this study as an indication for future research direction (Vuong 2020). Regard-
ing research studies utilizing the bibliometric approach in Vietnam, we highly recommend 
using the SSHPA database for transparency and efficiency in data collection and visualiza-
tion. As mentioned in the literature review, early bibliometric reviews often involved well-
known databases such as Web of Science or Scopus, which are subscription-based and, 

Fig. 14   The connection among the most discussed topics
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thus, expensive for researchers in developing countries such as Vietnam. In such a con-
text, the SSHPA database offers a reliable and cost-efficient tool for Vietnamese research-
ers to collect tailor-made datasets, which is convenient and time-saving for the research 
design process. In addition, as the SSHPA database is open to the public and verified by 
NAFOSTED, we can expect Vietnamese researchers to utilize this database to conduct 
quality peer-reviewed studies that meet international research standards.

The study is not without limitations. The overview of the development economics 
research in Vietnam is provided through bibliometric representation. While these statistics 
are easy to understand, they may not represent the whole picture and overlook more com-
plex issues. Future studies can use more sophisticated methods such as an in-depth review 
or correlational analysis to explore the associations among various factors, the tendency 
for open access, and the quality of articles. Besides, in terms of quality, the study used two 
standard metrics as indicators of quality: journal quartile and number of citations. Other 
metrics such as journal impact factors can offer different insights.

Fig. 15   The connection between the heated topics
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