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Abstract: This study presents a reflective bibliometric review of 1457 peer-reviewed articles published in the Journal of
Psychology in Africa (2008–2024, 17 years), using a Meta-Editorial Mapping Framework (MEMF) analysis. The MEMF
integrates citation metrics, keyword novelty ratios, TF–IDF weighting, and cluster-based topic modeling to trace long-term
thematic trends and editorial evolution. Findings reveal sustained attention to foundational domains such as mental health,
education, and identity, alongside a gradual integration of emergent themes including digital well-being, organizational
behavior, and post-pandemic adaptation. Articles with moderate topical novelty (40%–60% new keywords) achieved
the highest citation and usage metrics, suggesting that integrative innovation enhances scholarly impact. Clustering
analyses indicate that the journal’s content forms overlapping conceptual domains rather than isolated silos. These insights
contribute to editorial strategy, authorial positioning, and the future design of regional academic platforms. Moreover,
the findings provide evidence supporting the use of the MEMF as a replicable tool for meta-editorial analysis across
disciplinary and geographic boundaries.
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Introduction
Academic journals are not merely passive repositories of
disciplinary knowledge; they function as dynamic engines
of intellectual development. While they preserve the accu-
mulated scholarly output of a field, they also actively
shape its trajectory through editorial decisions regarding
what is published, how it is framed, and which topics
are prioritized within the broader academic discourse.
In this dual capacity, journals operate both as reflective
mirrors of disciplinary evolution and as catalytic agents of
scholarly momentum.

Editorial policies, peer review criteria, and the-
matic orientations collectively delineate the epistemic
boundaries and normative expectations that define their
respective fields (Aguinis et al., 2019; Serenko, 2013).
Regional journals serve to bridge global theoretical
paradigms and context-specific phenomena. They not only
disseminate empirical findings but also facilitate the con-
textual translation of psychological knowledge, navigating
intersections of cultural specificity, societal relevance, and
epistemic legitimacy (Gelfand et al., 2017).

Accordingly, they function not merely as conduits for
academic communication but also as strategic instruments
for knowledge adaptation—aligning psychological inquiry
with the lived realities of diverse populations (Ng et al.,
2020). Yet, few journal publications include reviews of
their own standing beyond impact factors and quartiles,
which do not adequately represent the status and develop-
ment of journals with a regional focus, such as the Journal
of Psychology in Africa (JPA).

A Meta-Editorial Mapping Framework (MEMF) has
the potential to address this gap in regional journal eval-
uation. The MEMF, a novel bibliometric meta-analytic

framework developed by the author, is designed to struc-
turally map the evolution, innovation dynamics, and
editorial identity of an academic journal. Rather than
aggregating effect sizes or outcomes from a topical sub-
set, MEMF analyzes the full journal corpus to uncover
patterns of conceptual emergence, keyword novelty, and
editorial curation.

Against this dynamic backdrop, editorial policy
assumes a central mediating role—balancing the preser-
vation of disciplinary tradition against the imperative for
intellectual renewal. Editorial decisions must simultane-
ously navigate the constraints of peer review norms and
citation benchmarks while fostering contributions that
interrogate or extend established paradigms (Steel et al.,
2021). Although this tension is ubiquitous across scholarly
publishing, it remains insufficiently explored when exam-
ined through the longitudinal evolution of specific journals
(Serenko, 2013).

To address this, the present study adopts a journal-
centered bibliometric approach, conceptualizing JPA not
merely as a publication outlet but as an evolving aca-
demic entity. In contrast to conventional meta-analyses that
synthesize empirical findings across diverse sources, this
review positions the journal itself—its editorial strategies,
keyword trajectories, and thematic innovations—as the
central unit of analysis (Hitchcock, 2004).

The aim is to map how JPA has navigated the dialectic
between continuity and transformation, integrating disci-
plinary foundations with emergent research directions over
time (Nikita et al., 2021). By applying MEMF to JPA, this
study positions the journal as both a product and a pro-
ducer of psychological knowledge in Africa, offering new
insights into how regional editorial ecosystems evolve in
response to disciplinary, institutional, and societal change.
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Table 1. Conceptual differences between conventional meta-analyses and this study

Dimension Conventional meta-analysis This study

Analytic focus Synthesizes effect sizes or variable
relationships across studies

Analyzes how a journal constructs topical evolution,
innovation dynamics, and editorial framing

Scope of data Multiple journals or article sets
grouped by topic

Single SSCI-indexed journal with 17 years of full
publication corpus (1457 articles)

Level of analysis Keyword frequency, citation metrics Keyword emergence (novelty ratio), TF-IDF term
salience, and cluster-based thematic structure

Interpretive lens Primarily statistical aggregation and
inference

Editorial strategy, scholarly ecosystems, and
conceptual identity over time

Philosophical basis Validates contribution through topic
relevance and effect estimation

Explores “how a journal negotiates continuity and
innovation in thematic development”

Data techniques Mostly descriptive statistics and
network visualization

TF-IDF, PCA, K-means clustering, LOWESS
regression; advanced text mining and structure

modeling
Contribution type Theoretical integration and effect

comparison
Offers meta-editorial insights into how metrics and

editorial framing shape innovation dynamics

The Meta-Editorial Mapping Framework
(MEMF). Table 1 provides a conceptual juxtaposition
between traditional meta-analytic methodologies and
the design of the present study. Whereas standard meta-
analyses primarily aim to aggregate empirical outcomes
and effect sizes (e.g., Aguinis et al., 2019; Bornmann,
2015; Podsakoff et al., 2008; Serenko, 2013; Steel et al.,
2021; Zupic & Čater, 2015), the current study redirects
its analytical focus toward the journal’s role in curating
psychological knowledge—exploring how it responds to
both regional imperatives and evolving global disciplinary
currents through the lens of the Meta-Editorial Mapping
Framework (MEMF).

Journal of psychology in Africa scholarly coverage.
Over the past 17 years, the Journal of Psychology in Africa
(JPA) has embodied this dual mandate. It has operated
simultaneously as a scholarly platform and as an editorial
curator of African-centered psychological frameworks. Its
corpus encompasses foundational domains such as mental
health, education, identity, social justice, and well-being—
capturing the nuanced interplay between psychological
experiences and sociocultural contexts across the African
continent (Adonis, 2015; Dimitrova et al., 2017; Jonas
et al., 2015; Kohrt et al., 2018; Lawrence, 2020; Mutezo
& Maré, 2022). As the journal enters a new chapter
marked by heightened international visibility and thematic
diversification, a systematic and reflective examination
of its intellectual trajectory becomes not only timely but
imperative (Bello et al., 2022).

The journal’s thematic footprint
Since its inclusion in the Social Sciences Citation Index
(SSCI), the Journal of Psychology in Africa (JPA) has
maintained a dual editorial trajectory: sustaining the foun-
dational psychological constructs distinctive to the African
continent while contributing meaningfully to globally
salient disciplinary dialogues (Mohammed et al., 2022).

Notably, resilience in post-conflict societies, the psy-
chosocial dimensions of HIV/AIDS, and youth-focused
educational development have remained central thematic

pillars (Ramlagan et al., 2010; Van Schalkwyk & Wissing,
2010; Wild et al., 2010).

In recent years, however, the journal has undertaken
a deliberate and incremental expansion of its thematic
repertoire (Li et al., 2024a; Zhao, 2024; Zhu & Wang,
2024). Increasing attention to issues such as gender iden-
tity, work-life integration, mindfulness, digital behavior,
and environmental psychology signals a transition toward
more individualized, intersectional, and globally resonant
concerns (Craig et al., 2021). These thematic shifts mirror
broader disciplinary trends that emphasize subjectivity,
lived experience, and the psychosocial implications of
systemic transformation (Moffitt et al., 2023), as evi-
denced by the evolving key terms and phrases appearing in
recent contributions.

The role of keyword recurrence and novelty
Keyword analysis has emerged as a robust empirical
approach for examining the evolution, stabilization, and
diversification of research priorities within academic jour-
nals. By quantifying both the frequency and temporal
distribution of lexical units, researchers can trace a jour-
nal’s thematic trajectory—identifying not only what is
being studied but also how persistently, at which sociocul-
tural juncture, and within what conceptual framing these
topics emerge (Antons et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2023).

Across its publication record, the Journal of Psy-
chology in Africa (JPA) exhibits a consistent reliance
on high-frequency terms such as mental health, coping,
resilience, and well-being (Liu et al., 2024; Matsoele &
Tadi, 2024; Wang & Li, 2024). These recurrent terms
constitute the journal’s epistemic core—an enduring con-
ceptual framework that anchors its disciplinary identity
and provides a stable lexicon for authors, reviewers, and
readers alike. Their sustained presence reflects a shared
intellectual foundation that promotes coherence and conti-
nuity across the journal’s publications (Ng et al., 2020).

Moreover, these keywords typically correspond to
structurally persistent societal concerns within African
contexts, including trauma, inequality, and mental health
infrastructure (Ribeiro et al., 2017), as well as issues such
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as COVID-19, telepsychology, youth unemployment, and
digital learning (e.g., Cheng & Zhang, 2023; Ellis et al.,
2021; Li et al., 2024b; Tian et al., 2022).

These emergent terms often arise in response to
acute societal disruptions or technological shifts, reflecting
the journal’s capacity to engage with evolving scholarly
and community-based concerns (Zangani et al., 2022).
Although these keywords may not yet be fully integrated
into the journal’s long-term conceptual canon, their pres-
ence reveals a reflexive editorial posture oriented toward
topical immediacy and openness to innovation.

Goal of the study
This study undertakes a bibliometric and conceptual analy-
sis of 1457 peer-reviewed articles published in the Journal
of Psychology in Africa (JPA) between 2008 and 2024.
Beyond documenting publication trends, the study adopts
a constructive editorial perspective aimed at generating
strategic insights into how the journal has evolved themat-
ically over time and how this evolution reflects broader
shifts in psychological discourse, research relevance, and
editorial identity.

The inquiry is structured around four interrelated
research questions:

� RQ1: What have been the dominant topical trajecto-
ries throughout the journal’s 17-year publication history?

� RQ2: To what extent have new and emergent
research themes appeared and diversified over time?

� RQ3: How does the degree of topical novelty relate
to scholarly engagement, as indicated by citation and usage
metrics?

� RQ4: What editorial insights can be derived from
these patterns to inform future thematic curation and
strategic positioning?

The conceptual framework guiding this review is illus-
trated in Figure 1, which maps the scope, research aims,
and overall scholarly trajectory of the study. In addressing
these questions, the study offers not merely a descriptive
overview of the journal’s scholarly output but a reflective
assessment of its intellectual development. The analysis
seeks to illuminate how JPA has negotiated the ongo-
ing tension between continuity and innovation and how
these patterns might inform both future editorial strate-
gies and authorial positioning within the field of African
psychology.

Methods

Analytical framework: meta-editorial mapping frame-
work (MEMF)
This study employs the Meta-Editorial Mapping Frame-
work (MEMF), a bibliometric meta-analytic model
developed by the author to examine the structural evolution
of academic journals as epistemic systems.

Unlike conventional meta-analytic approaches that
synthesize empirical outcomes across selected studies,
MEMF adopts a full-journal perspective—analyzing the
entire publication corpus to trace thematic continuity,
conceptual innovation, and editorial strategy over time.

Methodologically, MEMF integrates TF–IDF term
weighting, keyword novelty ratio analysis, unsupervised
clustering (e.g., K-means combined with PCA), and visual

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the review: mapping scope,
research aims, and scholarly trajectory

mapping techniques (e.g., Sankey diagrams) to reveal the
latent architecture of editorial content.

The subsequent sections detail the dataset, prepro-
cessing protocols, and analytical procedures used in the
operationalization of MEMF.

Participants data source
This study draws upon a corpus of 1457 peer-reviewed
articles published in the Journal of Psychology in Africa
(JPA) between Volume 18, Issue 4 (2008) and Volume 34,
Issue 5 (2024). The Web of Science Core Collection pro-
vides indexed coverage of JPA beginning with Volume 18,
Issue 4 (2008); accordingly, this issue marks the starting
point for the present analysis. All records were retrieved
from the Web of Science Core Collection using full-record
bibliographic export protocols (Porter, et al., 2023; Zhang
et al., 2023).

To ensure analytical consistency, only original research
articles were included in the final dataset; reviews, edi-
torials, book reviews, and conference abstracts were
systematically excluded (Chen et al., 2023). Each entry
contained comprehensive bibliographic metadata, includ-
ing article titles, abstracts, author-provided keywords, cited
references, and both citation and usage metrics.

A descriptive summary of annual publication trends is
presented in Table 2. Over the 17-year period analyzed, the
journal consistently published between 70 and 100 articles
per year. The total number of author-provided keywords
per year ranged from approximately 370 to 540, indicating
a sustained level of topical density.

Furthermore, the annual introduction of unique new
keywords reflects the journal’s ongoing commitment to
balancing thematic continuity with conceptual innovation.
Notably, in several publication years, the average citation
rate per article exceeded 5.0—signaling a stable pattern of
scholarly engagement across time.

Comprehensive supplementary tables, including meso-
level citation topics (Appendix A), micro-level citation
topics (Appendix B), Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) alignments (Appendix C), contributing institutions
(Appendix D), and contributing countries and regions
(Appendix E), are provided in the Appendices section to
support transparency and replicability.



120 Joon-ho Kim

Table 2. Annual publication metrics for the Journal of
PsychoLogy in Africa (2008–2024)

Year Articles Total
key

words

Unique
key

words

New
key

words

Avg.
Citations

per article

2008 79 406 310 310 6.89
2009 76 375 309 265 2.79
2010 78 419 344 267 6.87
2011 87 469 395 285 6.08
2012 91 470 393 266 5.87
2013 94 494 423 298 5.99
2014 73 398 329 212 8.44
2015 84 441 380 256 6.12
2016 90 461 395 255 6.43
2017 96 484 400 249 6.09
2018 94 452 382 241 6.4
2019 91 459 396 241 6.2
2020 88 437 383 233 5.58
2021 94 456 398 259 3.69
2022 90 435 384 229 2.13
2023 83 428 356 202 1.07
2024 69 333 304 196 0.43

Measures
Bibliometric Variables. The analysis employed a struc-

tured set of bibliometric variables designed to capture the
topical, temporal, and impact-related dimensions of each
article (Antons et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2010). Specifically,
the following attributes were extracted from the Web of
Science Core Collection: (a) article title, (b) abstract, (c)
author-provided keywords, (d) publication year, (e) citation
count, (f) usage metrics (180-day and cumulative since
2013), and (g) document type (Porter et al., 2023).

Thematic Patterns. To map thematic patterns, textual
data from titles, abstracts, and keywords were preprocessed
using standard natural language processing (NLP) tech-
niques. These included data cleaning, tokenization, and
vectorization via term frequency–inverse document fre-
quency (TF–IDF) weighting (Chen et al., 2023; Nikolenko
et al., 2017). This approach enabled the extraction of high-
salience terms across the corpus, which served as the basis
for topic clustering and thematic analysis.

Topical Recurrence. Topical recurrence and novelty
were operationalized by tracking the annual introduction
of keywords in relation to the cumulative keyword sets of
all preceding years. For each publication year, the novelty
ratio was calculated as the proportion of newly introduced
terms to the total number of unique keywords, yielding a
dynamic metric of thematic innovation over time (Antons
et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2023).

Topical Novelty. To assess the intersection of topical
novelty and scholarly impact, citation and usage metrics
were used to identify high-impact articles. Articles falling
within the top 5% of citation and usage distributions
were classified as high-impact and analyzed according
to their novelty scores. This approach allowed for an
examination of whether conceptual familiarity or thematic

innovation better predicted academic engagement (Cho
et al., 2017; Frachtenberg, 2022).

Table 3 outlines all variables used in the study,
including their operational definitions, measurement for-
mats, and analytical functions. This multidimensional
framework enables a comprehensive assessment of both
longitudinal evolution and conceptual emergence within
the Journal of Psychology in Africa (JPA) across its 17-
year trajectory.

Procedure
Bibliographic records were downloaded in .xlsx format
from the Web of Science Core Collection using the full-
record and cited-reference export protocol (Zhang et al.,
2023). Manual screening was subsequently conducted to
identify and remove duplicate entries.

All non-research content—including reviews, edito-
rials, and conference abstracts—was excluded to ensure
dataset uniformity and analytical consistency (Chen et al.,
2023; Porter et al., 2023). The final dataset comprised 1457
original research articles spanning the publication period
from 2008 to 2024.

Data preprocessing was carried out using Python for
text cleaning and R for statistical analysis and visual-
ization (Antons et al., 2020; Nikolenko et al., 2017).
Author-provided keywords were converted to lowercase,
lemmatized, and standardized to correct for spelling vari-
ants and phrasing inconsistencies.

This normalization process was essential to ensure
consistency in term frequency analysis, TF–IDF computa-
tion, and keyword novelty tracking (Chen et al., 2023; Li,
et al., 2018).

Importantly, this study did not involve any human
participants or personally identifiable information. As
such, it was exempt from institutional review board (IRB)
oversight, in accordance with standard scholarly research
protocols (Frachtenberg, 2022).

The bibliographic data were retrieved from a publicly
accessible academic repository available to authorized
institutional subscribers and were used in compliance with
fair use provisions for research and analytical purposes.

Data analysis
The analysis was structured to examine both the longi-
tudinal dynamics of topic evolution and the relationship
between thematic novelty and scholarly engagement
(Antons et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2023). Descriptive
statistics were used to assess annual trends in publication
volume, keyword frequency, and novelty ratios (Li et al.,
2018). Term frequency–inverse document frequency (TF–
IDF) analysis was applied to identify high-salience lexical
items that define conceptual distinctiveness across the
corpus (Chen et al., 2010; Nikolenko et al., 2017).

To uncover latent topical structures, hierarchical
agglomerative clustering was performed on the TF–IDF
matrix, facilitating the emergence of thematic clusters
based on lexical proximity (Antons et al., 2020; Chen et al.,
2023). This clustering method enabled the identification of
recurring conceptual domains and their interrelationships
over time.
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Table 3. Operational variables: definitions, measurement formats, and analytical purposes

Variable Operational definition Measurement
format

Analytic purpose

Article title The full title of the article, used for topic
clustering and TF-IDF vectorization.

Text (string) Used for topic clustering and
text modeling.

Abstract The article’s abstract, analyzed for
thematic trends using natural language

processing.

Text (string) Supports latent topic
identification and content

classification.
Author keywords Keywords provided by authors, used to

track topic frequency, recurrence, and
novelty.

List of strings Tracks keyword usage,
recurrence, and emergence over

time.
Publication year Year of publication, used for temporal

trend analysis.
Numeric (year) Anchors trend analysis and

keyword novelty calculation.
Citation count
(WoS Core)

Number of times an article was cited in
Web of Science Core Collection.

Integer Measures academic attention
and research impact.

Usage count
(180-day)

Number of times the article was accessed
or downloaded in the last 180 days.

Integer Captures short-term user
engagement.

Usage count
(Since 2013)

Total usage count since 2013, indicating
long-term engagement.

Integer Reflects long-term user interest
in topics.

Document type Categorical label indicating article type;
only original research articles included.

Categorical Ensures inclusion criteria and
dataset uniformity.

TF-IDF
weighting

Text vectorization method using term
frequency-inverse document frequency to

assess term importance.

TF-IDF score
(float)

Assesses term distinctiveness
and conceptual weight.

New keyword
identification

Process of comparing current year
keywords to cumulative prior years to

identify newly introduced terms.

Binary
(New/Existing)

Detects topic-level innovation
across years.

Novelty ratio Ratio of new keywords to total keywords
per year; used to evaluate topical

innovation.

Float (0.00-1.00) Quantifies thematic novelty per
publication cycle.

High-impact
article
classification

Classification of top 5% articles based on
citation and usage counts to analyze

novelty vs. impact.

Binary (Top
5%/Others)

Compares topic types in
high-impact research.

Articles falling within the top 5% of citation and
usage distributions were separately analyzed to assess
whether high-impact publications were more strongly
associated with familiar or novel topical domains (Cho
et al., 2017; Frachtenberg, 2022). The relationship between
topical novelty and scholarly engagement—measured via
citation and usage metrics—was further explored through
cross-tabulation and correlation analyses (Porter et al.,
2023).

All analytical procedures were conducted using Python
(Pandas, Scikit-learn) and R (ggplot2, tidytext) environ-
ments (Antons et al., 2020; Nikolenko et al., 2017).
Visualization outputs included keyword frequency plots,
novelty trend trajectories, and thematic cluster diagrams,
each designed to reflect conceptual convergence and topi-
cal intensity over time.

Table 4 presents the 30 most distinctive keywords
across the journal’s publication history, based on mean
TF–IDF scores. These terms capture not only the epis-
temic core of the journal—such as identity, mental health,
and education—but also its adaptive engagement with
contextual themes such as COVID-19, digital behavior,
and gender. For each keyword, the table includes its
year of peak usage and its inferred conceptual category,

thereby illustrating both temporal specificity and thematic
diversification.

Table 5 summarizes annual keyword metrics between
2008 and 2024, including total keyword volume, unique-
ness, and topical novelty. The number of keywords per year
ranged from approximately 370 to over 500, reflecting con-
sistently high topical density. The novelty ratio—defined
as the proportion of newly introduced keywords to the total
number of unique keywords—peaked at 1.000 in 2008 (the
base year) and gradually stabilized around 0.60–0.70 in
subsequent years.

This pattern suggests a sustainable balance between
conceptual continuity and innovation, reinforcing the jour-
nal’s dual orientation toward intellectual stability and
editorial renewal.

Results

Keyword innovation across years
As shown in Table 5 and Figure 2, the total number of
author-provided keywords per year ranged from approx-
imately 370 to over 500, with a corpus-wide average of
around 400 terms annually. The volume of newly intro-
duced keywords remained consistently high throughout the
17-year period, with most years contributing more than 250
novel terms to the journal’s expanding topical repertoire.
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Table 4. Top 30 conceptually distinctive terms by tem-
poral and thematic distribution

Term Mean
TF-IDF

score

Year of
peak
usage

Conceptual
category

Students 0.036 2017 Education/Youth
South 0.035 2016 Geography/Identity
Self 0.031 2015 Self/Personality
African 0.029 2017 Regional focus
Career 0.028 2010 Work psychology
Psycho
logical

0.028 2016 Mental health

Work 0.028 2023 Stress/Coping
Study 0.027 2017 Digital/Tech
Social 0.027 2024 Gender studies
Children 0.025 2008 Organizational

behavior
Africa 0.023 2016 Parenting/Family
Life 0.023 2015 Social behavior
Support 0.022 2023 Trauma/Recovery
Health 0.022 2017 Higher education
Data 0.021 2013 Community

psychology
Years 0.021 2023 Intervention/Policy
Community 0.020 2012 Developmental

psychology
Participants 0.020 2013 Emotion regulation
School 0.020 2015 Social justice
Job 0.019 2022 Substance use
Women 0.019 2018 Race/Identity
Analysis 0.019 2019 COVID-19
Use 0.019 2019 School context
Satisfaction 0.019 2018 Health behavior
Experiences 0.019 2017 Job satisfaction
Hiv 0.018 2015 Anxiety
Adolescents 0.018 2017 Bullying
Age 0.018 2023 Family structure
Relationship 0.017 2023 Motivation
Perceived 0.017 2022 Social support

The novelty ratio—defined as the proportion of newly
introduced keywords to the total number of unique
terms per year—demonstrated a gradual and interpretable
decline over time (Antons et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2023).
In 2008, the novelty ratio stood at 1.000, reflecting the
dataset’s inception year in which all terms were newly
introduced. From 2009 onward, the ratio stabilized within
the range of 0.60–0.70, indicating a sustained balance
between thematic continuity and the incorporation of
conceptual innovation.

This pattern reflects the journal’s capacity for adap-
tive thematic renewal (Steel et al., 2021). The steady
annual introduction of novel terms points to an editorial
orientation that encourages innovation while maintaining
coherence within a recognizable disciplinary framework
(Chen et al., 2023; Zupic & Čater, 2015). Rather than

Table 5. Annual novelty ratios and lexical innovation
trends (2008–2024)

Year Total
keywords

Unique
keywords

New
keywords

Novelty
ratio

2008 406 310 310 1.000
2009 375 309 265 0.858
2010 419 344 267 0.776
2011 469 395 285 0.722
2012 470 393 266 0.677
2013 494 423 298 0.704
2014 398 329 212 0.644
2015 441 380 256 0.674
2016 461 395 255 0.646
2017 484 400 249 0.623
2018 452 382 241 0.631
2019 459 396 241 0.609
2020 437 383 233 0.608
2021 456 398 259 0.651
2022 435 384 229 0.596
2023 428 356 202 0.567
2024 333 304 196 0.645

undergoing abrupt thematic shifts or reaching concep-
tual saturation, the journal’s topical ecosystem reveals a
measured and sustainable evolution.

Figure 2 visualizes this dynamic through a temporal–
conceptual mapping of the most distinctive keywords,
categorized by year of peak usage and thematic domain.
The visualization highlights both the temporal clustering
of emergent topics—such as digital learning and COVID-
19—and the persistent salience of core constructs such as
mental health and education.

Taken together, these trends underscore the jour-
nal’s dual function: preserving foundational psychological
constructs while simultaneously integrating emerging dis-
courses (Gelfand et al., 2017; Steel et al., 2021).

Distinctive topical terms
Table 4 and Figure 3 present the 30 most conceptually
distinctive keywords identified across the journal’s pub-
lication history, based on mean TF–IDF scores. These
terms reflect not only a high frequency of usage but
also elevated lexical prominence relative to the broader
corpus, indicating their disproportionate salience within
the journal’s evolving discourse.

Keywords such as students, self, career, and resilience
reflect sustained attention to individual-level psycholog-
ical processes and developmental trajectories (Anusic
& Schimmack, 2016; Liu et al., 2024). In contrast,
context-specific terms such as south, african, and covid
underscore the journal’s responsiveness to regional iden-
tity, geopolitical context, and global crises (Kohrt et al.,
2018; Rauschenberg et al., 2021).

This juxtaposition illustrates the journal’s edito-
rial capacity to bridge person-centered psychology
with broader sociopolitical realities (Gelfand et al.,
2017; Mohammed et al., 2022).
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Figure 2. Longitudinal and thematic visualization of topical salience: TF-IDF-driven keyword mapping (2008–2024)

Figure 3. Sankey visualization of annual keyword dynamics: Linking total volume to topical novelty (2008–2024). Note. The flow
diagram illustrates how the total keyword volume corresponds to the proportion of newly introduced terms per year

The “Year of Peak Usage” column in Table 4 reveals
temporal clustering patterns, with particular keywords
surging in prominence during specific periods—for exam-
ple, the rise of digital and covid in the early 2020s.
The accompanying “Conceptual Category” classification
organizes the keywords into broader thematic domains,
including education, identity, mental health, and sociopo-
litical dynamics (Chen et al., 2023; Nikolenko et al., 2017).
This structure provides a clearer view of the journal’s
topical breadth and its evolving thematic priorities.

Figure 3 visualizes these trends using a Sankey flow
diagram, which maps the annual evolution of keyword
volume and novelty ratios. The visualization highlights the
journal’s dynamic lexical landscape, characterized by
the continual introduction of new terms while maintaining
the relevance of foundational constructs.

The flow from total keyword volume to novelty ratio
captures the journal’s dual editorial orientation: a commit-
ment to conceptual continuity balanced by an openness to
thematic innovation (Antons et al., 2020; Zupic & Čater,
2015).

Topical concentration and scholarly impact
To investigate the relationship between thematic orienta-
tion and scholarly engagement, a separate analysis was
conducted on the top 5% of articles, ranked according

to both citation counts and download frequencies. This
analysis aimed to evaluate whether intellectual visibility
is more closely associated with conceptual familiarity or
thematic innovation.

The findings reveal a distinct stratification in engage-
ment patterns. Articles grounded in well-established
psychological constructs—such as resilience, flourishing,
and work engagement—were disproportionately repre-
sented among the most cited publications (Podsakoff et al.,
2008; Serenko, 2013). These results suggest that citation-
based recognition tends to privilege epistemic continuity,
reinforcing paradigms already embedded within estab-
lished disciplinary discourse (Bornmann, 2015; Steel et al.,
2021).

By contrast, articles addressing newer or emergent
psychosocial concerns—such as mobile phone addiction,
loneliness, and job satisfaction—appeared more frequently
among the most downloaded publications (Bornmann,
2015; Cho et al., 2017). These findings point to a temporal
lag in citation accumulation for thematically innovative
work and indicate a usage-driven attentional shift toward
more contemporary and contextually salient domains
(Frachtenberg, 2022).

Table 6 summarizes the divergence between
citation-driven and usage-driven topical terms. Whereas
foundational constructs continue to dominate citation
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Table 6. Top keywords in most-cited and most-downloaded
articles

Top cited
keywords

Cited
frequency

Top downloaded
keywords

Downloaded
frequency

South Africa 11 Job satisfaction 6
Resilience 7 Mobile phone

addiction
6

Flourishing 5 Loneliness 5
Reliability 5 Proactive

personality
4

Work
engagement

4 Work
engagement

4

Mental health 4 Self-efficacy 4
Emotional
intelligence

4 Social anxiety 4

Depression 4 University
students

4

Burnout 4 South Africa 4
Validity 4 Self-control 3

indices, emergent topics generate immediate user
interest—even in the absence of formal citation
recognition (Bornmann, 2015; Zupic & Čater, 2015).
This bifurcation reflects a dual trajectory of scholarly
engagement: one pathway that rewards conceptual
familiarity over time and another that captures early-stage
interest in topical novelty.

These patterns yield important editorial implica-
tions (Durisin et al., 2010; Steel et al., 2021). They
suggest that long-term citation impact may require the-
matic anchoring within disciplinary traditions, whereas
short-term reader engagement is more likely to be
driven by topical innovation and sociopsychological
immediacy. A balanced editorial strategy may therefore
involve fostering conceptual innovation without sacrificing
recognizability—supporting both retrospective scholarly
authority and prospective thematic relevance (Peer &
Penker, 2016; Steel et al., 2021).

Thematic novelty, engagement patterns, and conceptual
structure
Figure 4 visualizes the relationship between topical novelty
and scholarly impact, as measured by citation frequency.
While no strong linear correlation was observed, the
LOWESS regression curve revealed a distinct nonlinear
trend (Cho et al., 2017): articles exhibiting moderate levels
of novelty—defined as approximately 40%–60% newly
introduced keywords—tended to receive higher citation
counts than those at either end of the novelty spectrum.

This pattern suggests that conceptual integration, in
which novel ideas are embedded within familiar thematic
frameworks, may enhance academic visibility more effec-
tively than either purely conventional or highly novel work.

This finding aligns with editorial theories that advocate
for integrative innovation—scholarly contributions that
blend epistemic familiarity with intellectual advancement
(Steel et al., 2021). In the context of journal strategy, these
patterns underscore the value of curating content that is

Figure 4. Nonlinear association between topical novelty and
scholarly impact: Citation trends by novelty ratio. Note. The
LOWESS curve shows a nonlinear trend, indicating that peak
citation impact occurs at moderate levels of topical novelty
(40%–60%)

Figure 5. Semantic clustering of articles based on TF-IDF:
Thematic overlap across conceptual domains. Note. Six clusters
(0–5), generated through K-means clustering on PCA-projected
TF–IDF vectors, illustrate recurrent thematic domains across
1457 articles. Although the cluster numbers are algorithmically
assigned and do not imply fixed labels, interpretive themes
include mental health (0), educational/youth development (1),
methodological work (2), organizational behavior (3), digital and
pandemic-related topics (4), and identity-related integration (5).
These clusters exhibit semantic overlap, highlighting the journal’s
non-siloed and multidimensional topical structure

both innovative and anchored, capable of resonating with
traditional disciplinary audiences while also advancing the
field through thematic progression.

Figure 5 presents a semantic clustering of articles
based on TF–IDF–weighted textual representations of
titles, abstracts, and keywords. Using K-means cluster-
ing, projected into a two-dimensional space via principal
component analysis (PCA), six distinct thematic clus-
ters emerged.

These clusters reflect conceptual convergence around
recurrent domains, including mental health, youth devel-
opment, education, and organizational well-being.

Collectively, these findings underscore a broader edi-
torial insight: impactful scholarship frequently resides at
the intersection of innovation and recognizability. Concep-
tual ecosystems that enable such integration are crucial
to sustaining a journal’s long-term scholarly relevance
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and disciplinary contribution (Bornmann, 2015; Podsakoff
et al., 2008).

Discussion
This study’s findings indicate a robust and sustained pres-
ence of foundational psychological domains. Recurring
themes—such as mental health, identity development,
educational psychology, resilience, and community well-
being—have operated as conceptual anchors, shaping
the journal’s intellectual coherence. These enduring top-
ics reflect not only persistent societal challenges across
African contexts but also the journal’s editorial commit-
ment to contextual relevance and epistemic continuity.

At the same time, the journal has demonstrated
meaningful responsiveness to emergent global concerns.
Thematic expansion into areas such as digital behavior,
environmental psychology, and post-pandemic recovery
signals an editorial orientation that remains attuned to
contemporary psychosocial transformations. This dual
commitment—to regional specificity and international
salience—underscores JPA’s capacity to mediate effec-
tively between local impact and global contribution
(Gelfand et al., 2017; Mohammed et al., 2022).

The TF–IDF analysis revealed a nuanced interplay
between conceptual persistence and episodic intensifica-
tion (Chen et al., 2023; Nikolenko et al., 2017). While
constructs such as self, students, and African iden-
tity maintained longitudinal salience, others—particularly
those related to technological shifts and public health
crises—exhibited sharp, time-bound surges. These bursts
of topical intensity underscore the journal’s ability to
reflect both structural continuity and timely discursive
responsiveness (Kohrt et al., 2018; Rauschenberg et al.,
2021).

Novelty ratio analysis further clarified the structure of
the journal’s knowledge ecology. Although overall novelty
declined gradually over time—a common trend in mature
publication environments—the annual volume of new
terms remained substantial. Importantly, articles exhibiting
moderate levels of novelty (40%–60%) were more strongly
associated with higher citation and usage metrics, suggest-
ing that scholarly impact is maximized when innovation is
situated within familiar conceptual frameworks.

Rather than forming isolated topical silos, the six the-
matic clusters revealed interrelated domains—particularly
in organizational behavior, youth development, and mental
health. The lexical and semantic overlaps among clusters
point to an editorial structure characterized by concep-
tual integration, fostering cross-domain insight, theoretical
convergence, and cumulative scholarship—all hallmarks
of a strategically curated academic platform.

Among the study’s most salient findings is the observed
association between moderate topical novelty and height-
ened scholarly impact. Articles that achieved a balance
between conceptual innovation and epistemic familiarity
were more likely to receive elevated citation and usage
metrics, suggesting that conceptual integration—rather
than strict adherence to tradition or radical novelty—
optimizes academic visibility (Cho et al., 2017; Podsakoff
et al., 2008).

This finding affirms the value of editorial strategies that
promote innovation within recognizable intellectual frame-
works.

Implications for topical development and continuity in
psychology publishing
The findings of this study carry several key implications
for journal editors, reviewers, and contributing authors.
Most notably, the observed relationship between moderate
topical novelty and elevated levels of scholarly engage-
ment suggests that editorial strategies favoring integrative
innovation—where new contributions are situated within
familiar conceptual frameworks—may produce optimal
outcomes in terms of both visibility and citation impact
(Steel et al., 2021).

This insight aligns with emerging editorial models
that emphasize incremental advancement over radical
departure, particularly in disciplines grounded in psycho-
logical science.

For regionally anchored journals such as those rooted
in African psychology, this editorial balancing act acquires
added complexity (Edwards, 2014; Knoetze & McCulloch,
2017; Swanepoel et al., 2022). These journals are entrusted
not only with authentically representing the psychological
experiences of local populations but also with asserting
epistemic credibility within the global academic arena (Lin
& Li, 2023).

Consequently, a critical and underexplored question
emerges: How do regional scholarly ecosystems adapt
to the exigencies of emerging thematic frontiers while
remaining faithful to the foundational commitments that
define their intellectual identity (Malapane et al., 2022)?

Additionally, the identification of stable yet overlap-
ping thematic clusters highlights the enduring importance
of conceptual continuity. While readers appear to favor
intellectual coherence, they also respond positively to the-
matic enrichment and cross-domain synthesis (Nikolenko
et al., 2017; Podsakoff et al., 2008).

Editors may therefore benefit from curating content
portfolios that preserve foundational disciplinary con-
structs while selectively integrating emergent perspectives
that resonate with contemporary psychological and soci-
etal developments (Steel et al., 2021; Zupic & Čater,
2015).

Strengths, limitations, and future directions
A key contribution of this study lies in its methodological
departure from conventional meta-analysis. Rather than
synthesizing empirical outcomes across disparate topics,
this review positions the journal itself as a dynamic intel-
lectual entity (Hitchcock, 2004; Serenko, 2013). It shifts
the analytic lens from effect size aggregation to editorial
curation and topical negotiation, offering a unique perspec-
tive on how journals evolve amid shifting academic, social,
and institutional ecosystems.

Central to this methodological departure is the devel-
opment and application of the Meta-Editorial Mapping
Framework (MEMF)—a novel, full-journal bibliometric
framework introduced by the author. MEMF reconcep-
tualizes the academic journal as an evolving epistemic
system and applies techniques such as TF–IDF term
weighting, keyword novelty analysis, clustering, and visual
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mapping to uncover patterns of intellectual development
and editorial identity.

By applying MEMF to the Journal of Psychology
in Africa (JPA), this study demonstrates how biblio-
metric methods can move beyond retrospective review
toward dynamic editorial mapping—offering not merely
a snapshot of a journal’s past but a strategic lens for
understanding its role in shaping disciplinary knowledge.
Moreover, by positioning the journal as a strategic cura-
tor of psychological discourse, this study contributes to
broader conversations about how regionally anchored aca-
demic outlets can evolve responsively while preserving
their epistemic identity (Serenko, 2013; Steel et al., 2021).

Nonetheless, several limitations warrant careful con-
sideration. First, the study’s exclusive focus on a single
journal limits the generalizability of its findings to other
disciplinary or institutional contexts. While JPA provides
a robust case study, the observed patterns may not extrap-
olate to fields characterized by different topical logics,
editorial practices, or publication norms.

Second, the reliance on author-supplied keywords as
proxies for conceptual novelty, though methodologically
practical, may underrepresent deeper semantic innovation
embedded within full-text content. Third, engagement met-
rics such as citation counts and download frequencies
are susceptible to extrinsic factors—including open-access
status, social media visibility, and timing of publication—
which were not systematically controlled in the current
analysis (Bornmann, 2015; Frachtenberg, 2022).

Future research should aim to expand both the
breadth and depth of this inquiry. Comparative studies
across journals, disciplines, or geographic regions could
help determine whether the relationship between topi-
cal novelty and engagement is structurally generalizable
or context-specific. Additionally, incorporating full-text
semantic analysis and network-based topic modeling may
yield a more granular understanding of conceptual evo-
lution within publication ecosystems. Finally, qualitative
approaches—such as interviews with editors, reviewers, or
contributing authors—could offer critical insights into how
innovation is operationalized in editorial decision-making
and how peer review practices mediate the interplay
between novelty and scholarly legitimacy (Durisin et al.,
2010).

Conclusion
This study offers a comprehensive and data-driven exam-
ination of the Journal of Psychology in Africa’s (JPA)
thematic evolution, topical innovation, and patterns of
scholarly engagement over a 17-year period (2008–
2024). Employing an integrated methodology—combining
bibliometric analysis, TF–IDF weighting, novelty ratio
computation, and topic clustering—the study identified
both enduring conceptual anchors (e.g., mental health,
education, identity) and an increasing receptivity to
emergent thematic domains, including digital behavior,
organizational psychology, and post-pandemic recovery.

In sum, the Journal of Psychology in Africa emerges
not as a passive repository of regionally produced research
but as an active agent in shaping psychological discourse.
It sustains disciplinary identity while fostering epistemic

innovation—demonstrating how editorial ecosystems can
successfully navigate the tension between tradition and
transformation. These findings carry significant implica-
tions for editors, authors, and institutional stakeholders
alike, affirming the strategic role of journals in orchestrat-
ing the future of disciplinary development.

Ultimately, the Journal of Psychology in Africa
emerges not merely as a regional publication but as a
reflective and future-oriented intellectual platform—one
that effectively mediates between continuity and innova-
tion in shaping the trajectory of psychological scholarship
in Africa and beyond (Gelfand et al., 2017).

It is the author’s hope that this paper may serve as
a practical guide—a compass, reference, and point of
orientation—for future researchers planning to contribute
to the Journal of Psychology in Africa.
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Appendix A. Top 20 meso-level citation topics (2008–
2024)

Rank Meso-level topic Code Count

1 Social psychology 6.73 285
2 Management 6.3 257
3 Psychiatry &

psychology
6.24 212

4 Psychiatry 1.21 89
5 HIV studies 1.66 69
6 Education &

educational research
6.11 62

7 Gender & sexuality
studies

6.178 39

8 Autism &
developmental

disorders

1.136 32

9 Healthcare policy 1.156 32
10 Substance abuse 1.1 31
11 Communication 6.185 31
12 Neuroscanning 1.7 28
13 Palliative care 1.112 23
14 Political science 6.27 17
15 Human geography 6.86 17
16 Religion studies 6.256 16
17 Hospitality, leisure,

sport & tourism
6.223 15

18 Complementary &
alternative medicine

1.304 14

19 Anthropology 6.146 14
20 Smoking cessation 1.252 13
– Other 40+ thematic

domains (n ≤ 12 each)
– –

Note. Data retrieved from the Web of Science Core
Collection (2008–2024). Only the top 20 meso-level
categories are shown; remaining. thematic domains
(n ≤ 12 each) are summarized as “Other.”

Appendix B. Top 20 micro-level citation topics (2008–
2024)

Rank Micro-level topic Code Count

1 Organizational
behavior

6.3.48 229

2 Subjective
well-being

6.73.785 108

3 HIV/AIDS
prevention

1.66.11 68

4 Parenting and child
development

6.24.15 62

5 Trauma and PTSD 6.24.93 52
6 Career development 6.73.1708 48

Rank Micro-level topic Code Count

7 Racial identity 6.73.447 36
8 Bullying dynamics 6.24.1058 35
9 Mindfulness and

mental health
1.21.1179 27

10 Digital media impact 6.185.1004 27
11 Alcohol use 1.100.375 25
12 Autobiographical

memory
6.73.1759 25

13 Workplace gender
roles

6.178.443 23

14 Community-based
participatory

research

1.156.989 21

15 Intimate partner
violence

6.24.858 20

16 Mental health stigma 1.21.1363 19
17 Suicide prevention 1.21.430 16
18 Self-regulated

learning
6.11.31 16

19 Religion’s impact 6.256.525 15
20 Alternative medicine 1.304.969 14
– Other 80+ micro

topics (n ≤ 13 each)
– –

Note. Data retrieved from the Web of Science Core Collec-
tion (2008–2024). Only the top 20 micro-level topics are
displayed; additional 80+ smaller clusters (n ≤ 13 each)
are grouped under “Other micro topics.”

Appendix C. Contribution to UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs)

Rank SDG code Goal description Article
count

1 SDG 3 Good health and
well-being

846

2 SDG 5 Gender equality 185
3 SDG 4 Quality

education
137

4 SDG 10 Reduced
inequality

89

5 SDG 16 Peace, justice,
and strong
institutions

36

6 SDG 11 Sustainable cities
and communities

23

7 SDG 1 No poverty 13
8 SDG 9 Industry,

innovation and
infrastructure

13
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Rank SDG code Goal description Article
count

9 SDG 8 Decent work and
economic growth

6

10 SDG 13 Climate action 6
– remaining

SDGs (2,
6, 12,

14–17;
n ≤ 6
each)

– –

Note. Classification based on SDG mapping tags inte-
grated in the Web of Science database. Only the top 10
SDGs are shown; remaining goals (2, 6, 12, 14–17) each
contain ≤6 articles.

Appendix D. Top 20 contributing institutions (2008–
2024)

Rank Institution Country Count

1 North West
University

South Africa 238

2 University of
South Africa

South Africa 176

3 University of
Limpopo

South Africa 106

4 University of
Johannesburg

South Africa 93

5 University of
Pretoria

South Africa 87

6 University of the
Free State

South Africa 83

7 Human Sciences
Research Council

South Africa 70

8 University of
KwaZulu-Natal

South Africa 63

9 University of the
Western Cape

South Africa 57

10 Mahidol
University

Thailand 55

11 University of the
Witwatersrand

South Africa 46

12 Rhodes University South Africa 37
13 University of

Zululand
South Africa 37

14 Nelson Mandela
University

South Africa 34

Rank Institution Country Count

15 Stellenbosch
University

South Africa 31

16 University of
Venda

South Africa 29

17 Central University
of Technology

South Africa 28

18 Tshwane
University of
Technology

South Africa 28

19 University of
Nigeria

Nigeria 27

20 Vaal University of
Technology (VUT)

South Africa 25

– other 60+
institutions

(n ≤ 20 each)

– –

Note. Institutional names were standardized across multi-
ple record formats. Only the top 20 institutions are listed;
remaining 60+ institutions (≤20 publications each) are
grouped under “Other.”

Appendix E. Top 20 countries/regions of contributing
authors (2008–2024)

Rank Country/region Count

1 South Africa 1084
2 People’s Republic of China 188
3 Thailand 64
4 Nigeria 59
5 United States of America 53
6 Ghana 32
7 South Korea 21
8 Zimbabwe 20
9 England 18
10 Taiwan 18
11 Botswana 13
12 Germany 12
13 Netherlands 12
14 France 9
15 Belgium 8
16 Kenya 8
17 Australia 7
18 Canada 7
19 Uganda 7
20 Vietnam 6
– other 40+ countries (n ≤ 5 each) –

Note. Country and regional data were extracted from
author affiliation metadata in the Web of Science Core
Collection. Only the top 20 are displayed; remaining
40+ countries (≤5 publications each) are summarized as
“Other.”
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