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A B S T R A C T

The concept of safety culture is characterised by complexity. On the one hand, the concept is challenging
content-wise, and on the other hand, is it a multi-dimensional and cross-disciplinary research domain. In this
paper, bibliometric analysis has been applied to the field of safety culture to identify fundamental influences and
to obtain a structured overview of the characteristics and the developments in this research domain. In total,
1789 publications published between 1900 and 2015 related to safety culture were identified in Web of Science.
The 1789 publications cover 4591 authors, 775 journals, 76 countries or territories, and 1866 institutions. Two
main research areas can be distinguished in the domain of safety culture: (1) organisational safety culture and
(2) health-care and patient safety culture. The latter research area stands in a dominant position in safety culture
research nowadays. Key publications are from Guldenmund (2000) and Sexton et al. (2006). Furthermore,
‘Safety Science’ is the key journal publishing on safety culture research, and the USA, England and China are the
countries that dominate the publication production. It can be concluded that there is much collaborative re-
search in the safety culture domain as multi-authored publications make up about three quarters of all pub-
lications. Also, safety culture research is characterised by a wide variety of research themes and multi-
disciplinarity. Geographical inequality in the publication output is identified as a point of concern. A movement
away from technical aspects towards more human aspects could be detected as a noteworthy change in research
focus.

1. Introduction

The amount of scientific literature available on a specific research
discipline or research topic is often overwhelming, which makes it
challenging for researchers and practitioners to have a structured
overview of relevant information (Rodrigues et al., 2014; Zhou et al.,
2015). Bibliometric analysis is a technique which makes it possible to
provide a macroscopic overview of large amounts of academic litera-
ture. Through a quantitative analysis of information on the publication
history, the characteristics and the development of scientific output
within a specific field of research can be mapped (Jia et al., 2014; Li
and Hale, 2016). Bibliometric methods can be used to assess the per-
formance and research patterns of authors, journals, countries and in-
stitutes, and can be used to identify and quantify cooperation patterns
between them (Li and Zhao, 2015). Influential authors and

publications, and core journals, countries and institutions publishing on
a specific topic can be identified. The number of different journals
publishing on a specific topic and the subject categories allocated to
publications can give an indication on the variety of research themes,
and the multidisciplinary character of a research domain. Bibliometrics
can reveal the latest advances, research directions and leading topics in
a particular field of research (Wang et al., 2014). Bibliometric analysis
also allows identification of current gaps in a certain research dis-
cipline, both content-wise as well as geographically (Gall et al., 2015).
Furthermore, bibliometrics can play a crucial role in the decision-
making process related to science. It is widely used to rank applications
for academic positions, and to evaluate the performance of journals,
countries and institutions. Bibliometric results can also be considered to
support policy makers and funding agencies to allocate research
funding (Ugolini et al., 2015).
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In this paper, bibliometric analysis has been applied to the field of
safety culture research. The research topic of safety culture is a relative
new one in terms of academic research. The concept was first used in
1986 in response to the Chernobyl disaster (EU-OSHA, 2011). From
then on, an increased attention in the research area of safety culture can
be observed. This increase is driven by the fact that, despite improve-
ments over the years, disasters, accidents and incidents continue to
persist in organisations, at home, and at all other levels of society. This
has led to a continuously growing publication rate regarding safety
culture, which makes it difficult to obtain a comprehensive overview on
the topic.

This difficulty is enhanced by the complexity of the concept of
safety culture. First of all, safety culture is a complicated topic based on
its content. Many efforts have been devoted to develop and test models
and theories to frame the concept. However, until today, little con-
sensus has been reached on the definition, the cause and the con-
sequences of safety culture (Guldenmund, 2000). Secondly, safety cul-
ture is a multidimensional research topic. As previously mentioned, the
concept was first used in the nuclear organisational sector. However,
the concept of safety culture is not only explored in the context of or-
ganisational safety, but is adopted for a wide variety of purposes. In
health-care, for instance, safety culture is associated with patient safety,
the quality of care and the occurrence of adverse events (Sammer et al.,
2010; Weaver et al., 2013). Other contexts in which the concept of
safety culture is used are, for example, railway traffic, aviation, road
traffic, transportation, food industry, education, and home injuries.
Thirdly, the complexity of safety culture is strengthened by the large
variety of research disciplines engaging in safety culture research. The
concept of safety culture has been studied by, amongst others, en-
gineers, psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists (Guldenmund,
2000; EU-OSHA, 2011). This cross-disciplinary focus has resulted in
very different approaches for exploring and assessing safety culture
(EU-OSHA, 2011). The complexity of safety culture and the con-
tinuously growing publication rate makes it an optimal topic for bib-
liometric analysis.

The goal of this descriptive paper is to provide a macroscopic
overview on the main characteristics of safety culture publications
based on a bibliometric analysis. The information presented in this
paper provides a clear picture on the research progress achieved in the
domain of safety culture research, and it can assist researchers and
practitioners in identifying fundamental influences from authors,
journals, countries, institutions, references and research topics.

2. Data and methods

The data for this study were retrieved from Web of Science on
December 30, 2015. Web of Science was chosen as search engine be-
cause it is the most widely accepted and frequently used database for
analysis of scientific publications (Yang et al., 2013). The term “safety
culture” was used as search topic. This topic search means that the term
“safety culture” is identified in the title, the abstract and/or in the
keywords of the publications. Quotation marks have been included in
the search term. This tighter condition ensures the robustness of the
search results (Liu et al., 2013). The time span was set from 1900 to
2015 included. In Fig. 1, the search method can be found. As can be
seen at the bottom of Fig. 1, the date on which the Web of Science
database was last updated on the date of the search (i.e. December 30,
2015) was December 28, 2015. If the exact same search strategy is
performed on a different date, it can be possible that the results slightly
differ. These differences are due to the fact that Web of Science is
continuously updated – also retrospective – which can lead to minor
changes over time (Liu et al., 2013).

In total, 1789 publications related to safety culture were identified.
All types of publications were included in the search. Looking at the

document types, the majority is article (n = 1128) and proceedings
paper (n = 344). The other document types, such as meeting abstracts

and editorial material, are limited in numbers (all less than hundred).
Every publication in Web of Science contains many details, in-

cluding publication year, authors, addresses of the authors, title, ab-
stract, source journal, subject categories and references. These data of
the 1789 publications stored in Web of Science were exported to Excel.
Both Excel and IBM SPSS Statistics 23 were used to analyse the fol-
lowing topics: (1) publication output and growth trend, (2) authors and
their cooperation, (3) journals publishing on safety culture, (4) geo-
graphical and institutional distribution and cooperation, (5) cited
analysis, (6) citing and co-citation analysis, (7) subject categories, and
(8) terms.

The freely available software program VOSviewer (www.vosviewer.
com) (van Eck and Waltman, 2010) was used to analyse and visualise
relationships between authors, countries, co-citations and terms. The
VOS (Visualization Of Similarities) mapping method was used to cal-
culate and locate each topic in a two-dimensional map in such a way
that the distance between two items reflects the similarity or related-
ness of the items as accurately as possible. The VOS clustering method
was applied to cluster topics into different groups, where each cluster is
marked with a different colour (van Eck et al., 2010; Waltman et al.,
2010). The interpretation of the visualisations is explained in detail in
the results section. In general, the interpretation is as follows: the size of
the circles and the font of the label represents the number of occur-
rence, the colours represent clusters, and the distance between two
circles reveals the relatedness and similarity between them (Rizzi et al.,
2014; Khalil and Gotway Crawford, 2015). The x-axis and y-axis have
no special meaning; the maps may be freely rotated and flipped (Khalil
and Gotway Crawford, 2015).

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Publication output and growth trend

The number of peer-reviewed publications is an important indicator
to measure the development trend of a scientific research discipline or
subject. As displayed in Fig. 2, the number of safety culture publications
increased since 1990. There were only eight publications on safety
culture in 1991. Until 2005, the publications on the topic remained
limited (less than fifty publications each year). From 2006, an in-
creasing number of publications could be observed every year, with
exceptions in 2008 and 2010, where a decline could be observed. A
peak of publications is reached in 2013 (n = 225), after which a de-
clining trend occurs (n = 191 in 2014 and n = 173 in 2015). The
question remains if this declining trend will continue during the fol-
lowing years. A possible explanation for the decline in the number of
publications is not straightforward. An explanation can be found in
Price’s law which evaluates the overall growth of scientific publications
in a specific research domain (Price, 1963). According to this law, the
growth of a research domain goes through four phases: (1) a precursors’
phase, where a small body of scientists begins to publish on a new field,
(2) the proper exponential growth, where an increasing number of
scientists is attracted by the many aspects of the subject that still have
to be explored, (3) a consolidation of the body of knowledge and (4) a
decrease in the number of publications (Dabi et al., 2016). This last
phase reflects the inflection point of maturity where the research do-
mains is saturated, resulting in a significant reduction of publications
(Dabi et al., 2016). It is however questionable that this maturity point
has already been reached in the domain of safety culture research. After
all, this domain is, up to now, characterised by a lack of consensus on
the definition, content and consequences of the concept of safety cul-
ture.

Looking at the cumulative number of publications in Fig. 2, it can be
stated that the importance of safety culture research has increased. It
took approximately twenty years (from 1991 until 2011 inclusive) to
reach a total of 1000 publications on the topic of safety culture. The
following four years (from 2012 until 2015 inclusive), this number
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increased to a total of almost 1800 publications. The article from Li and
Hale (2016) allows us to compare this increase pattern of safety culture
publications with other safety related publications. Fig. 3 shows the
cumulative number of safety related publications in six core safety
journals from 1991 to 2013 (for more information on these six journals,
the reader is referred to the original article from Li and Hale, 2016).
Based on the comparison of the cumulative number of safety culture
publications (Fig. 2) with the cumulative number of other safety related
publications (Fig. 3), it can be stated that the publication output of
safety culture research follows an exponential growth, where other
safety related publications follow a more linear growth.

3.2. Authors and their cooperation

The 1789 publications were written by a total of 4591 different
authors. The largest proportion of the authors (83.6%; n = 3,838/
4591) is only credited in one publication on the topic of safety culture.
6.0% (n = 274/4591) is credited in at least three publications, and
0.2% (n = 9/4591) is credited in ten or more publications. It is

Fig. 1. Search method in Web of Science.
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Fig. 2. Number of safety culture publications and cumulative number of
safety culture publications by year.
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Fig. 3. Cumulative number of safety related publications in six core safety journals from
1991 to 2013 (figure).
adapted from Li and Hale, 2016
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consistent with observations in other fields (Liu et al., 2012), that only a
small group of productive authors contributes to a significant share of
publications on a specific topic.

Table 1 shows the top-5 of most productive authors publishing on
the topic of safety culture. The ranking is based on the author’s total
number of publications and not on authorship order. Thomas is the
most productive author on the topic of safety culture with eighteen
publications, followed by Sexton and Flin with both fifteen publica-
tions. For the top-5 authors, a wide range can be seen regarding the
average number of citations per publication (ranging from 62.8 to 6.9),
and the number of publications as first author (one publication as first
author for the firstly ranked author and ten publications as first author
for one of the fifthly ranked authors).

The average number of authors per publication was 3.3. 23.6%
(n = 422/1789) of the publications had single authorship, 22.3%
(n = 399/1789) of the publications had two authors, 18.9% (n = 339/
1789) had three authors, and 35.2% (n = 629/1789) had four or more
authors (with a maximum of 21 authors). It can be concluded that there
is much collaborative research in the safety culture domain, as multi-
authored publications make up about three quarters of all publications.
A high number of co-authored publications indicates a closer relation-
ship among the authors within the same domain and a greater oppor-
tunity for future collaboration (Wang et al., 2014).

The cooperation pattern (i.e. co-authorship) of the authors pub-
lishing on safety culture was analysed with VOSviewer. The authors in
the network published at least two papers on the topic. Authors who are
not connected with other authors in the network are not included. The
result of this authors cooperation network is presented in Fig. 4. The
size of the circles represents the amount of publications, and the line
between two authors represents the cooperation between them. The
colours represent the collaboration clusters. In the cooperation net-
work, nine major cluster of authors can be distinguished. The main
researchers in the network are Pronovost, Sexton, and Thomas. Other
researchers are linked to one of these main researchers.

Regarding the authorship, a possible bias should be noted. Authors
with the same name could not be distinguished from each other. Also,
authors using different names in their publications, e.g. due to marital
changes, could not be merged. As recommended by others (e.g. Chiu
and Ho, 2007), a mandatory allocation of a unique digital identity
number when publishing the first paper as a researcher (such as
ORCID), could provide a solution for this problem.

3.3. Journals publishing on safety culture

In total, the 1789 publications were published in 775 different
journals. This high number indicates a wide variety of research themes,
and the multidisciplinary character of safety culture research. Of the
775 journals, 503 journals (64.9%) published only one publication, and

113 journals (14.6%) published only two publications on the topic of
safety culture. 27 journals (3.5%) published ten publications or more on
the topic.

Table 2 gives information of the top-10 most active journals pub-
lishing on safety culture research. These ten journals (or 1.3% of all
journals publishing on safety culture) have published more than one
fifth of all safety culture publications (22.6%; n = 405/1789). Key
journals in the field are ‘Safety Science’ and ‘BMJ Quality & Safety’, with
132 and 54 publications on the topic, respectively. The subject category
‘Health care sciences & services’ appears five times in the top-10 of most
active journals. Most likely, publications on health-care and patient
safety culture will be situated in these journals. Publications on orga-
nisational safety are more scattered in several subject categories of
journals, ranging from ‘engineering’ to ‘social sciences’ (see Section 3.8
for more information on the division of safety culture publications in (a)
organisational safety culture and (b) health-care and patient safety
culture).

3.4. Geographical and institutional distribution and cooperation

Each publication was assigned to a country or territory, and to an
institution based on the address(es) of the author(s) as listed in the Web
of Science data. There were 86 publications without country or territory
information and 95 publications without information on the institution.
Hence, of all publications, 95.2% could be assigned to a country or
territory and 94.7% could be assigned to an institution.

3.4.1. Countries and territories
Safety culture publications originate from 76 different countries or

territories. Out of those 76, 32 are located in Europe, 23 in Asia, 7 in
North America, 7 in South America, 5 in Africa, and 2 in Oceania. Fig. 5
shows the worldwide distribution of the contributing countries and
territories. 46 countries or territories (60.5%) produced 10 or less
publications, 21 countries or territories (27.6%) have produced be-
tween 11 and 50 publications, and 9 countries or territories (11.8%)
have produced more than 50 publications on the topic of safety culture.
The USA produced the most publications (n = 522), followed by Eng-
land (n = 190) and China (n = 130). Fig. 6 shows the top-10 of most
productive countries and territories on safety culture research. Eco-
nomic development seems to contribute to scientific and academic in-
vestment, as all of the 7 major industrialised countries of the world (G7:
USA, Japan, Italy, Germany, UK, Canada and France) were ranked in
the top-14 of most productive countries publishing on safety culture
research. The pattern of domination of the G7 has occurred in most
scientific fields, reflecting the high economy activity and academic
level of these countries (Liu et al., 2012; Yang et al., 2013).

The total count of countries and territories belonging to the 1703
publications with country or territory information was 1997 (one au-
thor can be affiliated to more than one country or territory, or a pub-
lication can be written by several authors from different countries or
territories). In the extension of the information on countries and terri-
tories, a geographical inequality can also be seen when looking at the
continents. Europe was assigned to 45.4% of the publications
(n = 907/1997), North America to 30.4% (n = 606/1997), Asia to
15.9% (n = 318/1997), Oceania to 5.5% (n = 109/1997), South
America to 1.9% (n = 39/1997), and Africa to 0.9% (n = 18/1997).

The cooperation network (i.e. co-authorship) between countries and
territories publishing on safety culture was analysed with VOSviewer.
The countries and territories in the network published at least ten
publications on the topic. Countries or territories that are not connected
with other countries or territories in the network are not included. The
result of the cooperation network between countries and territories is
presented in Fig. 7. The size of the circles represents the amount of
publications, and the thickness of links represents the strength of col-
laborations. The colours represent the collaboration clusters. Two
major clusters can be distinguished: one gathering around England

Table 1
Top-5 of most productive authors publishing on safety culture.

No.* Author
name

Country of
author

Number of
publications

Average
citations per
publication

Number of
publications as
first author

1 E.J.
Thomas

USA 18 31.2 1

2 J.B.
Sexton

USA 15 62.8 4

2 R. Flin Scotland 15 51.3 2
4 K.

Mearns
Scotland 14 31.2 6

5 C.
Wagner

The
Netherlands

13 9.5 1

5 T.
Reiman

Finland 13 6.9 10

* Equally productive authors have the same ranking number.
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(green cluster, upper left), and one around the USA (red cluster, right).
The cluster gathering around England mostly contains countries in
Western- and Southern-Europe. The cluster gathering around the USA
has three other major contributors: China, Australia and Canada. A
third, smaller cluster contains the Scandinavian countries (blue cluster,
bottom left). As found in other scientific research domains, collabora-
tive countries tend to be geographically correlated, and centre around
the most productive countries in terms of publication output (Zheng
et al., 2016).

3.4.2. Institutions
1866 different research institutions participated in the 1694 pub-

lications with institution information (one author can be affiliated to

more than one institution, or a publication can be written by several
authors from different institutions). Of all institutions, 72.9%
(n = 1361) only participated in one publication, and 13.1% (n = 244)
only participated in two publications. 29 organisations (1.5%) pro-
duced at least ten publications on the topic of safety culture. Table 3
gives information on the top-10 of most productive institutions pub-
lishing on safety culture. The five most productive institutions were
located in the USA. The institution which published the most publica-
tions on the topic (n = 32) is the University of Pittsburgh. All of the
top-10 institutions were universities.

It would be interesting to subdivide all 1866 institutions partici-
pating in safety culture research according to following categories:
academic (colleges and universities), private organisation (e.g.

Fig. 4. Authors cooperation network in safety culture research.

Table 2
Top-10 of most active journals publishing on safety culture.

No.* Journal title Number of publications Impact factor** Subject category of the journal**

1 Safety Science 132 1.831 – Engineering, industrial
– Operations research &management science

2 BMJ Quality & Safety 54 3.988 – Health care sciences & services
3 Quality & Safety in Health Care 37 2.160 – Health care sciences & services
4 Process Safety Progress 35 0.464 – Engineering, chemical
5 BMC Health Services Research 33 1.712 – Health care sciences & services
6 Journal of Safety Research 29 1.870 – Ergonomics

– Public, environmental & occupational health
– Social sciences, interdisciplinary
– Transportation

7 Journal of Loss Prevention in the Process Industries 22 1.406 – Engineering, chemical
7 International Journal for Quality in Health Care 22 1.756 – Health care sciences & services
9 Journal of Patient Safety 21 1.492 – Health care sciences & services
10 Accident Analysis and Prevention 20 2.070 – Ergonomics

– Public, environmental & occupational health
– Social sciences, interdisciplinary
– Transportation

* Equally active journals have the same ranking number.
** Impact factors and subject categories were retrieved from the 2014 Journal Citation Reports®.
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industry, hospital), or governmental organisation (policy makers).
Based on this division, it could be identified if safety culture research is
squarely situated in the world of academia, and it can shed a light on
stakeholder involvement and policy focus (Gall et al., 2015). However,
this division is very time consuming, as this information is not regis-
tered in Web of Science, and it has to be searched one by one manually.

3.5. Cited analysis

Citation is a two way process. Firstly, it covers the knowledge input,
i.e. the citing behaviour in a publication (the references that are used in
the publication), which is called the ‘citing analysis’ (Li and Hale,
2015). This aspect will be covered in the next section. Secondly, it
covers the knowledge output, i.e. the citing of a publication by others
(other publications that use the publication as a reference), which is
called the ‘cited analysis’ (Li and Hale, 2015). This aspect will be cov-
ered in this section.

The cited analysis gives the number of times the publications on
safety culture has been cited by other publications listed in Web of
Science. In total, all 1789 publications were used 14,485 times as a
reference in other publications. The average citation per publication is

Fig. 5. The number of safety culture publications distributed by country or territory.
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Fig. 7. Cooperation network between countries and territories in safety culture research.

Table 3
Top-10 of most productive institutions publishing on safety culture.

No.* Institution Country Number of
publications

1 University of Pittsburgh USA 32
2 Harvard University USA 28
3 University of Michigan USA 25
4 Stanford University USA 24
5 Johns Hopkins University USA 23
6 University of Manchester UK 22
6 University of Aberdeen UK 22
8 University of Toronto Canada 18
9 University of California, San

Francisco
USA 16

10 Griffith University Australia 15
10 Delft University of Technology The Netherlands 15

* Equally productive institutions have the same ranking number.

K. van Nunen et al. Safety Science xxx (xxxx) xxx–xxx

6



8.1. 42.4% (n = 759/1789) was cited zero times at the time of the data
extraction. Of the 1789 publications on safety culture, 3.6% (n = 65/
1789) was cited 50 times or more, and 1.0% (n = 18/1789) was cited
100 times or more.

It should be noted that there is a general assumption that the
number of citations reflects a publication’s influence and notoriety and,
hence, its quality (Smith, 2007; Ugolini et al., 2015). However, some
authors (e.g. Walter et al., 2003; Chiu and Ho, 2007) state that the
times a publication has been cited by others does not actually indicate
the quality of a publication, but that it measures its visibility. Also,
there is a growing recognition that open access journal publications are
increasingly cited more (Whipple et al., 2013).

Table 4 shows the ten most frequently cited publications. The most
cited paper is ‘The nature of safety culture: a review of theory and research’
from Guldenmund. The paper has been cited 410 times since its pub-
lication in 2000 (until December 29, 2015). The paper with the highest
average citations per year is ‘The Safety Attitudes Questionnaire: psy-
chometric properties, benchmarking data, and emerging research’ from
Sexton et al. Since its publication in 2006, the paper has been cited on
average 31.9 times per year. Looking at the ten most frequently cited
publications, the UK is best represented as country of first author with
four publications, followed by the USA with two publications. Cox is the
only first author occurring twice in the list. The journal ‘Safety Science’
is best represented with four publications, followed by ‘Work & Stress’
with two publications. If the content of the ten most frequently cited
publications is examined, it can be seen that six of the publications
cover safety culture in organisations and four cover health-care and
patient safety culture (see Section 3.8 for more information on the di-
vision of safety culture publications in (a) organisational safety culture
and (b) health-care and patient safety culture).

The number of times a publication has been cited is highly corre-
lated with the length of time since its publication (Qui and Chen, 2009).
Obviously, older publications have more chance to be already cited
than newer publications, but this does not preclude recent publications
from having an important impact in the field (Milfont and Page, 2013).
For example, the most recent published article in the top-10 was pub-
lished in 2009 and has been cited 138 times, compared to the earliest
published article in 1991 that has been cited 128 times.

3.6. Citing and co-citation analysis

The citing analysis gives the number of references used by the 1789
publications on safety culture. In total, 50,790 references were used,
which is the total number of references. The number of unique refer-
ences is 31,776.

Co-citation analysis focuses on the relationship or interaction be-
tween two publications, and gives an overview of publications that
have been cited together in other publications. The more two publica-
tions are cited together, the more similarities between them can be
assumed (Li and Hale, 2015).

As mentioned in the citing analysis, 31,776 unique references were
used in the 1789 publications on safety culture. VOSviewer was used to
analyse and visualise the co-citations. To be included in the co-citation
map, a reference had to be used in the bibliography of the 1789 safety
culture publications at least twenty times. Of the 31,776 unique refer-
ences, 156 met this threshold.

The result of the co-citation analysis is presented in Fig. 8. The size
of the circles represents the number of citations, i.e. the larger a circle,
the more a publication has been cited in the safety culture publications.
A smaller distance between two publications suggests a stronger rela-
tion and a higher similarity between them. Circles with the same colour
suggest a similar topic among these publications. The co-citation map
shows how the references of the safety culture publications cluster to-
gether, and clearly illustrates three distinct clusters, where each cluster
represents a field of safety culture research: a blue cluster (upper left), a
green cluster (bottom left) and a red cluster (right). Green and blue areTa
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more intermingled with each other, while the red cluster stands more
alone.

Based on the examination of the titles of all individual publications
in the three clusters, an appropriate label could be assigned to each of
them. The red cluster is clearly separated from the two other clusters,
and represents the subfield of health-care safety. Not only patient safety
is included in this cluster (although this is the majority), but also,
amongst others, safety in surgical interventions, intensive care units
and the health-care system in general. The green and blue clusters are
more intermingled, as they both represent publications on organisa-
tional safety. Publications in the green cluster focus on occupational
safety, and more specific on safety climate, attitudes and behaviour.
Publications in the blue cluster focus on disaster prevention and models
of safety culture. The blue cluster is more theoretical, whereas the green
cluster contains more practical-oriented publications.

The highly-cited references used in publications on safety culture
can be divided in two groups: (1) a group of references that is a part of
the 1789 safety culture publications and (2) a group of references that
belongs to another main research domain than safety culture, but of
course has an interrelatedness with the concept. Looking at the second
group of references, important influences in safety culture research can
be identified. In the cluster of health-care safety, ‘Measuring patient
safety climate: a review of surveys’ from Colla et al. (2005) can be seen as
an important influence that does not belong to the main domain of
safety culture, but belongs to the main domain of safety climate. The
most influential publication in the cluster of occupational safety is
‘Safety climate in industrial organisations: Theoretical and applied im-
plications’ from Zohar (1980), also belonging to the main domain of
safety climate research. Important influences in the cluster of disaster
prevention and models of safety culture are two books from Reason:
‘Human error’ (1990) and ‘Managing the Risks of Organisational Acci-
dents’ (1997).

3.7. Subject categories

Every journal covered by Web of Science is assigned to at least one
subject category. The subject categories reflect a particular field of re-
search. Web of Science comprises approximately 250 subject categories.
All articles published within a journal will inherit the journal’s subject
categories designation.

The total count of the subject categories belonging to the 1789
publications on safety culture was 3094. A great diversity in subject
categories can be seen, as there were 153 different Web of Science

subject categories related to the research of safety culture. Just like the
high number of different journals publishing on safety culture, the high
number of subject categories indicates a wide variety of research
themes, and the multidisciplinary character of safety culture research.
Out of these 153 subject categories, 28 subject categories (18.3%)
contained only one publication, and 19 subject categories (12.4%)
contained only two publications. 56 subject categories (36.6%) con-
tained at least ten publications.

Fig. 9 shows the top-10 of most frequently assigned Web of Science
subject categories to the safety culture publications and the division
over time. The legend gives the names of the top-10 subject categories,
along with the total number of safety culture publications belonging to
these categories. The subject category containing the most publications
on the topic of safety culture was ‘Health Care Sciences & Services’ with
252 publications, followed by ‘Public, Environmental & Occupational
Health’ with 243 publications.

The division of safety culture research in two main clusters (see
Section 3.8) – (a) organisational safety culture and (b) health-care and
patient safety culture – is also represented in the subject categories
belonging to the publications. For example, the categories ‘Health Care
Sciences & Services’ and ‘Health Policy & Services’ can be clearly assigned
to the cluster ‘health-care and patient safety culture’, and the categories
‘Engineering, Industrial’ and ‘Engineering, Chemical’ can be clearly as-
signed to the cluster ‘organisational safety culture’.

The distribution of the subject categories over 5-year intervals
(Fig. 9) helps us to see the level of research that is spent during a given
period on a given subject, and it can uncover subjects that gained more
attention over time. For example, during the last five years, a doubling
of publications on safety culture could be observed in the subject ca-
tegories ‘Transportation’ and ‘Ergonomics’. The category ‘Nuclear Sci-
ence & Technology’ even counted a fourfold increase of safety culture
publications the last 5 years. The nuclear disaster in Fukushima in 2011
can provide an explanation on this matter.

3.8. Terms analysis

An analysis of the terms that are used in the titles and abstracts of
safety culture publications can provide insight in main topics and re-
search trends in the domain of safety culture.

VOSviewer was used to analyse and visualise the terms. First, all
noun phrases were extracted from the titles and abstracts of the 1789
safety culture publications. Terms with a general meaning, such as
‘article’ and ‘conclusion’, were not included. Terms with a different

Fig. 8. Co-citation analysis of highly-cited references used in publications on safety culture.
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spelling, such as ‘safety behavior’ and ‘safety behaviour’, were merged.
Only terms that occur in at least ten publications were considered. 493
terms met this threshold.

The result of the terms analysis is presented in Fig. 10. The size of
the circles represents the occurrence of a term, i.e. the higher the size,
the higher the occurrence of a term in the abstracts and titles of the
safety culture publications. The overall distance between terms pro-
vides information on their relatedness. The shorter the distance be-
tween terms, the stronger their relation. The relatedness of terms is
determined by counting the number of times that terms occur together
in the titles and abstracts (Rodrigues et al., 2014). The colours are used
to distinguish different clusters.

The terms map shows how the terms of the safety culture publica-
tions cluster together, and clearly illustrates two distinct clusters: a red
cluster (left) and a green cluster (right). The most common keywords in
the red cluster are: risk, accident, industry, concept, and company. The
most common keywords in the green cluster are: patient safety, hos-
pital, survey, patient safety culture, and questionnaire. The red cluster
seems to entail publications on organisational safety. Terms such as

‘concept’ and ‘framework’ suggest a more theoretical focus. The green
cluster seems to entail the health-care and patient safety culture pub-
lications with a more practical-oriented emphasis. Terms such as
‘survey’ and ‘questionnaire’ strengthen the latter presumption.

Fig. 11 shows the terms analysis of the safety culture publications,
but with time information. The colour of a term indicates the term’s
average publication year. The average publication year of a term is
calculated by taking the average of the publication years of all pub-
lications that have the term in their title or abstract. Terms that are used
more towards 2015 are shown in red (the right of Fig. 11), while terms
that are used more towards 2006 are shown in blue (the lift side of
Fig. 11).

Looking at the time periods, most research around 2006 was con-
ducted in the content area of nuclear safety (corresponding terms such
as nuclear power plant, reactor, nuclear technology). Most research
around 2008 focussed on organisational safety, and more specific on
the technical and organisational aspects (corresponding terms such as
risk, accident, industry, technology, safety management, safety man-
agement system). Around 2010, a lot of safety culture research focussed

Fig. 10. Terms analysis of safety culture publications.
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on safety climate and perceptions. Finally, the map shows an increasing
trend in publications related to health-care and patient safety, as the
corresponding terms (patient safety, nurse, hospital, patient safety
culture, care, etcetera) are mostly used in recent years.

To summarise, the time map of terms shows a movement away from
organisational safety culture in general, and a movement away from
more technical factors in particular. Along with the development of
safety culture, human aspects such as perceptions, safety climate,
workload, and job satisfaction, were given greater importance than
technology. The movement away from the more technical factors could
reflect the more classically dominant division between the human
(social science and medicine) and technical worlds (Li and Hale, 2015).
Publications on health-care and patient safety stand in a dominant
position in safety culture research nowadays. It should be noted that
this does not mean that lesser attention is being paid to organisational
culture – a lot of research on this topic is still being performed, and
needed – but that publications on health-care and patient safety culture
gain the upper hand.

4. Conclusions

In this paper, an evaluation on the global research trends in safety
culture publications from 1900 to 2015 is given. The topic of safety
culture has been a field of extensive research during the last ten years
and its publication output is characterised by an exponential growth.
Nevertheless, latest trends suggest a saturation of scientific output in
this field. The next few years will enlighten if this declining trend in
publication output will remain. The study includes 1789 publications
on safety culture covering 4591 authors, 775 journals, 76 countries or
territories, and 1866 institutions.

Two main research areas can be distinguished in the domain of
safety culture: (1) organisational safety culture and (2) health-care and
patient safety culture. The research area of organisational safety culture
seems to be a more theoretical, where the research area of health-care
and patient safety culture has a more practical-oriented emphasis. The
research in the subdomain of health-care and patient safety culture
stands in a dominant position in safety culture research nowadays.

The power-law distribution, which has also been discovered by
bibliometric studies in other fields (Li and Zhao, 2015), applies to many
aspects of safety culture publications:

– The largest proportion of the authors (83.6%) is only credited in one
publication, and a small group of productive authors contributed to
a significant share of publications in safety culture research (6.0% of
all authors published at least three articles).

– Of all journals publishing on the topic, 79.5% only published one or
two publications. A small proportion of the journals (1.3%) is re-
sponsible for about one fifth of the safety culture publications.

– Of the countries or territories publishing on safety culture, 60.5%
produced ten or less publications. 11.8% of the contributing coun-
tries or territories produced more than fifty publications on the
topic.

– 72.9% of the institutions only participated in one publication, and
1.5% of the contributing institutions produced at least ten publica-
tions on the topic of safety culture. Universities (and not private or
governmental organisations) were the predominant contributors.

– A large proportion of the safety culture publications (42.4%) was
not (yet) cited by others, and only a small proportion of the pub-
lications (3.6%) was cited fifty times or more.

The analyses also provided information on who is standing on the
frontier of this research area:

– Thomas and Sexton are the most productive authors. They are spill
figures in the cooperation network of authors, which means that
other authors are linked (directly or indirectly) to one of them. Both
authors are affiliated to the USA and publish in the research area of
health-care and patient safety culture.

– The most cited paper is from Guldenmund (2000), and the paper
with the highest average citations per year is from Sexton et al.
(2006).

– The journal ‘Safety Science’ is the key journal publishing on safety
culture research.

– The USA, England and China are the countries and territories
dominating the publication production. In the cooperation network,
other countries and territories are linked (directly or indirectly) to
one of these main contributing countries. Europe and North America
are the continents dominating the publication production.

– The leading institution is the University of Pittsburgh (USA). The
top-5 of most productive institutions were located in the USA.

– Important influences from other main research domains on the

Fig. 11. Terms analysis of safety culture publications with time information.
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safety culture research come from Colla et al. (2005), Zohar (1980)
and Reason (1990, 1997).

Some positive aspects could be derived from the bibliometric ana-
lysis. Firstly, it can be concluded that there is much collaborative re-
search in the safety culture domain, as multi-authored publications
make up about three quarters of all publications. Secondly, many dif-
ferent journals publish on the topic and a wide range of subject cate-
gories is assigned to the safety culture publications, which indicates a
wide variety of research themes, and the multidisciplinary character of
safety culture research.

Also, some points of concern could be concluded. Firstly, a geo-
graphical inequality, which is related to economic development, can be
seen in safety culture research. The share of Oceania, South America
and especially Africa is very limited. Secondly, regarding organisational
safety culture, it seems that there is a movement away from technical
aspects towards more human aspects. Human aspects are important
when safety culture is addressed, however, it should be acknowledged
that technological aspects remain important. As argued by several au-
thors (e.g. Reiman and Rollenhagen, 2014; van Nunen et al., 2016),
safety culture represents a holistic, comprehensive term that comprises
a totality of technological, organisational and human factors.

Finally, some limitations of this bibliometric study should be ad-
dressed. First of all, the search was limited to publications listed in Web
of Science. Although Web of Science is among the largest global data-
bases, it does of course not contain all publications in the field of safety
culture research. Other international databases such as PubMed or
Scopus could have been used. However, Web of Science is the most
widely accepted and frequently used database for analysis of scientific
publications (Yang et al., 2013). Secondly, bibliometric analysis uses
quantitative methods. Hence, the content or the quality of publications
cannot be interpreted (Dunk and Arbon, 2009). This can imply that
some of the publications were included in the analyses notwithstanding
they address a different topic than safety culture; they can address for
example the topic of safety climate.

Another limitation of bibliometrics is that analysis can only be done
for the existing classifications included in Web of Science. This leads to
the omission of other valuable information, such as the distinction
between theoretical and empirical papers and more details on the
context in case of empirical research (for instance the sectors or the
countries in which the study was conducted). Based on these limitations
characterising bibliometric analysis, a deeper content analysis is re-
commended for further research.

Acknowledgements

This research was funded by the Research Chair Vandeputte of the
University of Antwerp. The authors are indebted to Mr Gilbert
Vandeputte for his support. The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

Chiu, W.-T., Ho, Y.-S., 2007. Bibliometric analysis of tsunami research. Scientometrics 73
(1), 3–17.

Colla, J.B., Bracken, A.C., Kinney, L.M., Weeks, W.B., 2005. Measuring patient safety
climate: a review of surveys. Qual. Saf. Health Care 14, 364–366.

Dabi, Y., Darrigues, L., Katsahian, S., Azoulay, D., De Antonio, M., Lazzati, A., 2016.
Publication trends in bariatric surgery: a bibliometric study. Obes. Surg. (Epub ahead
of print). http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11695-016-2160-x.

Dunk, A.M., Arbon, P., 2009. Is it time for a new descriptor 'pressure injury': a biblio-
metric analysis. Wound Pract. Res. 17 (4), 201–207.

EU-OSHA European Agency for Safety and Health at Work, 2011. Occupational safety and
health culture assessment – a review of main approaches and selected tools. Working

Environment Information Working Paper. Publications Office of the European Union,
Luxembourg.

Gall, M., Nguyen, K.H., Cutter, S.L., 2015. Integrated research on disaster risk: is it really
integrated? Int. J. Disaster Risk Reduct. 12, 255–267.

Guldenmund, F.W., 2000. The nature of safety culture: a review of theory and research.
Saf. Sci. 34, 215–257.

Jia, X., Dai, T., Guo, X., 2014. Comprehensive exploration of urban health by bibliometric
analysis: 35 years and 11,299 articles. Scientometrics 99, 881–894.

Khalil, G.M., Gotway Crawford, C.A., 2015. A bibliometric analysis of U.S.-based research
on the behavioral risk factor surveillance system. Am. J. Prev. Med. 48 (1), 50–57.

Li, J., Hale, A., 2016. Output distributions and topic maps of safety related journals. Saf.
Sci. 82, 236–244.

Li, J., Hale, A., 2015. Identification of, and knowledge communication among core safety
science journals. Saf. Sci. 74, 70–78.

Li, W., Zhao, Y., 2015. Bibliometric analysis of global environmental assessment research
in a 20-year period. Environ. Impact Assess. Rev. 50, 158–166.

Liu, X., Zhan, F.B., Hong, S., Niu, B., Liu, Y., 2012. A bibliometric study of earthquake
research: 1900–2010. Scientometrics 92, 747–765.

Liu, X., Zhan, F.B., Hong, S., Niu, B., Liu, Y., 2013. Replies to comments on “A biblio-
metric study of earthquake research: 1900–2010”. Scientometrics 96, 933–936.

Milfont, T.L., Page, E., 2013. A bibliometric review of the first thirty years of the Journal
of Environmental Psychology. J. Environ. Psychol. 4 (2), 195–216.

Price, D.J.S., 1963. Little Science, Big Science. Columbia University Press, New York.
Qui, H., Chen, Y., 2009. Bibliometric analysis of biological invasions research.

Scientometrics 81 (3), 601–610.
Reason, J., 1990. Human Error. Cambridge University Press, New York, NY.
Reason, J., 1997. Managing the Risks of Organizational Accidents. Ashgate, Aldershot,

Hampshire, England.
Reiman, T., Rollenhagen, C., 2014. Does the concept of safety culture help or hinder

systems thinking in safety? Accid. Anal. Prev. 68, 5–15.
Rizzi, F., van Eck, N.J., Frey, M., 2014. The production of scientific knowledge on re-

newable energies: worldwide trends, dynamics and challenges and implications for
management. Renew. Energy 62, 657–671.

Rodrigues, S.P., van Eck, N.J., Waltman, L., Jansen, F.W., 2014. Mapping patient safety: a
large-scale literature review using bibliometric visualisation techniques. BMJ Open
4 (3).

Sammer, C.E., Lykens, K., Singh, K.P., Mains, D.A., Lackan, N.A., 2010. What is patient
safety culture? A review of the literature. J. Nurs. Scholarsh. 42 (2), 156–165.

Sexton, J.B., Helmreich, R.L., Neilands, T.B., Rowan, K., Vella, K., Boyden, J., Roberts,
P.R., Thomas, E.J., 2006. The safety attitudes questionnaire: psychometric properties,
benchmarking data, and emerging research. BMC Health Serv. Res. 6 (44).

Smith, D.R., 2007. Historical development of the journal impact factor and its relevance
for occupational health. Ind. Health 45, 730–742.

Ugolini, D., Bonassi, S., Cristaudo, A., Leoncini, G., Ratto, G.B., Neri, M., 2015. Temporal
trend, geographic distribution, and publication quality in asbestos research. Environ.
Sci. Pollut. Res. 22, 6957–6967.

van Eck, N.J., Waltman, L., 2010. Software survey: VOSviewer, a computer program for
bibliometric mapping. Scientometrics 84, 523–538.

van Eck, N.J., Waltman, L., Dekker, R., van den Berg, J., 2010. A comparison of two
techniques for bibliometric mapping: Multidimensional scaling and VOS. J. Am. Soc.
Inform. Sci. Technol. 61 (12), 2405–2416.

van Nunen, K., Reniers, G., Ponnet, K., 2016. Measuring and improving safety culture in
organisations: An exploration of tools developed and used in Belgium. J. Risk Res.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2016.1235602.

Walter, G., Bloch, S., Hunt, G., Fisher, K., 2003. Counting on citations: a flawed way to
measure quality. Med. J. Aust. 178 (6), 280–281.

Waltman, L., van Eck, N.J., Noyons, E.C.M., 2010. A unified approach to mapping and
clustering of bibliometric networks. J. Inform. 4 (4), 629–635.

Wang, B., Pan, S.-Y., Ke, R.-Y., Wang, K., Wei, Y.-M., 2014. An overview of climate change
vulnerability: a bibliometric analysis based on Web of Science database. Nat. Hazards
74, 1649–1666.

Weaver, S.J., Lubomksi, L.H., Wilson, R.F., Pfoh, E.R., Martinez, K.A., Dy, S.M., 2013.
Promoting a culture of safety as a patient safety strategy: a systematic review. Ann.
Intern. Med. 158, 369–374.

Whipple, E.C., Dixon, B.E., McGowan, J.J., 2013. Linking health information technology
to patient safety and quality outcomes: a bibliometric analysis and review. Inform.
Health Soc. Care 38 (1), 1–14.

Yang, L., Chen, Z., Liu, T., Gong, Z., Yu, Y., Wang, J., 2013. Global trends of solid waste
research from 1997 to 2011 by using bibliometric analysis. Scientometrics 96,
133–146.

Zheng, T., Wang, J., Wang, Q., Nie, C., Shi, Z., Wang, X., Gao, Z., 2016. A bibliometric
analysis of micro/nano-bubble related research: current trends, present application,
and future prospects. Scientometrics (Epub ahead of print). http://dx.doi.org/10.
1007/s11192-016-2004-4.

Zhou, Z., Goh, Y.M., Li, Q., 2015. Overview and analysis of safety management studies in
the construction industry. Saf. Sci. 72, 337–350.

Zohar, D., 1980. Safety climate in industrial organizations: theoretical and applied im-
plications. J. Appl. Psychol. 65 (1), 96–102.

K. van Nunen et al. Safety Science xxx (xxxx) xxx–xxx

11

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h9000
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h9000
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11695-016-2160-x
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0065
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0080
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0090
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0120
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0120
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0120
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0145
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2016.1235602
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0155
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0155
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0180
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0180
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0180
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11192-016-2004-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11192-016-2004-4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0190
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0190
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0195
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0925-7535(16)30560-4/h0195

	Bibliometric analysis of safety culture research
	Introduction
	Data and methods
	Results and discussion
	Publication output and growth trend
	Authors and their cooperation
	Journals publishing on safety culture
	Geographical and institutional distribution and cooperation
	Countries and territories
	Institutions

	Cited analysis
	Citing and co-citation analysis
	Subject categories
	Terms analysis

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References




