
Using public policy citation data 
in university decision making

Understanding, sharing and responsible use



To clarify: this kind of policy

We mean public policy - government legislation and policymaking



About Overton, about me

• Moved from research into journal 
publishing, got into bibliometrics & 
alternative metrics

• Founded altmetric.com, was at Digital 
Science until 2016

• Then left to start overton.io
• Our mission is to making public policy 

more transparent
• About 20 staff, based in London & DC
• Like WoS or Scopus, but for public 

policy
• Work with ~ 150 institutions, funders, 

IGOs and gov agencies worldwide

Euan Adie
https://overton.io
euan@overton.io



Quick tangent – 
OpenAlex

• We’ve worked on / with a lot of scholarly 
infrastructure over the years

• We use OpenAlex as a source of scholarly 
metadata, specifically affiliation data

• It is amazing and if you’re a fan of open 
infrastructure & innovation in this space then 
you  should get your institution to support them



In this talk

• Policy engagement data - what is it
• What can we do with it, what questions can we get answered?
• How do you get started in practice
• As we go along will suggest some approaches & rules of thumb

...

In general – I hope you get a flavor of what this data is, where it can 
be useful and where to be careful



Places to get policy citation data



What is it?



Public policy draws on evidence and 
academic expertise
• ”Evidence based / led” policy means a 

lot of things to different people
• But generally both government and the 

public like the idea
• Disagreement on political lines about 

who are the experts and what good 
evidence is*

* Partisan Disparities in the Use of Science in Policy, Furnas et al. https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/aep9v



Two (and a half) sides to the story

Supply Demand

Knowledge brokers

Uni policy office
Think tanks
Legislative research office
NGOs & non-profits
IGOs
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Quick tangent

How much research gets cited in public policy?

• (CWTS) 3.9% of all articles in WoS database
• (Pinherio) 5.8% of all articles in Scopus database between 2008 and 2016

• 47% of random sample in Development Studies
• 0.1% of random sample in Drama & Theatre



Though actually….

• The closer you get to legislation the less likely it is that you’ll see 
citations of primary research – most research goes through translation 
steps

cites cites







Policy citation counts

Institution Citing policy documents
University of Michigan 94,238
University of New Mexico 15,837
University of Arizona 33,208
Harvard 140,509
Florida State University 16,226
Rutgers 42,599
University of Idaho 6,515



What can we do with it?



Discover

Understand the policy 
landscape

Evaluate

Measure, collect evidence for 
existing policy engagement 
activity

Engage

Find new opportunities that 
researchers could engage with



What questions can we ask?

Supply Demand

Knowledge brokers

Uni policy office
Think tanks
Legislative research office
NGOs & non-profits
IGOs

What are we doing already, and is it working?
Where are our strengths?
Who is promising & may benefit from support?
Are there any compelling stories?



What questions can we ask?

Supply Demand

Knowledge brokers

Uni policy office
Think tanks
Legislative research office
NGOs & non-profits
IGOs

What opportunities exist that that 
overlap with our strengths?

What can we learn that might be useful 
context when dealing with federal 

funders?



… what questions can’t we ask?

• Purely quantitative ones about individual researchers
• Too much engagement is hidden, 0 policy citations may not mean 0 engagement
• Context and timing is everything – 1 brief engagement may have been more 

impactful than 10 longer ones
• Ones that rely on an objective measure of impact – the definition of 

impact is subjective!
• It helps to have some idea going in of what success looks like – this 

might be tied to your institution’s mission statement, or to the goals for 
a program or department

• e.g. do we care more about state level or international policy impact?
• are there any important policy organizations we particularly care about?
• who are we benchmarking ourselves against, if anybody?



Getting started:
Assess what’s already happening



What kind of outputs might we want?

• Narratives – mix the quantitative with the qualitative, look for 
interesting stories in the data that are backed up by evidence

• Indicators – find some queries that you can keep running over time 
in the app to see direction of travel

• Datasets that we can combine with others to get a fuller picture of 
research impact (by department, by career stage, by funder…), 
maybe fed into dashboards









Citations aren’t everything







Exporting data via CSV, API or snapshot

• For detailed analysis or to merge 
with other datasets you’ll want to 
export the data out of the app

• Everything you see on the platform is 
available through a REST API

• And rest via CSV, Excel and RIS
• Always interested in ways we can 

make this easier, and for ideas of 
new tools to support (SQL dumps? 
Google Big Query?)









Let’s investigate SDG 13: Climate Action

• Who is doing the citing (what sources)?
• Which academics are being cited, and what kind of policy is citing 

them?
• What topics are they publishing on?
• Where is their funding coming from?





Notes, caveats & biases

• At the bottom of every 
page

• Traffic light system – 
red is important 
caveat or bias, green 
is for background

• Expanded by default if 
any red or yellow 
notes









”share of voice” indicators

• Of all the evidence being 
cited by the IPCC (in any 
report), how much of it 
comes from us?

• In this case, UoA is #51 out 
of > 2,500 institutions 
whose work has been cited 
by the IPCC

• (lots of caveats with this 
indicator!)



”share of voice” over time

• Of all institutions globally cited by policy related to SDG 13, 
ordered by citing policy document count, where does the UoA 
rank?

Year Rank
2016 #87
2018 #78
2020 #100
2022 #91



(in case you’re wondering who the top 10 are)



Switching contexts

• For the next part of the analysis 
we want to look at researchers, 
research articles and topics 
rather than the citing policy 
documents themselves

• In Overton you do this with the 
”Explore” menu









Demand side



Engaging with new opportunities

• Governments are rapidly getting better at articulating what they 
would like from researchers

• Traditionally this has happened:
• Via funders – slow, broad
• Via knowledge brokers – can have political aspect
• Via informal networks – “it’s who you know”

• This means expertise supplied is not always representative
• Govs increasingly now going direct



Opportunities for direct engagement









• New database 
launching this 
summer

• Open to 
browse, pay to 
get matches, 
API

• Integrates with 
existing app – 
knows your 
researchers & 
their levels of 
policy 
experience







Thanks!

• Enjoy the rest of your time in New Mexico! 
• Feel free to email afterwards or connect on LinkedIn
• And reach out if you’d like trial access

euan@overton.io
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