
Introduction
The World Health Organization has focused on developing 
health policies and programs based on evidence-based research 
and, in this respect, has considered especially important the 
creation of more appropriate health information systems in 
policymaking. Due to its specific nature, policymaking in the 
health section has a significant status and a special sensitivity 
and specificity in comparison with other social sectors.1,2 
Health policymaking is an interdisciplinary field that provides 
a comprehensive picture of how health systems adapt to health 
policies. Decision making in the health sector is often related 
to life and death subjects. In many cases, health is influenced 
by decisions that may not have a direct relation to healthcare, 

such as the effects of poverty on people’s health, air pollution, 
economic policies related to smoking, nurses’ stress, etc., 
but these decisions can affect people’s health behavior.3-6 
Given the complexity of health systems, policymakers and 
analysts must find a way to simplify the current situation.7,8 
In writing health policy, 3 closely interrelated and sometimes 
interchangeable expressions are used: planning, management, 
and policy. It should be noted that governments, as service 
providers, have 2 significant roles that other providers do not: 
policymaking and regulation in line with people’s personal 
responsibility for health. Policies are the basis for planning 
and are implemented while their establishment is managed. A 
policy that does not lead to an operational plan will not solve 
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Abstract
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any problems in the country.9

Undoubtedly, the international status of each country 
depends on the conditions of knowledge production in that 
country.10 The scientific status of each country is determined 
through comparisons with other countries. This is also true 
with health policies. Given the fact that health policymaking 
in each country is proportionate to the needs and capabilities 
of that country, the research and knowledge production in 
the field of organization, policymaking, and other major 
issues in healthcare, education, and training systems can help 
policymakers make optimal decisions in this area. 

Recognizing the research status quo in this field will help 
policymakers decide on and adopt sound health policies 
and determine the direction of research in this area. New 
studies require an understanding of the current status and a 
familiarity with the position of Iran among equally important 
countries in terms of scientific productions. To determine the 
scientific classification and differences between countries, 
the study and comparison of the scientific production 
in different countries are very important. Scientometric 
techniques, including numbers of articles and citations, are 
tools researchers use to assess the existing status and ranking 
of individuals, institutions, and countries. The international 
databases Scopus and Web of Science are the most important 
tools for sharing scientific findings and can be used as 
important sources for knowledge gathering. Accordingly, 
various studies have evaluated the status of scientific 
knowledge production in Iran in a variety of fields. Their 
results indicate that there has been a significant increase in the 
production of scientific knowledge in Iran, especially in the 
field of medicine.11-17 Because of the newly-established feature 
of health policymaking in Iran, however, no comprehensive 
research has been done on the current status of scientific 
productions in the field of health policymaking and Iran’s 
position. Therefore, in line with the importance of directing 
researchers to this newly established field, the current study 
evaluated Iran’s research rankings among health policymaking 
studies in the world and in West Asia and North Africa based 
on the Scopus citation database.

Methods
This review investigated Iran’s position regarding health 
policy research in the world and in West Asia and North 
Africa. To extract Iran’s ranking, 2 indices were considered in 
this study: (1) the number of articles indexed in the Scopus 
citation database, and (2) the number of citations for articles 
based on the Scopus citation database. Iran’s ranking based on 

these 2 indices was extracted and its annual change trend was 
compared with that of other countries.

Extracting the Scientific Ranking
Information about Iran’s ranking among different countries 
was extracted based on the number of articles and number 
of citations using (http://www.scimagojr.com/countryrank.
php). This port is connected to Scopus and assesses and 
reveals the status of different countries in the world based on 
the latest Scopus reports. The calculations are available for 
different countries for the years 1996 to 2016, and the ranking 
system is based on various parameters, such as number of 
articles, number of citations, number of citations per article, 
the h-index, etc. In the current research, Iran’s ranking was 
extracted based on the number of articles and number of 
citations. The category “medicine” and then the sub-category 
of “health policy” were selected along with “all regions” and 
“Middle East” for the 15-year interval 2002 to 2016. Iran’s 
ranking in the general field of health policy in the world and 
in West Asia and North Africa was identified and extracted, 
and the results are reported in tables and graphs based on the 
number of articles and the number of citations.

Results
Iran’s Ranking in the World
According to the SCImago database in 2016, a total of 220 
journals related to health policy have been indexed in the 
Scopus database. The results of Iran’s international ranking 
are shown in Table 1 and Figure 1. These results show the 
trend of change based on the number of articles and the 
number of citations.
 
Iran’s Ranking Based on Number of Articles
In 2002, Iran ranked 48th in the world and fell to an even 
lower position in 2003. The country experienced relatively 
good growth in 2004 and 2005, and in the period from 2007 
to 2016, the number of articles published was almost in sync 
with the slow tempo of publications in the world. The results 
showed that Iran achieved its most favorable ranking in the 
world in 2014 (19th place) (Table 1 and Figure 1).

Iran’s Ranking Based on Number of Citations
Based on the number of citations, Iran ranked 67th in 
the world in 2002. From 2004 through 2015, Iran showed 
relatively modest growth and reached the rank of 27th in the 
world in 2015. In 2016, however, the country fell ten spots 
to 37th place. Iran achieved its highest ranking in the world 

Table 1. Iran’s Ranking in the Field of Health Policy Research in a 15-Year Interval Based on the Scopus Database

Year

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

World
Documents 48 73 49 37 43 31 33 29 26 27 32 20 19 21 21

Citations 67 61 37 42 35 32 32 33 35 25 39 30 29 27 37

West Asia and North Africa
Documents 3 10 5 4 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 1

Citations 5 7 4 4 3 2 2 2 3 2 3 2 1 2 2

http://www.scimagojr.com/countryrank.php
http://www.scimagojr.com/countryrank.php
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based on number of citations in 2011 at 25th place (Table 1 
and Figure 1).
 
Iran’s Ranking in West Asia and North Africa
According to the SCImago database in 2016, a total of 3 
journals related to health policy from West Asian and North 
African countries have been indexed in the Scopus database; 
they include almost one percent of the world’s health policy 
journals. Of the 3 journals, 2 are Iranian journals related to 
the field of health policy.
 
Iran’s Ranking Based on Number of Articles
In the year 2002, Iran ranked third in West Asia and North 
Africa based on number of articles. In 2003, however, it 
experienced a significant decrease, falling to tenth place in the 
region. Then, from 2004 to 2016, Iran climbed to first place 
(Table 1 and Figure 2).
 
Iran’s Ranking Based on Number of Citations
According to the results of the current study, Iran ranked fifth 
in West Asia and North Africa based on number of citations 

in 2002. In 2003, with a negative growth rate, Iran fell to 
seventh place. From 2004 to 2014, Iran experienced very good 
growth and achieved first place in the region in 2014. In the 
years 2015 and 2016, however, Iran dropped to second place 
(Table 1 and Figure 2).

Discussion 
The current study investigated the trend in change in the 
scientific position of Iran in the world and the region of West 
Asia and North Africa with emphasis on the field of health 
policy research. The results of this study indicated that Iran is 
in a propitious position for scientific research in the coming 
years. In 2016, Iran ranked 21st in the world based on number 
of articles and 37th in the world based on citation rates. In 
West Asia and North Africa, Iran ranked first and second 
based on number of articles and citation rates, respectively.

A literature review turned up no study on the research 
output in the field of health policy, but similar studies have 
been done on research conducted in various medical sciences 
fields. Iranian researchers have reported the state of science in 
Iran over the past 2 decades in the fields of general science and 
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Figure 1. Iran’s Worldwide Ranking in the Field of Health Policy Research Based on the Scopus Database.

Figure 2. Iran’s Ranking in West Asia and North Africa in the Field of Health Policy Research Based on the Scopus Database.
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medicine towards improvement.11-17 Some researchers have 
even ventured that the field of medical sciences plays a vital 
role in Iran’s progress.18 In 2009, in its sixth annual report, 
the UK Research Center also reported its 2-fold growth of 
publications between 2006 and 2008.19 Some researchers 
consider the increased research budgets, the establishment 
of university-based research centers, and the graduation of 
Ph.D. and MSc students as the factors affecting the scientific 
position of Iran.16,17

The results of the present study showed that although Iran’s 
ranking dropped suddenly in particular years, the general 
trend of Iran’s scientific ranking has been relatively mild in 
both of the studied indices. It seems that in terms of both 
indices Iran’s ranking needs to be improved, but this necessity 
is felt most strongly in the index of citations. The slow trend 
of research can affect the implementation of health policies. 
More attention needs to be given to research in this important 
area. The present study shows that by the end of 2016, from 
among the 3 journals indexed in the Scopus database related 
to the countries of Western Asia and North Africa, 2 journals, 
i.e. “The Journal of Research in Health Sciences” and “The 
International Journal of Health Policy and Management” are 
Iranian. It seems that the number of indexed journals from 
among those that can be assigned to this class in Scopus is not 
suitable, and any effort to index journals with related areas in 
Scopus can certainly improve Iran’s ranking, at least in terms 
of the number of articles.

Another way to improve Iran’s ranking is to pay particular 
attention to scientific collaborations in the production of 
research output. Various studies have shown that interpersonal, 
inter-university, and especially international collaborations 
increase the quality of scientific productions. Ultimately, 
these articles will be cited more often and will improve the 
position of the author and the country.20-22 Therefore, it seems 
that increased scientific collaborations along with funding to 
increase the quality of articles can improve Iran’s scientific 
ranking.

Conclusions
In recent years, the status of research in the field of health 
policy has grown in Iran. Efforts to index all Iranian health 
policy journals in Scopus, increasing the number of scientific 
collaborations, and increasing financing for scientific research 
can improve Iran’s scientific ranking in terms of number of 
articles and number of citations in the field of health policy.
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