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Abstract: Along with the growth of scientific production, the bibliometric studies have become essential, pro-
viding relevant information about any domain while identifying, highlichting and viewing the scientific knowl-
edge constructed within a theme, subject or knowledge area. This article approaches the bibliometric studies
under the light of metatheory and domain analysis within the knowledge organization in information science.
domain analysis and metatheory are considered significant contribution to bibliometric studies when emphasiz-
ing the need for epistemological, sociological and historical analyzes, as well as other qualitative approaches,
encouraging researchers to reflect on the whole composition of the research object, by means of different me-
thodological, theoretical and epistemological approaches. This study aims at contributing to the discourse of
the theoretical aspects of bibliometric studies by presenting considerations concerning Hjorland’s domain ana-
lysis, as well as Ritzer’s metatheoretical approach, featuring discussions on major theories of a study field, since
these approaches together provide a more complete qualitative view upon an area, here, represented by the bib-
liometric studies.
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1.0 Introduction

Within information science, knowledge organization
stands as a mediator core between the production and use
of information (Guimardes et al. 2004). For Dahlberg
(1993), the information needs to be organized to become
knowledge. The author also points out that the knowledge
organization should be based on knowledge units: estab-
lished concepts that do not work if isolated, but do if re-
lated. Accordingly, Hjotland and Albrechtsen (1995) claim
that the best way to understand the information within in-
formation science itself is to study the knowledge domains
of the discourse communities, in which analogous theories

of thought, language and knowledge are highlighted. In
that context, the research, through its scientific production,
is a fundamental propelling element of the information
and knowledge development, considering that the publica-
tion is intrinsic to research (Schwartzman 1984).

The publication of scientific results allows the sociali-
zation of the produced knowledge by means of its
documentary record. Thus, in a spiraling cycle of produc-
tion and communication of science, knowledge is made
of social relations, from a social consensus (Guimaraes
2000). In that context, the remarkable growth of scien-
tific records has stimulated the analysis of this socialized
knowledge and the development of tools to evaluate sci-
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ence has become indispensable. Among the evaluation
methodologies of science, Bibliometrics stands out, con-
secrated since 1969 by Alan Pritchard, as studies to dis-
sect the processes of written communication, the nature
and development of scientific disciplines. For Hjotland
and Albrechtsen (1995), the bibliometric analysis is a re-
search area that provides valuable information about a
discipline, as well as the relationships among disciplines,
revealing social patterns of scientific communication. We
aim to examine bibliometric studies under the light of
domain analysis and Ritzer’s metatheory, contributing to a
better understanding and discussion of the structure and
basis of these studies.

2.0 Domain analysis, metatheory, and bibliometrics

Thellefsen and Thellefsen (2004) define a domain as the
demarcation of a certain knowledge, constructed from the
interaction of concepts (knowledge units). However, ac-
cording to these authors, the meaning of a concept is al-
ways relative to a particular domain, what differentiates one
domain from the other. Within information science, Hjor-
land (2002) provides a theoretical perspective, linking the-
ory and practice of the major concepts of the area, unify-
ing different sub-disciplines, by means of domain analysis.
The author suggests eleven approaches to study and know
a domain and highlights that the use of those approaches
together may provide a richer understanding of the field.
Among the eleven approaches, the bibliometric studies
stand out (Hjetland and Albrechtsen 1995) and, associated
with those of a qualitative nature, such as epistemological,
historical and critical, enrich the analysis of a subject or
scientific domain (Hjorland 2002). These studies represent
a powerful approach to domain analysis, since they trace
sociological patterns of explicit recognition among indi-
vidual documents (Danuello 2007).

Tennis (2008) states that the construction and devel-
opment of the domain are joined by the ways in which
discoveries ate structured in the methodologies and in the
theories. Because the Information Science exploits
knowledge socially produced, released and used, the au-
thor states that, for a better understanding of it, a sup-
plementation with the theoretical foundation of the so-
cial sciences and humanities must be inserted in its stud-
ies. In that context, there is metatheory, used by scholars
in the field (Ritzer 1991 Vickery 1997 Hjorland 1998
Bates 2005 Tennis 2008) as a resource of the domain
analysis, which provides aid to explain and discuss the ex-
isting theories.

Metatheory is based on research on theory itself
(Bates 2005), i.e., it is a theory whose subject is the theory
itself ("theory of the theory"). The set of concepts un-
detlying the theory, ie., the group of the fundamental

ideas behind the researches and reflections concerning a
phenomenon of interest in a particular research area
(Vakkari 1997). In metatheory, the theory itself supports
the theoretical-methodological development of the area
treated as an object of study, upon which relationships,
analyzes, discussions and reflections atre established and,
which contribute to the advancement of the theory.
Therefore, it is a second order activity in which the con-
cepts and methods of the theory are investigated.
Metatheory doesn’t directly deal with the practical prob-
lems (of first order) that make up the list of activities and
issues of the area.

The concept of metatheory overlaps the concept of
paradigm described by Kuhn (1970), which considers a
paradigm as a metatheory, a combined theory and a
methodology of a subject or expertise. The paradigm has
a broader meaning than metatheory and, at the same
time, metatheory is the cote to any paradigm and defines
it in many ways. In the sciences in general, a new para-
digm resets all existing understanding with a new core of
metatheories and research results. However, in the social
sciences, many metatheories continue side by side: a
metatheory will simply disappear and others will grow or
change, but all are still of researchers’ interest. Ritzer
(1991) considers metatheory a critical analysis that exam-
ines the knowledge body studied by the scientists, reviews
data, objects, facts definitions or phenomena, concepts
and methods and examines the connections of the disci-
plines, according to criteria that assess the contribution
of theories to the progress or stagnation of knowledge
(Toledo-Nickels 2008).

Three main lines of metatheory in sociology are dis-
tinguished: as a means of obtaining a deeper understand-
ing of an existing theory (named Mu), as a prelude to the
development of the theory (Mp) involving the study of
existing the theory in order to produce new theories, and
as a source of general theoretical perspectives (Mo), for
the production of a new point of view and, which sur-
mounts a portion or all of the sociological theory (Ritzer
1991). The Mu is associated with theory studies and
communities of theoretical authors, as well as their social
and intellectual contexts. Ritzer (1991) produces a typol-
ogy which deals with varieties of Mu, by proposing a dia-
gram with four directional axes: internal, external, intel-
lectual and social. The internal axis refers to existing stud-
ies within sociology, while the external one refers to phe-
nomena found outside it, but with impact on it. The in-
tellectual axis refers to the cognitive structure: theories,
metatheoretical tools, ideas borrowed from other disci-
plines, and so on. The social dimension refers to the so-
ciological structure: schools, the effect of individual fac-
tors on sociological background, the impact of the soci-
ety, among others.
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From Ritzer’s perspective (1991), bibliometrics con-
sists of a metatheoretical analysis which contributes to
the understanding of an existing theory (Mu). Gracio and
Oliveira (2012) corroborate this view by stating that it
consists of the knowledge body related to the evaluation
of the information produced, referring to studies of
theoretical-conceptual nature when contributing to the
advancement of knowledge of the theme itself, propos-
ing new concepts and indicators, as well as reflections
and analyzes relating to the area and of methodological
nature when they propose to give support to the theoreti-
cal work of the area where they are applied.

Within bibliometrics, the intellectual and social axes
stand out, considering that its studies aim at identifying,
highlighting and allowing visualization of the research
front, the scientific collaboration networks, as well as the
cognitive networks, the invisible college and major
schools of thought, among others, in a knowledge do-
main. They also present relations with conceptual tools
from other disciplines, used as analytical resources that
act as stimulation for the development of new theories,
such as the network analysis approach in oder to identify
and visualize the connections among groups of sociolo-
gists who subscribe to one or another theoretical ap-
proach (Ritzer 1991). Therefore, bibliomettic approach
provides a valuable understanding both to the informa-
tion design and to the theoretical understanding of the
social process that permeates the information, including
historical processes.

3.0 Final remarks

Theoretical approaches are multiple and complementary.
In every field, the study of phenomena is enriched when
observed from different theoretical perspectives. Ap-
proaches of domain analysis and of metatheory are ex-
amples of consistent approaches, which together, provide
a more complete understanding of the object of study,
providing a more consistent understanding about the
whole complexity of the study field.

Therefore, domain analysis and metatheory contribute
significantly to bibliometric studies, while stressing the
need for epistemological, sociological, and historical ana-
lyzes, and other qualitative approaches, encouraging re-
searchers to contemplate the whole theme of the re-
search object, by using different methodological, theo-
retical and epistemological approaches, enabling a more
consistent analysis of the survey data.
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