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Abstract
This study explores the evolving field of nonprofit organisations (NPOs) and their role in delivering
social services, focusing on research trends from 1990 up to June 2024. It aims to examine scholarly
trends, prevalent topics, and global contributions. Utilising bibliometric techniques – such as keyword
co-occurrence and co-authorship network analysis – and the PRISMA framework for screening,
we analysed 280 documents retrieved from Scopus. Findings revealed a significant increase in
publications on NPOs and social services across various regions. The thematic landscape has evolved
from foundational concepts in social service delivery to emerging topics such as advocacy, social
capital, governance, and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on service provision. The study
highlights the importance of international collaboration, interdisciplinary approach, and diverse
funding sources in advancing NPO research. Additionally, it underscores the critical need to
understand the interplay between NPO advancements and the broader social service ecosystem. This
research contributes valuable insights for policymakers and practitioners, emphasising the necessity
of adaptive and ongoing research to effectively harness the potential of NPOs while addressing
regulatory and operational challenges. This study enriches the academic discourse and informs policy
development in the dynamic field of NPOs and social services. Limitations include reliance on Scopus
and specific search terms, which may omit relevant studies.
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1. Introduction
Nonprofit organisations (NPOs) play a critical role in the delivery of social services, bridging
gaps that exist in public and private sector provision (Bortolazzi, 2020). Lambin (2023) indicated
that unlike their for-profit counterparts, nonprofits operate with a primary mission to serve the
community rather than generate profit. Ressler et al. (2021) argue that this service-oriented
focus enables nonprofits to address diverse social needs and enhance population well-being.
The significance of nonprofits in the delivery of social services is underscored by their flexi-
bility, specialised expertise, and ability to engage directly with underserved and marginalised
communities (Adekugbe, & Ibeh, 2024).
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The role of NPOs in social service delivery has evolved appreciably over time. Historically, 
charitable organisations were often founded by religious institutions or philanthropic individuals 
who sought to address immediate social needs (Tu, 2021). As societies industrialised and 
urbanised, the scope of social services expanded beyond mere charity to encompass more 
structured and systematic approaches to addressing social issues (Casey, 2016; Roets et al., 2023). 
In the early 20th century, the expansion of the welfare state in many developed countries 
marked a shift toward government involvement in social services (Hemerijck, 2013). Despite 
this, nonprofits continued to play a crucial role in delivering specialised services, often targeting 
niches that government programmes did not adequately address (Henriksen et al., 2016). The 
mid-20th century saw a growing recognition of the need for collaboration between the public 
and nonprofit sectors, leading to increased funding and formal partnerships (Burger, & Veldheer, 
2001; Casey, 2016).

According to Brewster et al. (2020), NPOs are involved in a diverse array of social services, 
which are referred to as public or private programmes designed to support individuals and 
communities by addressing needs related to health, welfare, education, and economic stability 
(Whitman et al., 2022). Kennedy-Kish et al. (2017) defined social services as including, but not 
limited to, health and wellness, education and youth services, housing and homeless services, 
economic development and employment, and advocacy and social justice. More specifically, 
Knickman et al. (2016) documented that NPOs provide healthcare services, including mental 
health support, substance abuse treatment, and preventive care. For instance, Chu et al. (2022) 
indicated that organisations such as the American Red Cross and Médecins Sans Frontières offer 
critical health services in both local and international contexts. Bryson (2018) also reported 
that nonprofits focus on educational initiatives, from early childhood education to adult literacy 
programmes, with Herrera et al. (2023) citing youth-oriented NPOs like Big Brothers Big 
Sisters which provides mentorship and support to help young people succeed academically and 
personally.

Addressing homelessness and housing insecurity has also been identified as one of the major 
foci for many nonprofits (Lee et a l., 2 021). For example, organisations, such as Habitat for 
Humanity, work to provide affordable housing solutions and support for those experiencing 
homelessness (Doleac et al., 2024). Choto et al. (2020) indicated that nonprofits engage in 
economic development activities, including job training and placement services, financial literacy 
programmes, and support for small businesses and entrepreneurs in disadvantaged communities. 
Alexander and Fernandez (2021) are also of the view that some nonprofits are dedicated to 
advocacy and social justice, working to address systemic inequalities and promote human rights. 
These organisations focus on issues such as racial justice, gender equality, and environmental 
sustainability (Rigolon, & Gibson, 2021).

While nonprofit organisations operate globally, Africa has been a focus due to its numerous 
challenges (Gabrielle, 2021). It is, thus, in this light that nonprofit organisations have long been 
integral to social service delivery in Africa, particularly in areas where governmental resources 
are limited (Mubangizi, 2022). The historical roots of nonprofit activity on the continent can 
be traced back to indigenous community-based systems of mutual aid and support, which were 
later supplemented by colonial-era missionary organisations that provided education, healthcare, 
and other social services (Marumahoko, 2023). Phiri (2023) stated that post-independence, 
many African countries experienced a shift in focus towards state-led social service provision. 
However, due to various challenges including political instability, economic constraints, and 
governance issues, the public sector often struggled to meet the growing demands for social 
services (Anyidoho, & Kpessa-Whyte, 2023). This created space for nonprofit organisations to 
step in and address critical needs (Shi et al., 2020). Given these factors, the role of NPOs in social 
service delivery is undeniable. Despite the acknowledgement of their significant contributions
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across various empirical studies, there remains a limited understanding of the full extent and
specific nature of their impact (Gazley, & Guo, 2020; Renz et al., 2023). This study – guided by
social origins theory, which posits regional variations in nonprofit roles (Einolf, 2015; Salamon
Anheier, 1998; Salamon et al., 2017) – addresses the problem of limited understanding of
NPOs’ evolving roles in social services, by analysing publication trends, document by source,
documents by country, documents by funding sponsors, co-occurrence of author keywords,
and co-authorship in terms of country. These objectives provide a comprehensive overview of
how these organisations are studied and reported in academic circles (Sharifi, 2021).

Bibliometric analysis is used in this regard as it is a crucial tool for systematically exploring
existing literature to develop a deeper understanding of the roles of NPOs in the delivery of
social services. Bibliometric analysis offers a structured approach to reviewing the vast array of
research related to nonprofit organisations (Ali et al., 2023). This method enables researchers to
identify key studies, influential authors, and emerging trends within the field (Ji et al., 2020).
Furthermore, as posited by Ali et al. (2023), bibliometric analysis is instrumental in identifying
research gaps. Techniques such as bibliographic coupling allow researchers to pinpoint areas
with limited exploration or heavy concentration of studies (Nájera-Sánchez et al., 2020). This
insight is essential for highlighting specific sectors within social services or geographic regions
that may need further investigation. Understanding the evolution of research on nonprofit
organisations is another benefit of bibliometric analysis. It reveals how the focus and scope
of studies have changed over time and helps in mapping the influence of different studies and
authors through their citations (Mazov et al., 2020). This network of influences provides a clearer
picture of the development of key concepts and theories related to nonprofit organisations.
Moreover, bibliometric analysis aids in mapping research networks, showing how various studies
are interconnected through shared references (Hossain et al., 2018). This network analysis not
only illustrates the relationships between different research topics but also identifies core areas
of focus within the nonprofit sector (Alsharif et al., 2020; Donthu et al., 2021; Moral-Muñoz et
al., 2020).

This study significantly contributes to the literature on nonprofit organisations by providing
a comprehensive bibliometric analysis of their role in social service delivery from 1990 to
June 2024. By mapping global research trends, identifying thematic shifts, and highlighting
regional disparities, it addresses a critical gap in understanding the scope and impact of NPO
research. The findings offer a nuanced perspective on how NPOs have evolved to address
emerging challenges, such as advocacy and governance, particularly in response to global events
like the COVID-19 pandemic. For scholars, this study serves as a foundational resource for
identifying under-researched areas, such as African NPO contributions, while for policymakers
and practitioners, it provides evidence-based insights to enhance funding, collaboration, and
regulatory frameworks. By integrating interdisciplinary and international perspectives, this
research enriches the academic discourse and supports the development of more effective social
service ecosystems. The remainder of the study is organised as follows: Methodology, Findings,
Discussion and Conclusion, Limitations and Future Research.

2. Methodology
This study conducted a comprehensive analysis of the literature on the role of nonprofit organi-
sations (NPOs) in the delivery of social services, using a thorough bibliometric methodology to
evaluate its findings. The study included papers published between 1990 and June 2024, selected
from the Scopus database for its extensive thematic coverage and article volume (Mingers &
Lipitakis, 2010; Sánchez et al. 2017). A sub-analysis examines African NPOs, reflecting social
origins theory’s emphasis on regional variations in nonprofit roles (Salamon & Anheier, 1998)
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(within current data). The time frame for inclusion was limited to ensure the relevance and 
comparability of the data. The chosen starting point of 1990 was based on the increasing 
recognition of the roles of NPOs in scholarly discussions (Stötzer et al., 2022). The search was 
stopped in June 2024 to avoid incomplete publication data for the latter half of 2024, which 
could compromise the accuracy of the document population representation, as many studies 
post-June were still in the production process.

Scopus contains an enormous compilation of scholarly works, accommodating over 22,000 
articles from more than 5,000 foreign periodical publishers (Liu et al., 2023). It touches upon a 
broad spectrum of disciplines, including nonprofits, social services, social welfare, philanthropy, 
innovation, and charity, among others. Owing to the significantly wide-ranging plethora of 
subjects spanned in this compilation, such as the roles of NPOs, covering social service delivery, 
it was deemed the ideal data reservoir for this investigation. The search methodology was 
exhaustive and accurate, following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review and 
Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) (Page et al., 2021; Figure 1). To avoid generating an excessively 
large number of unrelated publications, the search terms, which included ‘roles of nonprofit 
organisations in the delivery of social services’ and ‘nonprofits’ roles in the delivery of social 
services,’ narrowed the collection of articles to those published between 1990 and June 2024, 
considering only publications written in English. This refined approach evolved to encapsulate 
the most contemporary and pertinent scholarly sources while adapting to evolving terminology. 
The search terms are as captured below:

(TITLE-ABS-KEY (nonprofits’ AND role AND in AND the AND delivery AND
of AND social AND services) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY (nonprofits’ AND role AND
in AND the AND delivery AND of AND housing) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY (non-
profits’ AND role AND in AND the AND delivery AND of AND education) OR
TITLE-ABS-KEY (nonprofits’ AND role AND in AND the AND delivery AND
of AND infrastructure)) AND PUBYEAR > 1989 AND PUBYEAR < 2025 AND
(EXCLUDE (LANGUAGE, "Hungarian")) AND (EXCLUDE (DOCTYPE, "cr" ))

Initially, a broad search yielded 1,003,711 publications, reflecting the extensive literature
on social services and related fields. However, after applying rigorous screening criteria to
focus specifically on the role of nonprofit organisations in social service delivery, the dataset was
refined to 280 scholarly works. This significant reduction underscores the relatively niche focus
of research on NPOs within the broader social services domain. Rigorous screening excluded
articles published after the study period, non-English works, duplicates, errata, articles from
unrelated disciplines, grey literature, and still in formal publication processes. To find the latest
research on the roles of NPOs in the delivery of social services, the selected articles’ abstracts,
introductions, methodologies, and conclusions were thoroughly analysed.

The study used VOSviewer for its robust capabilities in bibliometric analysis (Ejaz et al., 2022).
VOSviewer is particularly noted for its advanced visualisation capabilities. It excels at creating
detailed and interactive maps of bibliometric networks, such as citation networks, co-authorship
networks, and keyword co-occurrence maps (Huang et al., 2022). These visualisations are
highly intuitive and allow researchers to explore complex relationships within the literature
easily (McAllister et al., 2022). Through mapping out connections between publications, authors,
and keywords, VOSviewer helps in identifying clusters of related research and uncovering
key trends and patterns that might not be immediately apparent through traditional analytical
methods (Yang, & Thoo, 2023). Essentially, VOSviewer is ideal for its robust visualisation of
bibliometric networks, offering an interactive way to explore research connections, making
them well-suited for analysing the role of nonprofit organisations in the delivery of social
services.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow
Source: Adapted from Page et al. (2021).

3. Results and discussion
This section presents the findings and discussion from the bibliometric analysis. It is organised
into the following subsections: publication trends, source analysis, geographic distribution,
funding landscape, thematic evolution, collaboration networks, the role of nonprofits in social
service delivery, and the overall discussion.

3.1 Publication trends
From 1990 to June 2024, research on NPOs’ roles in social service delivery has not increased
consistently, as seen in Figure 2. Research in this domain gained increasing attention from
1991 to 1997, after which the trend declined. It picked up after 1999, growing consistently
through to 2011 after which several fluctuations were recorded. Though the search was done
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in the middle of 2024 (i.e., June), it was expected that the number of documents churned 
out would show some encouraging uptrend, however, this was not the case, as depicted in 
Figure 2. The increases recorded between 2019 and 2022 could be attributed to the COVID-19 
pandemic when a lot of people needed the intervention of NPOs. This might have fueled the 
interest of researchers to produce works that were significant for areas such as health delivery, 
accommodation provision, and awareness creation, among others (Mncube, 2023; Santos, & 
Laureano, 2022). These elements draw the attention of NPOs, according to Stötzer et al. (2022). 
Currently, rising socio-economic issues (Delardas et al., 2022) contrast with the declining 
attention to studies on NPOs’ roles (Figure 2). This calls for the need to pay attention to the 
contemporary issues facing people and how NPOs’ roles in the delivery of social services are 
timely to address some of these issues.

Figure 2. Document per year
Source: Scopus (2024)

3.2 Source analysis
Figure 3 illustrates a comparison of publications on the roles of NPOs in the delivery of social
services per year, categorised by source and indexed in Scopus. This analysis focuses on the period
from 1994 to 2024, when the top 10 publication sources began publishing on NPOs’ roles in the
delivery of social services. A diverse array of journals has made invaluable contributions to the
literature, demonstrating the increasing interest in NPOs’ roles in the delivery of social services.
The majority of the journals, including ‘BMC Health Services Research,’ ‘Administration in
Social Works,’ and ‘Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly,’ began publishing articles in
the 2000s. This timing coincided with the emergence of the HIV/AIDS crisis, poverty and
economic inequality, terrorism security concerns, climate change and environmental issues,
and refugee crisis (Burkle Jr, 2006; Fourie, 2006), all of which required awareness creation and
sensitisation across settlements (Abdieva, 2023).

Undoubtedly, these crises and harsh conditions accelerated the roles played by NPOs in
the delivery of social services, while also introducing new directions for NPOs’ efforts and
initiatives (Pitowsky-Nave, 2024; Stötzer et al., 2022). The significant increase in publications
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between 2011 and 2015 can be attributed to concerns over the Syrian Civil War and its resulting
humanitarian crisis, spilling over to other jurisdictions and territories (Dag, 2018; Vignal, 2017).
Millions of Syrians had to flee their homes and seek refuge in neighbouring countries and
beyond (Dag, 2018; Yazgan et al., 2015). This crisis prompted a significant response from both
governments and nonprofit organisations to address the immediate needs of refugees, including
shelter, food, medical care, and protection (Yazgan et al., 2015). The international community
was heavily engaged in providing humanitarian aid, managing the refugee crisis, and attempting
to mediate and resolve the ongoing conflict, triggering scholars and researchers to put pen to
paper.

Figure 3. Documents by source
Source: Scopus (2024)

3.3 Geographic distribution
Figure 4 displays an extensive map of the Scopus database illustrating the vast research output in
the domain of NPOs’ role in the delivery of social services across various countries. Data reveals
that the United States has emerged as a primary publisher, trailed by the United Kingdom and
Australia. Social origins theory suggests that these regional disparities in research output, as
shown in Figure 4, stem from historical differences in nonprofit sector development (Salamon
et al., 2017; Salamon & Anheier, 1998). For instance, the robust nonprofit infrastructures in
the U.S. and U.K., shaped by long-standing philanthropic traditions, contrast with Africa’s
limited contributions, which reflect a legacy of community-based systems and post-colonial
state dominance in service provision. The predominance of these nations in NPOs’ role in the
delivery of social services can be attributed to the well-established and robust infrastructure
for research and academic publishing in these countries (Henriksen et al., 2012; McGregor-
Lowndes, & Williamson, 2018). These nations benefit from extensive funding for research,
a high level of academic collaboration, and a significant presence of both government and
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nonprofit organisations actively engaged in social services (McGregor-Lowndes, & Williamson, 
2018).

Additionally, the mature and diverse nonprofit sectors in the United States, the United 
Kingdom, and Australia provide a wealth of case studies and practical examples that contribute to 
a rich body of academic literature (Cipriano et al., 2023). Furthermore, according to Warburton 
et al. (2018), these countries often face complex social challenges that drive research into the 
effectiveness and impact of nonprofit organisations in delivering social services. The availability 
of data, combined with a strong tradition of academic inquiry and public interest in social 
issues, fosters a conducive environment for research output. The presence of influential journals, 
conferences, and academic networks in these regions also supports the dissemination and growth 
of knowledge in this field.

While Figure 4 in its entirety illustrates a growing scholarly interest in the role of NPOs 
in the delivery of social services, Africa appears to be lagging in this area. Apart from South 
Africa, no other African country made it to the top 15 countries in the analysis. This disparity 
can be attributed to several factors. Firstly, limited research funding in many African countries 
restricts the capacity of institutions to conduct and publish studies on this topic. Without 
sufficient financial resources, research efforts may be hampered, and valuable insights into the 
role of NPOs may remain underexplored (Baluch, & Ridder, 2021). Additionally, as opined by 
Skandrani et al. (2021), challenges related to infrastructure and resources can impede research 
activities. Many regions lack access to essential academic databases, research facilities, and 
trained personnel, further constraining the ability to undertake comprehensive studies (Mer, & 
Virdi, 2021).

Political and economic instability in several African nations also plays a significant role. Such 
instability often shifts priorities away from long-term research projects towards immediate 
crisis management, limiting the focus on issues such as the impact of NPOs in social services. 
Moreover, difficulties in data collection and management due to logistical constraints hinder 
thorough research and analysis, preventing the generation of robust findings (Sibisi, & Makka, 
2022). The absence of established academic and professional networks for NPO research in 
many African countries further limits collaboration opportunities and the dissemination of 
research results (Gazley, & Guo, 2020). As explained by Nsanzumuhire and Groot (2020), 
without these networks, scholars find it challenging to share insights and advance the field. 
Finally, there is a lower level of awareness or prioritisation of the role of NPOs in social services 
within certain regions in Africa (Morkel, 2022). This lack of emphasis affects both research 
interest and the allocation of resources, resulting in fewer studies being conducted and published 
(Jönsson, & Huzzard, 2021).
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Figure 4. Documents by country or territory
Source: Scopus (2024)

3.4 Funding landscape

Figure 5, obtained from the Scopus database, visualises the funding landscape pertaining to
studies on the roles of NPOs in the delivery of social services. It underscores the wide collection
of establishments that have nurtured research in this realm. The substantial support from the
Canadian Institute of Health Research, the UK Government’s Department for International
Development (DFID), and the International Development Research Centre, among others,
underscores significant investment in research on NPOs’ roles, highlighting countries dedication
to the importance of social services. As can be seen, the majority of the top funders are based in
Europe or America, with Africa lagging once again. This might be due to the limited financial
resources and research infrastructure available in many African countries, which hampers
their ability to secure substantial funding for studies on the role of NPOs in social services
(Ayinkamiye, & Spencer, 2021). The concentration of major funding sources in Europe and
America reflects these regions’ more established research networks, greater financial capacities,
and stronger institutional support for social service research. Consequently, the disparity in
funding availability exacerbates the research gap between these regions and Africa. Furthermore,
the emphasis on research by major funders often aligns with their strategic interests and priorities
(Ayinkamiye, 2021), which can influence the allocation of resources. African countries face
additional challenges such as political instability, economic constraints, and less developed
academic networks, all of which impact their ability to attract and utilise research funding
effectively (Lindsey et al., 2021).
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Figure 5. Documents by funding sponsors
Source: Scopus (2024)

3.5 Thematic evolution
Figure 6 presents a visualisation capturing the evolving focus of academic discussions on NPOs
and their role in delivering social services over time. Utilising VOSviewer’s network modelling,
the map illustrates how priorities have shifted, with nodes in darker azure tones representing
earlier research periods and transitioning to more yellowed hues for recent years. The sustained
emphasis on “social services” in deeper cobalt shades indicates the ongoing significance of this
topic throughout the timeline, reflecting its central role in the discourse. Current discussions
continue to centre on critical themes such as “nonprofit organisations”, “public service delivery”,
and “service delivery”, which have become prominent areas that are increasingly recognised
as needing thorough examination, as noted by recent studies (Tortia et al., 2022). The colour
gradient also reveals changes in focus, with emerging topics such as “advocacy” and “nonprofits”
becoming more prominent in recent years. This shift highlights the growing attention to
practical advancements and the evolving needs within the social services sector (Bruzelius,
2020).

The outer regions of the visualisation, in warmer hues, reflect a broadening focus as new
areas of interest emerge. The inclusion of terms like “governance”, “advocacy” and “social
capital” in brighter shades underscores the impact of organisational dynamics and community
engagement on social service delivery. This shift indicates the growing recognition of how
organisations and communities are reshaping the field, necessitating further research into
their benefits and challenges. Overall, Figure 5 provides a detailed snapshot of the evolving
academic landscape concerning NPOs and social services. It demonstrates the dynamic nature
of research priorities, emphasising the increasing importance of addressing emerging challenges
and leveraging new and dynamic avenues in the sector. The visualisation not only offers insight
into current research trends but also highlights the rapid progression and adaptation required in
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the field, shaped by community involvement and evolving social needs.

Figure 6. Co-occurrence (Author keywords)
Source: Scopus (2024)

3.6 Collaboration networks
Figure 7 presents a VOSviewer co-authorship network map that visually represents the col-
laborative relationships between different countries in the field of nonprofit organisations and
social services research, highlighting global collaboration networks critical to understanding
NPO research trends. Nodes reflect the volume of publications by country, while connecting
lines indicate the strength and frequency of collaborations. The map reveals significant activity
from countries like the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia, indicating their
prominent role in advancing research on NPOs and social services. These nations not only pro-
duce substantial research independently but also engage in extensive international collaboration.
The visibility of the United States and the United Kingdom highlights their long-standing
commitment to exploring the effectiveness and impact of NPOs, while Australia’s contributions
reflect its robust research infrastructure and focus on social service innovation.

Additionally, the map highlights the increasing influence of other pivotal countries such as
Canada, Germany, and Italy. These nations are making notable contributions to the field, sup-
ported by their strong research networks and emphasis on practical solutions. The involvement
of these European leaders underscores their role in shaping global discussions on social services
and the impact of NPOs. Emerging nations such as Bangladesh, South Africa, India, and Brazil
are also gaining recognition for their contributions, demonstrating the growing international
importance of research in these regions. The map shows how global collaboration is essential
for addressing the complex challenges faced by NPOs and enhancing the effectiveness of social
service delivery. In the coming years, we can expect a shift in the colour scheme towards
more temperate tones, reflecting an increase in collaborative efforts across the field. This trend
highlights the growing recognition of the need for a collective approach to tackling global
social challenges and advancing research on NPOs. The increased emphasis on multi-national
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cooperation reflects the sector’s broadening focus and the necessity of addressing issues that
transcend geographical boundaries.

Figure 7. Co-authorship (countries)
Source: Scopus (2024)

3.7 Roles of nonprofits in social service delivery
The bibliometric analysis reveals that nonprofit organisations play multifaceted roles in delivering
social services, addressing critical gaps in public and private sector provision. The literature
highlights NPOs’ contributions across health, education, housing, economic development, and
advocacy, as evidenced by key studies within the dataset. For instance, NPOs like the American
Red Cross and Médecins Sans Frontières provide essential healthcare services, including mental
health support and emergency care, particularly in crisis contexts (Chu et al., 2022; Knickman
et al., 2016). In education, organisations such as Big Brothers Big Sisters offer mentorship
programmes that enhance youth outcomes (Herrera et al., 2023). Housing-focused NPOs, like
Habitat for Humanity, address homelessness and housing insecurity through affordable housing
solutions (Doleac et al., 2024).

Additionally, NPOs engage in economic development by providing job training and finan-
cial literacy programmes, supporting disadvantaged communities (Choto et al., 2020). The
emergence of advocacy and social justice as key themes, as shown in Figure 5, underscores
NPOs’ growing role in addressing systemic inequalities, such as racial justice and environmen-
tal sustainability (Alexander & Fernandez, 2021; Rigolon & Gibson, 2021). These roles are
particularly pronounced in Africa, where NPOs supplement limited governmental resources,
though research on this region remains limited (Mubangizi, 2022). The shift toward governance
and social capital in recent literature (Figure 5) further indicates that NPOs are increasingly
recognised for their organisational dynamics and community engagement, which enhance
service delivery effectiveness. This synthesis underlines the need for continued research to fully
understand NPOs’ impact and to address regional disparities in research focus.
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3.8 Discussion
This complex area of study has yielded valuable insights into the evolving role of nonprofit
organisations in delivering social services, reflecting the profound changes in the sector (Tu,
2021). The growing body of research underscores the need to understand NPOs’ intricate
roles and their significant impact on social service delivery worldwide. Some studies explored
the potential challenges and pitfalls, while others highlighted the innovative promise of NPOs.
Balancing both opportunities and challenges will be crucial in shaping resilient social service
institutions for the future. The global landscape of NPO research also revealed significant
contributions from technologically advanced nations and emerging economies alike. This
highlights the importance of integrating NPOs into diverse social service frameworks and
adopting a coordinated international strategy to address challenges such as resource allocation
and service delivery inefficiencies. Effective regulation and interdisciplinary collaboration are
essential for promoting innovation while ensuring effective oversight (Bozic, 2021).

Recent advancements in technology have transformed research on NPOs, leading to a deeper
understanding of how digital tools and innovations impact service delivery and governance.
Analysing the complex relationships between NPOs and traditional social service structures re-
quires expertise in technology, economics, and regulatory fields (Suykens et al., 2023). Research
centres focusing on these domains have produced new insights, emphasising the need for future
cross-domain collaboration to fully grasp the benefits and challenges of technological changes
in social services. This analysis further revealed the intricate networks of co-authorship and
co-occurrence of author keywords that drive NPO research across different countries and disci-
plines. Scholars from various fields are increasingly recognising the importance of collaboration
to share insights, enhance understanding, and develop strategies to address the evolving nature
of social services. The nature of co-authorship networks highlighted the complex collabora-
tions required to advance knowledge in this area. No single discipline holds a monopoly on
understanding; diverse perspectives across borders foster innovative approaches to perennial
challenges. These collaborative networks contribute to shared progress and knowledge.

As NPOs continue to evolve and adapt, research must explore their connections to broader
social service risks and opportunities. The dynamic environment of social services demands
robust frameworks to manage risks and adapt regulations that support NPO advancements.
Recent research underscores the crucial role of NPOs in informing policies and practices,
ensuring growth while maintaining stability. As discussed by Adro and Leitão (2020), it is
essential for research to keep pace with the rapid changes in the sector. The strategic value of
NPO research is partly reflected in the investments made both domestically and internationally.
Such support encourages significant projects and balances opportunities with thorough risk
management, crucial for ensuring reliability. Ongoing progress highlights the role of research
in navigating the trade-offs between innovation and stability in the social services sector. As
indicated in this review, academics must provide insights that enable continued progress without
compromising the strength or trust in the system. Adaptability to regulatory changes is essential
for maintaining a focus on both implementation and oversight.

The continuous evolution of social services driven by NPOs brings both opportunities and
challenges. This analysis emphasises the need for sustained academic scrutiny to effectively
manage these changes. Maximising the benefits of NPOs while safeguarding stability requires
ongoing study and international collaboration. Academia must attentively monitor the impacts
and respond with sound regulations and solutions that balance progress with protection. As
NPOs continue to innovate and influence social services, judicious oversight will be critical to
ensuring continued benefits with manageable risks.

While research on NPOs’ influence on social service delivery has significantly increased,
assessing its global impact remains crucial. The expanding literature stressed the recognition
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that NPOs profoundly affect social services worldwide. Publications span various disciplines
and countries, emphasising the universal stakes involved. Therefore, coordinated efforts are
necessary to address challenges through a comprehensive understanding of diverse perspectives.
Local factors such as regulation and societal adoption also shape outcomes, necessitating tailored
solutions. A holistic approach and international cooperation are key to understanding NPOs’
role in complex social systems as changes accelerate (Yalman Yıldırım, 2024).

4. Conclusions
This bibliometric analysis of nonprofit organisation literature from 1990 up to June 2024
maps global research trends, revealing thematic shifts toward advocacy, governance, and crisis
response. The findings highlight NPOs’ critical role in addressing gaps in social service delivery,
particularly in health, education, and economic development, while revealing significant regional
disparities in research output. Countries like the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia
lead due to robust academic infrastructures, whereas limited contributions from regions like
Africa reflect funding constraints, infrastructural challenges, and political instability. Social
origins theory attributes these disparities to historical and institutional differences, such as
Africa’s reliance on community-based systems versus the established nonprofit sectors in the
U.S. and U.K. These disparities emphasise the need for a more inclusive approach to NPO
research to capture diverse perspectives and enhance global social service ecosystems. The
study’s insights call for sustained international collaboration and adaptive regulatory frameworks
to support NPOs’ evolving roles. By addressing research gaps, particularly in underrepresented
regions, future studies can better inform policymakers and practitioners, ensuring resources and
strategies strengthen NPOs’ impact worldwide.

5. Recommendations for practitioners and policymakers
The findings of this bibliometric analysis offer several actionable recommendations for practition-
ers and policymakers to enhance the role of NPOs in social service delivery. First, practitioners
should prioritise international collaborations, as evidenced by Figure 7, to share best practices and
resources, particularly for NPOs in under-resourced regions like Africa. For example, establish-
ing partnerships with organisations in the United States or the United Kingdom could facilitate
knowledge transfer and capacity building (Gazley & Guo, 2020). Second, policymakers should
increase funding for NPO research in Africa, addressing the disparity highlighted in Figure
4, by creating targeted grants or regional research hubs to support local scholars (Ayinkamiye
& Spencer, 2021). Third, NPOs should integrate digital tools to enhance service delivery, as
suggested by recent technological advancements in the sector (Suykens et al., 2023), such as
using data analytics for programme evaluation. Fourth, policymakers should develop regulatory
frameworks that balance innovation with oversight, ensuring NPOs can adapt to emerging
challenges like advocacy and governance without compromising accountability (Bozic, 2021).
Finally, practitioners should focus on building social capital through community engagement,
as indicated by Figure 5, to strengthen service delivery impact. These recommendations aim
to bridge research gaps, enhance NPO effectiveness, and inform evidence-based policies for
sustainable social services.

6. Limitations and future research
While this bibliometric review offers a comprehensive analysis of the research landscape concern-
ing non-profit organisations and social services, several limitations must be acknowledged. First,
the study was limited to documents within the Scopus database. Although extensive, Scopus
may exclude relevant articles from smaller or regional journals crucial to the field. Additionally,
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the focus on scholarly publications may have excluded valuable insights from industry reports,
white papers, and other forms of ‘grey’ literature that contribute significantly to understanding
NPOs and social services. Another limitation is the reliance on specific search terms, which
might have inadvertently excluded relevant studies that do not use the exact keywords.

Furthermore, bibliometric methods such as co-authorship and co-occurrence of keywords,
among others, inherently reflect past impacts, often overlooking the most recent or emerging
trends in the field. To advance future research and gain a more comprehensive understanding
of NPOs and social services, it is essential to broaden the analytical scope. Incorporating a wider
array of databases and grey literature sources would enhance the depth of analysis. Utilising
advanced text-mining and natural language processing techniques could help uncover emerging
patterns and topics more effectively. Implementing a longitudinal approach would also be
beneficial, allowing researchers to track changes in research topics and collaborations over time.
This could provide insights into how significant global events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic,
have influenced research trajectories.

Additionally, qualitative studies that delve into the content of key articles could offer a richer
understanding of the impact of NPO developments on social service delivery. Methodologies
like case studies, expert interviews, and thematic analysis could offer a nuanced exploration of the
field’s complexities, beyond publication and citation metrics. However, despite these limitations,
this review provides valuable insights into the existing research landscape and emphasises critical
areas for further exploration. It also lays the groundwork for more comprehensive future reviews
and stresses the value of continual reassessment to keep pace with the evolving landscape of
NPO research. By mapping out the contributions, trends, and gaps in the literature, it serves
as a foundational resource for scholars and practitioners aiming to deepen their understanding
of NPOs and social services. The analysis underscores the importance of interdisciplinary
collaboration and the integration of diverse methodological approaches to fully capture the
dynamic and multifaceted nature of the sector. Moreover, this review indicates the need for
ongoing engagement with policymakers, practitioners, and other stakeholders to ensure that
future research remains relevant and impactful. By bridging the gap between academic research
and practical application, there is an opportunity to better inform decision-making processes
and contribute to the development of more effective and sustainable social services. As the field
continues to evolve, embracing a more holistic and inclusive approach to bibliometric analysis
will be crucial in capturing the full spectrum of knowledge that drives innovation and progress
in NPOs and social services.
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