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Abstract. A content analysis of the representative Journals in the field of psychothera-

py research has been performed. The analysis focused on the articles’ keywords. We ana-
lyzed 7,086 works published in 17 Journals, in the period 2005-2011, using a two-step
multidimensional procedure. Firstly, a cluster analysis led to the extrapolation of 4

groups of keywords, each of them interpreted as the marker of a topic active within the

literature. Secondly, a factorial analysis was carried out in order to picture the thematic

orientation of the most representative Journals, namely the main topics they focus on
and how they differ from each other in this respect.
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Psychotherapy research is a dynamic, broad, and
variegated area of investigation. Hundreds of works
are produced yearly, spreading over a large range of
subjects, foci of analysis, theoretical models and
methodologies. Such heterogeneity makes it hard to
form a comprehensive vision of the state of the art
in this field (Manzo, 2010).

This paper intends to contribute to such a task. It
provides a map of the main topics in the psycho-
therapy research area, the relation between them
and their distribution among Journals. In so doing,
our aim is twofold. On the one hand, our purpose is
to provide an empirical analysis of the semantic
context characterizing the current state of the field.
On the other hand, our intention is to provide an
empirical picture of the thematic orientation of the
most representative Journals in the field, namely the
main topics they focus on and how they differ from
each other in this respect. More in particular, the
analysis is oriented by the following three main
questions:

a) Is the psychotherapy research a single field or
does it appear to be a kind of “confederation” of
separate areas of investigation having little, if
any, overlap with each other?
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b) However broad the field’s inner differentiation is,
how can it be interpreted: as a matter of thematic
pluralism or as the result of deeper differentiation,
concerning paradigmatic orientation, research
goals and the like?

c) How is the research field’s articulation repre-
sented by the Journals’ orientation? Namely, do
Journals tend to encompass the differentiations
or do they tend to commit to specific sub-areas

of the field?

It is worth highlighting the conceptual, methodo-
logical and practical interest of these questions. At
the conceptual level, one has to consider that any
topic is not a neutral fact; rather, it acquires mean-
ing in terms of a particular theoretical framework
(Salvatore, 2011). Consequently, the detection of
themes of clinical research can tell much about the
theoretical orientations that characterize the field.
At the methodological level, this paper introduces,
in the field of psychotherapy research, a quantita-
tive method of content analysis widely used in vari-
ous domains of investigation (i.e., social and behav-
ioral sciences, technology, engineering), due to its
efficiency in detecting the structure and dynamics
of scientific production (Callon, Law, & Rip, 1986;
He, 1999; Nederhof & van Wijk, 1997; Rotto &
Morgan, 1997). At the practical level, the map of
the journals’ thematic orientation provides an in-
formative picture which may be of use to scholars
when deciding to submit papers.
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Table 1. Journals in analysis and number of articles retrieved for each year

Journals Classification 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
Annual Review of Clinical Psychology Transversal 24 19 17 16 20 25 20
Behavior Therapy Specialized 41 39 36 38 38 52 67
Behavioral Research Therapy Specialized 117 139 268 131 154 162 122
Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapy Specialized 44 47 58 69 47 47 47
British Journal of Clinical Psychology Transversal 47 45 41 33 33 37 33
Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy Transversal 42 39 46 40 42 49 52
Clinical Psychology Review Transversal 52 60 59 95 61 84 107
Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice Transversal 56 52 47 43 50 39 41
Cognitive Therapy Research Specialized 46 52 58 59 67 58 63
Family Process Specialized 34 35 46 38 41 38 39
International Journal Group Psychotherapy Specialized 35 33 37 30 35 34 45

Journal of Clinical Psychology
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology

Transversal 136 122 101 102 104 95 110
Transversal 126 119 103 106 106 92 87

Psychoanalytic Psychology Specialized 43 56 63 47 30 31 31

Psychology and Psyc}_lotherap y: Theory, Transversal 33 43 43 31 32 30 32
Research and Practice

Psychotherapy Transversal 49 50 52 44 48 57 52

Psychotherapy Research Transversal 45 58 68 68 68 65 56

Method
Sample

The analysis adopted a cluster sampling. A sample
of 17 Journals (Table 1) taken to be representative of
the whole area of investigation were selected. Articles
published in such Journals in the period 2005-2011
were selected. We considered this period wide
enough in order to provide a reliable picture of the
main topics characterizing the current state of the
field. Commentaries, brief notes, and book reviewers
were not included.

Journals were selected in accordance with the fol-
lowing procedure. First, we assumed as our universe
the 104 Journals indexed in the subject category
“Clinical Psychology” of the 2010 Journal of Cita-
tion Indexes. Second, the four authors of the cur-
rent paper classified these Journals into three cate-
gories: transversal, specialized and not relevant. A
Journal was considered transversal if: a) It publishes
articles of interest for psychotherapy research; b)
Such articles are framed in different theoretical ori-
entations. A Journal was classified specialized if: a)
It publishes articles of interest for psychotherapy
research; b) Such articles are framed within a spe-
cific theoretical-clinical orientation/approach (e.g.,
cognitive therapy, psychoanalysis, group Therapy,
etc.). Journals that are listed within the subject cat-
egory “Clinical Psychology”, yet without having
psychotherapy research among their aims were con-
sidered non relevant (e.g., Neuropsychology).
Third, we selected the 10 transversal Journals, with

the highest 2010 Impact Factor'. Finally, we inte-
grated this list with specialized Journals, limiting
the selection to those having an Impact Factor
higher than the median of the subject category.
Thus, 7 Journals were selected: 4 with a cognitive-
behavioural orientation, 1 focusing on family ther-
apy, 1 with a psychoanalytic orientation and 1 fo-
cusing on group therapy?.

As a result of the procedure of sampling de-
scribed above, 7,086 articles were collected. Table 1
shows the Journals under analysis and the distribu-
tion of the articles through them.

The analysis focused on the keywords indexing ar-
ticles. Both keywords defined by authors and inde-
pendently by SCOPUS were retrieved. A set of 5,516
keywords was composed, corresponding to 174,335
occurrences (token/type ratio: 31.6; about 0.77 types
for article, corresponding to more than 24 keywords
token for article).

! We are aware of the current political, cultural and social de-
bate about strengths and limitations of the Impact Factor (in-
ter alia: Hirsch, 2007; Jarvey, Usher, & McElroy, 2012). On
the other hand, so far the Impact Factor has been widely used,
especially as an index for ranking Journals. Moreover, our use
of the Impact Factor has been moderated by a qualitative cri-
terion (i.e., the inclusion of specialized Journals).

* The classification was carried out according to the follow-
ing procedure. First, each judge classified Journals inde-
pendently. In order to attribute a Journal to a category the
agreement of at least three out of four judges was required.
In the (few) cases in which independent classifications pre-
sented a lower level of convergence, agreement was reached
through discussion.



We assumed keywords were a reliable index of
the article’s thematic content. Even if some authors
warn about such faith, the use of keywords as a syn-
thetic way of indexing the content of scientific pro-
duction is widespread (for a discussion on the point,
see Whittaker, 1989). Moreover, while it may raise
some criticism when adopted for the sake of specif-
ic tasks of data retrieval (e.g., for selecting specific
articles), it is worth considering less problematic
when, as here, it is used to define a global picture of
the whole literature. On the other hand, the choice
of integrating the keywords proposed by authors
with the ones provided by SCOPUS according to a
systematic computational procedure, should further
limit the risks of unreliability.

Data Analysis

In order to reduce the data matrix’s dispersion,
only the most frequent keywords were retained for
the following analysis. To this end, we limit analysis
to keywords corresponding to more than 50% of the
whole occurrences. In so doing, we restricted the
analysis to 108 keywords (corresponding to 88,801
occurrences).

The analysis was performed through a two-step
procedure.

First, in order to identify patterns of co-occurring
keyword, a cluster analysis (CA) was carried out. CA
was applied on the data matrix having the 108 key-
words as rows and the 17 Journals as columns; each ij-
th cell reported the relative frequency of the i-th key-
word in the j-th Journal. CA led to group keywords in
sets of maximum inner homogeneity and maximum
outer divergence. Each cluster may thus be interpreted
as identifying one specific topic, as it is depicted by a
particular aggregation of co-occurring keywords.

Second, clusters of keywords extrapolated by the CA
were used as criterion for detecting the relations
among Journals. To this end, a factorial analysis (prin-
cipal components method) was performed on the ma-
trix Journals (rows) X clusters of keywords (columns),
with the ij-th cell showing the relative frequency with
which the j-th cluster occurred in the i-th Journal. Fac-
tors extracted were interpreted as semantic dimen-
sions of similarity/dissimilarity, making the Journal’s
orientation among topics easier to establish.

Results
Cluster Analysis

The cA defined 8 clusters as optimal partition of
the set of keywords. Yet, as an effect of the highly
dispersive distribution of data (i.e., most of the cells
reported 0 or very low score) this partition proved
to have little significance: 6 clusters have less than
3% of keywords (cluster 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7), one cluster
(cluster 6) about 11%, and one cluster (cluster 8)
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Cluster 6 (11% tot. KW)

Cluster analysis 1 .
Cluster 8 (82% tot. KW)
4 Cluster 8a (13.9% tot. KW)

Cluster analysis 2 — Cluster 8b (19.7% tot. KW)
Cluster 8¢ (48.4% tot. KW)

Figure 1. The most representative clusters identified by
the two cluster analysis. KW=Keywords.

about 82%. Therefore, we performed a second CA
on the keywords grouped in cluster 8. The second
CA broke cluster 8 down into 3 sub-clusters (Figure
1). Thus, as result of the combination of the two
CAs, we considered a partition of 4 clusters of key-
words, classifying about 93% of the original set of
keywords: cluster 6, cluster 8a, 8b, and 8c (Table 2).
Each cluster was interpreted as a topic and labelled ac-
cording to the meaning of the most representative
keywords composing it.

Topic A. Cognitive and behavior treatments.
This topic corresponds to cluster 6 of the first CA
(11% of the 108 keywords). It aggregates keywords
referring to cognitive and behavior therapy (Cogni-
tive and Behavioral therapy). Other keywords mark
targets of the treatment (Depression, Anxiety Disor-
der, Adolescent) and the model of research adopted
(Major clinical study, Controlled study).

Topic B. The study of mental disease. This cor-
responds to cluster 1 of the second CA (13.9%). The
most frequent subgroup of keywords of this cluster
concerns mental disease (Mental Disease, Comorbidity,
Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder). Other keywords refer to the type of re-
search and its instruments (Clinical trial, Clinical arti-
cle, Self-report). Thus, we are led to interpret the clus-
ter as indicative of the focus on the (clinical and/or
experimental) investigation of psychopathology.

Topic C. Intervention on severe mental dis-
orders. This corresponds to cluster 2 of the second
CA (19.7%). The most frequent subgroup of key-
words concerns field conditions and contextual as-
pects of interventions (Social support, Risk factor,
Family, Prevalence, Doctor patient relation). Other
keywords define the psychopathological area of in-
terest, in particular defined by psychotic disorders
(DSM, Mental Disorders, Schizophrenia, Bipolar Dis-
orders). Accordingly, we are led to interpret the
cluster as indicative of the focus on interventions on
severe disorders (psychosis, personality disorders).
This kind of intervention involves contextual dimen-
sions and encompasses several levels of analysis/stand-
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Table 3. Relative frequency of the occurrences of each topic for each journal

A. Gennaro et al. S

Journals Topic A Topic B Topic C Topic D
Annual Review of Clinical Psychology 231 138 332 .220
Behavior Therapy 324 .096 .046 262
Behavioral Research Therapy 332 .086 .057 262
Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapy -395 121 .080 218
British Journal of Clinical Psychology 297 .085 .082 .283
Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy 315 121 .097 239
Clinical Psychology Review .287 134 231 253
Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice 261 171 334 184
Cognitive Therapy Research .386 .084 .058 245
Family Process .140 .181 173 .158
International Journal Group Psychotherapy 177 .128 .166 .370
Journal of Clinical Psychology 274 131 154 193
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 343 .052 .072 267
Psychoanalytic Psychology 185 164 319 215
Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, 282 102 120 235
Research and Practice
Psychotherapy .245 .109 278 191
Psychotherapy Research 321 .096 134 231

Note. Topic A = Cognitive and behavior treatments; Topic B = The study of mental disease; Topic C = The interven-
tion on severe mental disorders; Topic D = Outcome research, methodology and results.

points (Psychological theory, Clinical psychology, Ev-
idence based medicine) as well as forms/logics of ac-
tion (Clinical psychology, Evidence based medicine)
as well as forms/logics of action (Clinical practice;
Medical research; Psychological assessment) thus giv-
ing the topic the appearance of a boundary theme
between psychotherapy and the broader domain of
clinical psychology.

Topic D. Outcome research, methodology
and results. This corresponds to cluster 3 of the
second CA (48.4%). Several keywords mark articles
devoted to the experimental (RCT, Controlled clinical
trial) evaluation of the outcome (Follow-up, Follow-
up studies; Outcome assessment, Prediction). Other
keywords seem to be markers of studies with a
methodological focus (e.g., Rating scale, Psychomet-
rics, Severity of Illness Index, Scoring-system, Person-
ality inventory, ANOVA, Correlation analysis). Most
of the other keywords specify goal and content of
the studies, in terms of clinically relevant crite-
ria/targets of evaluation as well as factors involved
(e.g., Psychological adaption; Affect, Fear, Thinking,
Motivation, Attention, Social behavior, Interpersonal
relation, Quality of Life). No reference is made to
specific models of psychotherapy.

Factorial Analysis

Table 3 shows the distribution of the 4 topics

across the 17 Journals. As we said, this matrix was
the one subjected to factorial analysis (FA). FA led to
the extraction of two main components, accounting
for 84.6% of the total variance.

Table 4 shows the topics’ coordinates on factor
dimensions (the higher the coordinate, the stronger
the correlation between the topic and the factorial
dimension). A right polarity of the first factor is as-
sociated with topic A (Cognitive and behavior treat-
ments) and, to a lesser degree, topic D (Outcome re-
search, methodology and results); the opposed polari-
ty is associated with topic B (The study of mental
disease) and topic C (The intervention on severe men-
tal disorders).

Accordingly, we interpret the first factor as a
marker of a semantic dimension concerning the
aims of scientific works published by the Journals.
This dimension is depicted by the opposition be-
tween a focus on treatments and their efficacy ver-
sus a focus on the study of psychopathology. Need-
less to say the two foci are not conceptually alterna-
tive. Nevertheless, they appear to work as an oppo-
sitional relationship defining a kind of fig-
ure/background shift. On the one hand the empiri-
cal validation of the psychotherapy seems to be the
central interest (and with it the associated meth-
odological issues too); on the other hand, psycho-
therapy—and more in general the clinical interven-
tion where psychotherapy and contextual dynamics
are intertwined—as a process aimed at dealing with
psychopathology and promoting mental health. We
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Table 4. Topics’ coordinates for each factor

Factor 1 Factor 2
Topic A .81 —-.48
Topic B -.92 .00
Topic C -.88 -.07
Topic D .56 -.81

Note. Topic A = Cognitive and behavior treatments;
Topic B = The study of mental disease; Topic C = The
intervention on severe mental disorders; Topic D = Out-
come research, methodology and results.

summarize this semantic opposition in the labels of
the polarities: Validation of models of treatment ver-
sus Management of intervention on disease. As one
can see, this distinction somehow recalls the classi-
cal product/process division. Nevertheless, we pre-
fer not to use the latter in order to avoid confusion
between this well-established representation of the
literature and the results of our analysis.

As concerns the second factor dimensions, one
polarity (up) is associated with topics A (Cognitive
and behavior treatments), while the other (bottom)
is associated with topic D (Outcome research, meth-
odology and results). Accordingly, we interpretitasa
dimension concerning the extension of the Journals’
target of study. This dimension is characterized by

the contrast between two approaches: an approach
targeted on a specific clinical orientation versus an
approach having a more general interest. Thus, we
label the up polarity Restricted target and the bot-
tom polarity Generalized target.

Factorial analysis results allow us to detect the as-
sociation between factors and also Journals. We
represent such relationship in geometrical terms.
To this end we refer to the transformation of the
measures of association in coordinates on the bi-
dimensional space defined by the two factorial dimen-
sions. Figure 2 depicts the semantic frame thus de-
fined and the position of Journals within it. In the final
analysis, this semantic frame can be seen as the spatial
representation of the similarity/dissimilarity among
Journals, as to the topics characterizing them (the
closer two Journals on the bi-dimensional space, the
more similar they are, as to the topics of articles they
publish).

As one can see, most Journals (the only excep-
tions are International Journal of Group Psychother-
apy and Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapy)
lie along the first dimension where they can be
grouped in three broad classes. A group of 5 Jour-
nals (Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology,
Behavior Research and Therapy; Bebavior Therapy;
Cognitive Therapy Research; British Journal of Clini-
cal Psychology) is placed close the Validation of mod-
els of treatment polarity; it contrasts with a group of
4 Journals (Family process; Psychoanalytic psycholo-

Restricted target
14 | BEHAV AND COG PSYCH
CLIN PSY SCI AND PR | COG THER RES
. JCUNPSY .
o
PSYCHOTH | PSY RES
- . 1
o FAM PROC | CLINPSY AND PSYCH BEHAY THER
Validation of i .
dels of treatment [~~~ ="~ -" == " -gme=mmsssemsmssacoae- [ e ot Management of
Mmodels ot treatmen ANNUAL REV CLIN PSY . PAPTRAP BEHAV RES THERAPY , | intervention on disease
CLINPSYREV |
PSYCHOANAL PSY ! J CONSULT AND CLIN PSY
n : .
; BRIT J CLIN PSY
|
-2 4 3
!
!
i
-14 |
1 INT J GROUP PSY
L.

-1

Generalized target

1

Figure 2. Factorial space and journals’ positioning. ANNUAL REV CLIN PSY = Annual Review of Clinical Psychology; BE-

HAV THER = Behavior Therapy; BEHAV RES THERAPY = Beh

avioral Research Therapy; BEHAV AND COG PSYCH = Behav-

ioural and Cognitive Psychotherapy; BRIT J CLIN PSY = British Journal of Clinical Psychology; CLIN PSY AND PSYCH =
Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy; CLIN PSY REV = Clinical Psychology Review; CLIN PSY SCI AND PR = Clinical
Psychology: Science and Practice; COG THER RES = Cognitive Therapy Research; FAM PROC = Family Process; INT J
GROUP PSY = International Journal of Group Psychotherapy; J CLIN PSY = Journal of Clinical Psychology; ] CONSULT
AND CLIN PSY = Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology; PSYCHOANAL PSY = Psychoanalytic Psychology; PAP-

TRAP = Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research
chotherapy Research.

and Practice; PSYCHOTH = Psychotherapy; PSY RES = Psy-



gy; Annual Review of Clinical Psychology, Clinical
Psychology: Science and Practice) associated with the
Management of intervention on disease polarity. In the
middle, the other 7 Journals (Psychology and Psycho-
therapy: Theory, Research and Practice; Clinical Psy-
chology and Psychotherapy; Psychotherapy Research;
Clinical Psychology Review; Journal of Clinical Psychol-
ogy; Psychotherapy) positioned around the origin of
the axis, therefore to be interpreted as less character-
ized by the polarities, namely more pluralistic as to
topics of interest.

Discussion

The results presented deserve some comments.
Firstly, it is worth noting the way keywords are dis-
tributed over articles. The number of types (5,516) is
rather high once compared with the number of arti-
cles-on average, any type of keyword has the proba-
bility of occurring not far from 1 (every 0.77 articles).
On the other hand, this datum is the effect of a very
asymmetrical distribution: 108 out of 5,516 types
(2%) correspond to half of the total occurrences.
Thus, according to the picture drawn from the key-
words used by authors, psychotherapy research
proves to be a quite heterogeneous field, character-
ized by a very restricted semantic core—the one de-
tected by the most frequent keywords—and, on the
other hand, by a very broad collection of specific,
quantitatively marginal contents. Two interpreta-
tions of this structure are possible. (a) It might reflect
the fragmentation of the research interests across the
field. According to this hypothesis, the dispersion of
the keywords’ distribution might be the result of the
high heterogeneity of objects and aims informing the
scientific practices in the field. (b) The dispersive dis-
tribution might be the effect of a linguistic idiosyn-
crasy in choosing keywords, namely the fact that dif-
ferent authors use different keywords to refer to the
same contents. Needless to say, the two interpreta-
tions are not alternative; rather, they could work
complementarily. Only further analyses will enable
us to understand their importance better. Neverthe-
less, in any case the distribution of keywords pro-
vides a clue that leads to see psychotherapy research
as a scientific field that is still far from the homoge-
neity and unitedness (in terms of aims, objects,
shared linguistic codes) characterizing the paradig-
matic context of scientific enterprises (Kuhn, 1962).

Second, topics extrapolated by the CA provide a
picture of the field which is consistent with the
common ground representation. Topics seem to re-
flect the anchoring to three basic semantic refer-
ences that any clinical researchers would recognize
as salient conceptual and pragmatic organizers of
the field. As reflected in Topic D, one basic anchor-
ing point is provided by the theme of the evaluation
of treatments’ effects. We need not spend time
pointing out that this theme is at the foundation of
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psychotherapy research—any history of such a field
makes it begin with pioneering studies on the effect
of psychotherapy. As topic A (Cognitive and behav-
ior treatments) shows, a second anchoring point is
provided by the commitment to cognitive-beha-
vioural therapy. Though the extrapolation of topics
is not necessarily a marker of quantitative preva-
lence, it is worth noting the fact that this is the only
clinical orientation that is able to “coagulate” a spe-
cific topic. We are led to interpret this datum as an
indication of the relevance that scientific produc-
tion on cognitive-behavioural therapy has acquired
within the field. Needless to say, the fact that cogni-
tive-behavioural therapy has proved to be able to
coagulate a specific topic is, at least partially, the ef-
fect of the composition of the sample adopted (4
out 17 Journals were specialized Journals focused
on the area of cognitive-behavioural therapy). Yet,
the latter observation does not reduce the value of
the result at stake. Rather, it adds a further signifi-
cance to it, namely it highlights how the importance
achieved by the cognitive-behavioural approach re-
flects its capacity to interpret—and therefore be
prized by—the current scientific standards of clini-
cal research, the ones reflected in the bibliometric
criterion of sampling adopted. Psychopathology
represents the third semantic organizer, grounding
topics B (The study of mental disease) and C (The in-
tervention on severe mental disorders). Here it is also
interesting to observe the differentiation between
disease and disorders, which marks the linguistic
boundary between topic B and topic C. In the con-
text defined by the co-occurring keywords sustain-
ing the topics, this boundary seems to be something
more than a mere linguistic variation. Rather, it
seems to be grounded on a semantic context: Ac-
cording to our interpretation, topic B (The study of
mental disease) seems to be focused on less severe
forms of psychopathology and their treatment,
while topic C (The intervention on severe mental dis-
orders) seems to be focused on a broader view of the
intervention, encompassing contextual issues as
well as addressing more severe psychopathological
conditions. Incidentally, this can be interpreted as a
sign of a weaker linguistic interpretation of the dis-
persive distribution of keywords (see above): Inso-
far as the disease-disorders variation seems to be
rooted in a semantic context, it could be plausible
that the same happens in the cases of other labels
and their variation. Finally, it must be mentioned
that this third semantic organizer—psycho-
pathology—may have emerged as a result of a sam-
ple bias. As a matter of fact, the procedure of sam-
pling we adopted has filtered Journals, rather than
articles in terms of relevance to the psychotherapy
research field. Therefore, the set of articles analyzed
encompassed a proportion of articles not concerned
specifically with psychotherapy research, even
though published in Journals (9 out of 17) having
psychotherapy research among their aims. Only fur-
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ther analyses will allow to check to what extent the
presence of this kind of articles has contributed to
making topics B and C emerge.

Third, the semantic space modeled by the two-
step multidimensional analysis proves to be
grounded basically on the opposition between in-
terest in the Validation of models of treatment and
interest in the Management of intervention. As a
matter of fact, it is along this dimension that Jour-
nals define their reciprocal relationships. Our thesis,
which will have to be tested in further analysis, is that
such a semantic opposition goes beyond the pro-
cess/outcome distinction, and more generally con-
cerns the dialectics between an interest focused on
the scientific legitimation of the psychotherapy and
an interest focused on the understanding/empowering
of psychotherapy as a device for addressing clinical
issues. These two foci are historically found
throughout the scientific cultures and practices with-
in the psychotherapy field; they are not conceptually
alternative—yet it is hard to act as if they were im-
mediately complementary (Salvatore et al., 2010).

Fourth, the relationship between topics and Jour-
nals lends itself to being interpreted as supporting
the distinction we adopted between specialized and
transversal Journals. Specialized Journals have the
highest level of association with the factorial di-
mension—namely they tend to be more specific as to
topics of interest. On the other hand, they do not
appear to work as a separate subset—rather, even if
4 Journals committed to cognitive-behavioral ther-
apy lie close to each other, all but one of the special-
ized Journals (International Journal of Group Psy-
chotherapy) have relationships of similarity with
transversal Journals too. Thus, one can conclude
that our classification of Journals as specialized is
consistent with their semantic content and yet that
their inclusion in the sample did not distort the sam-
ple; rather it allowed us to encompass a semantic ar-
ea which otherwise would have been marginalized.

Finally, if one wants to draw a synthetic picture of
the Journals’ thematic orientations, one can conclude
that in the final analysis they can be grouped in three
general classes: A class of Journals that prefer to host
outcome research, aimed at the validation of models
of treatments; a class of Journals with a more general
orientation, which means aspects concerning psycho-
therapy are integrated and projected on a broader
domain of clinical—psychological interest—a do-
main where the focus moves (or is extended) to the
management of interventions, as depending on con-
textual and processual factors. In the middle, a class
of generalist Journals, namely Journals that are sensi-
tive to both the above orientations, and so are not
characterized by either of them.

Some specific limits of the current study must be
mentioned, because they limit the conceptual
breadth of the findings. First, as has already been
said, the criterion of definition of the universe of
analysis adopted is the fact of being published in a

Journal aimed also at psychotherapy research. Con-
sequently, it was possible to discriminate articles
not specifically concerned with psychotherapy re-
search, yet published in Journals committed, inter
alia, to this area. Second, keywords are a significant
clue of articles’ content. Yet they provide a rather
poor, generic representation of it. As highlighted,
this limit has prevented us from reaching a reliable
interpretation of the semantic structure underpin-
ning the way keywords are distributed among arti-
cles. Third, associated with the previous point, it
has to be recognized that the current study suffers
from the absence of a distinction between keywords
defined by authors and defined by independent
judges (i.e., provided by scoprus). While the use of
both is a way of empowering the reliability of this
index, the absence of distinction between them re-
moves a major source of information. Anyway, the
greatest limit to the current study lies in the structure
of data it is based on. The two-step multidimensional
analysis was performed on two data matrixes: a data
matrix defined by keywords (rows) and Journals
(columns) and a data matrix defined by Journals
(rows) and clusters (columns). This structure of data
defines the meaning of findings. In particular, find-
ings concern the co-occurrence of keywords in the
context of Journals (first step) and topics (second
step). This means that the topics extrapolated con-
cern semantic nuclei that take shape at the level of
the grouping of Journals, rather than articles. And
the same can be said for the second step: the seman-
tic dimensions identified model the relationship
among Journals compared to topics, and therefore
they cannot be considered a snapshot of the semantic
structure of articles.

Despite the limits and the questions raised by the
study, it seems to us that the picture of the psycho-
therapy research field it provides is worthwhile. As
the discussion of the findings has showed, the anal-
ysis of the semantic structure of the psychotherapy
research provides food for thought, highlighting
relevant epistemological and theoretical issues (e.g.,
the unitary nature of the area, the relationship be-
tween models of publication and topic’s centrality)
and at the same time contributing to address them.
Moreover, this study has showed that a quali-
quantitative method of content analysis, where
multidimensional techniques of data analysis
ground and support the researcher’s interpretative
job, rather than substitute it, can provide a mean-
ingful picture even of a quite complex scenario like
psychotherapy research. A picture, moreover, that
already at the current level of definition may pro-
vide hints about the Journals’ scientific-cultural pol-
itics—a rather important issue with pragmatic im-
plications at the institutional and individual level.

Further studies will try to make progress in the
direction of investigation opened by the current
work. In particular, we see several objectives that
need to be pursued:



a) The move to a more detailed level of analysis,
centred on articles, thus identifying patterns of
keywords as co-occurring within the same article.

b) The introduction of a longitudinal standpoint,
thus analysing the evolution over time of topics
and semantic structure of the field.

¢) The introduction of the abstract as a further
source of information—thus increasing the
“resolution” of the analysis as well as to test the
reliability of keywords.

d) The enlargement and specification of the uni-
verse of analysis, thus increasing its consistency
with what the scientific community considers to
be psychotherapy research.

Conclusion

This study reports the findings of an analysis of
keywords indexing the content of articles published in
Journals operating in the psychotherapy research field.
The analysis, based on a two-step multidimensional
procedure, provided a map of the contents character-
izing such a field as well as of how Journals orient their
interests towards them. Four main topics were extrap-
olated, interpreted as the expression of three basic se-
mantic organizers: cognitive-behavioural therapy,
outcome evaluation and psychopathology. Topics and
their semantic organizers give shape to a semantic
space modelled in terms of two semantic dimensions:
one concerning the articles’ subject and the other con-
cerning with the extension of the target. The former is
structured in terms of the opposition between two
general aims: the management of the intervention ver-
sus the validation of models of treatments; the latter is
structured in terms of the opposition between a re-
stricted and a generalized target of research. However,
the Journals analyzed proved to differ mainly in terms
of the first semantic dimension detected. According to
it, Journals can be grouped in three large classes: a
group of Journals pursuing the validation of models of
treatment as main scientific-cultural interest; a group
more interested of the themes concerned with the de-
velopment of interventions and their management; a
middle group composed of Journals whose commit-
ment integrates both interests.

Before concluding, it has to be said that the map
provided by the study must not be intended as an ob-
jective, detailed representation of the ever-changing
scenario of psychotherapy research. Rather, it has to
be seen as an interpretative device useful for deepen-
ing the understanding of the semantic organization
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underpinning the current status of research in the
field. This is so because content analysis, like any kind
of analysis concerning meanings, is inherently abduc-
tive and interpretative, also when, as in the case of the
current study, it adopts a quantitative method (Salva-
tore, Gennaro, Auletta, Tonti, & Nitti, 2012).
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