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Abstract 
 
Education privatization generates one of the most polarized debates in education policy research 
internationally. A swath of highly contradictory empirical research surrounds the issue of private 
involvement in education provision on a variety of related-themes (voucher schemes, charter schools, 
freedom of school choice, school competition and so on). Yet, the fact that evidence on these themes is 
far from conclusive is used to legitimate a range of different policy preferences as well as the political 
agendas of several educational stakeholders, including key international organizations such as the 
World Bank. 

Based on the application of bibliometric analysis techniques, this paper examines the 
intersection of research production, research brokering, and knowledge mobilization in the context of 
international organizations. Specifically, the paper maps the epistemic configuration of the education 
privatization debate, and explores how the knowledge products of the World Bank and an international 
consultancy firm fit within and engage with the identified epistemic communities generated around 
such debate. Among other things, our research shows that the international organizations’ publications 
on education privatization cite repeatedly a limited (and usually non peer-reviewed) number of like-
minded studies as a way to create an illusion of a general consensus around the advantages of quasi-
markets and free-choice policies in education.  
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Education privatization generates one of the most passionate and polarized debates in 
education policy research internationally. A swath of highly contradictory empirical 
research surrounds the issue of private involvement in education provision on a 
variety of private schooling related-themes such as the cost and benefits of voucher 
schemes, charter schools, public-private partnerships, freedom of school choice 
and/or school competition. Despite evidence on these themes is far from conclusive 
and clearly context-sensitive, a range of educational stakeholders, including think 
tanks, private foundations and international aid agencies unconditionally support the 
adoption of privatization solutions in different educational settings. Paradoxically, 
these actors often justify their support to education privatization on the basis of 
scientific evidence and the outcomes of existing research. 

Based on the application of bibliometric analysis techniques, this paper maps 
the epistemic configuration of the education privatization debate in academia and 
explores the role played by a group of international players in the politics of 
knowledge production that surround this debate. The specific objectives of the paper 
are: (a) to review the state of the art of research on quasi-markets/privatization in 
education in the last two decades; (b) to analyze to what extent it is possible to 
identify different epistemic communities on the basis of attributes such as 
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methodology or discipline; (c) to explore how the knowledge products on education 
privatization of key international organizations (IOs) fit within and engage with the 
existing epistemic communities. In relation to the latter objective, we will focus on 
some of the most emblematic publications on private education produced by the 
World Bank and the Council for British Teachers (CfBT). These two international 
agencies have been selected due to their capacity of influencing education policy 
decisions in low- and middle-income countries through lending and/or consultancy 
operations, and also because – through the elaboration of literature review and related 
products - they play an important role as knowledge brokers between the research and 
the policy domains. 

The main findings of our research are that in spite of the variety of 
methodological and disciplinary approaches, the literature on education privatization 
is created and disseminated by a moderately well connected epistemic community – 
where, in spite of the low density, only a limited share of the nodes remain isolated, 
and where ties are homogeneously distributed beyond discipline or methodological 
divides. However, a clear difference can be identified between this main corpus of 
academic literature on education privatization and the references and sources 
mobilized by IOs. Frequently, the latter occupy remote or isolated positions in the 
network – what suggests that, when engaging in the education privatization debate, 
these organizations tend to reproduce like-minded policy discourses and hardly 
incorporate peer-reviewed academic knowledge from outside their policy circle. 
Accordingly, these international organizations produce an echo-chamber effect 
around a small number of studies that is far from being representative of the broad 
and more complex private education debate.  

The paper is organised in five main parts. In the first part of the paper, we 
present our conceptual and theoretical framework on knowledge mobilization and the 
politics of research use. In the second part, we present our data gathering and data 
analysis methods, which combine bibliometric and social network analysis 
techniques. In the third part we present our main results, according to our three 
objectives: (a) state of the art of research on quasi-markets/privatization in education 
in the last two decades; (b) epistemic communities identification; (c) the role of 
international organizations in the mobilization of knowledge products on education 
privatization, and their engagement with the existing academic epistemic 
communities. In the discussion section, among other things, we elaborate on the 
economic, ideological and institutional underpinnings of the knowledge 
instrumentalisation processes identified on behalf of IOs. Finally, we conclude by 
reflecting on the usefulness of bibliometric tools to hold different actors intervening 
in complex education policy debates more accountable. 
 
Evidence-based policy, knowledge mobilization and the uses of research  
 
Political ideologies tend to frame policy debates and policy decisions of a very 
different nature. In relation to the education privatization debate, right-wing 
governments have been more conventionally inclined to outsource educational 
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services and to promote competition among providers than left-wing governments; 
with the latter more willing to manage services directly. Since the nineties, however, 
the emergence of the Third Way has challenged the traditional way social-democrats 
think about public services (Giddens, 1998). The Third Way has made Social-
democratic and Labour parties more inclined to think positively about school choice 
and markets in education, although usually for different reasons than conservative or 
neoliberal forces. Meanwhile conservatives and neoliberals opt for pro-market 
reforms for reasons of efficiency and competition, social-democrats do so to promote 
equity and diversification in education. Nonetheless, independently of the reasons for 
education privatization adoption, currently, the left-wing versus right-wing 
ideological divide is not so clear cut in relation to education privatization policy 
decisions.  

Together with the emergence of the Third Way, there is another factor that 
explains why ideologies and principled beliefs are apparently playing a secondary role 
in a range of education policy decisions today: the emergence of the evidence-based 
policy approach to policy-making. In the context of the evidence-based policy 
approach, policy-makers purportedly rely more than before on what data, experts and 
scientific evidence says when it comes to take important policy decisions. The EBP 
approach find its origins in the field of medicine where, for a long time, empirically 
tested treatments, which are usually identified through experimental research, are 
those being selected by regulatory agencies and practitioners when it comes to 
address health issues (Biesta, 2007). 

In the end of the nineties, educational research faced a strong legitimacy crisis 
with more and more governmental agencies, politicians and other stakeholders 
considering that educational research lacked rigor and was guided, too often, by 
unfounded opinions. Accordingly, they considered that research in experimental 
sciences, which promotes a more cumulative type of knowledge, should be the model 
for educational research. (Pirrie, 2001; see also the Evidence Based Education 
Manifesto).1 

As a reaction to these pressures, currently, many education researchers focus 
on trying to understand “what works” in a range of educational areas including 
curriculum, pedagogy, school governance, leadership and so on (Lubienski et al 
2014). In addition, a range of websites, blogs, resources, journals and intermediary 
organizations have emerged as a way to give response to the increasing demand for 
better data for policy purposes. The role of intermediary organizations and knowledge 
brokers becomes key in this scenario because for average policy-makers and 
practitioners it is impossible to process the big amount of research that is being 
produced in relation to different policy areas. For this reason, more and more 
scholars, research centers and international organizations consider doing literature 
reviews of a different nature (systematic, scoping, rigorous, meta-analysis, etc.) as a 
way to communicate, but also to produce, knowledge (Boaz et al. 2002; Pawson, 
2013). 

																																																								
1 See http://www.cemcentre.org/renderpage.asp?linkID.30317000  
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Ben Levin considers that “research has the potential to continue to increase the 
effectiveness of education systems as more is learned about desirable and undesirable 
practices” (Levin, 2011, 16). However, putting into practice the EBP approach into 
the educational field is challenging for different reasons. First, according to Ben 
Levin himself, in relation to many educational areas, “there is simply not enough clear 
research knowledge to guide practice” (Levin, 2011, 16).  As we argue in this paper, 
education privatization is clearly one of these areas.  

Secondly, and more importantly, causality in education research works differently 
than in medicine or than in more experimental research areas. According to Biesta 
(2007, 8): 

Apart from the obvious fact that the condition of being a student is quite different from that of being a 
patient — being a student is not an illness, just as teaching is not a cure — the most important argument 
against the idea that education is a causal process lies in the fact that education is not a process of 
physical interaction but a process of symbolic or symbolically mediated interaction. 

 
In other words, in education, the effect of policy interventions is strategically 
mediated, not only by physical factors, but also by how teachers and principals make 
sense of the policies in question, and by how students interpret what they are being 
taught. In a similar line of reasoning, Lubienski et al (2014, 135) observe that one of 
the limits to the EBP idea in education is that “there are unclear or indirect causal 
relationships between policy inputs and consequences for the wider community, thus 
leaving substantial uncertainty around research claims about specific interventions”.  

Thirdly, the application of RCT methods in the educational field, which is the 
research gold standard in medicine, is very challenging. Experimental methods have 
the capacity to control a broad range of variables in laboratory situations. However, in 
the social world, these methods cannot control the big number of individual 
characteristics and contextual factors that affect the implementation of a policy 
intervention and its outputs. Furthermore, these methods also meet difficulties when it 
comes to estimating long-term effects, which is something especially relevant in the 
development of complex social and institutional systems such as education. Finally, 
econometric models tend to exclude variables (usually, related to individual, 
institutional, and/or contextual characteristics) that are not easily measurable or that 
have no data available, which is something with serious ontological implications in 
the sense that what cannot be measured ends up not existing in analytical terms 
(Verger & Zancajo, 2015). 

Fourthly, education policy is (still) a very ideological field and the object of 
contentious political struggles. Education generates passionate debates among 
experts, but also among non-experts that are directly involved, often emotionally, 
with educational institutions, including parents, students, journalists, etc. 
Accordingly, the tactical and non-rigorous use of evidence is more common in 
education, and research is more susceptible to politicization than in other sectors 
(Lubienski et al. 2014, Young et al. 2002). 

The politicization of research is in great part related to the fact that a broad 
range of research and intermediary organizations with their own policy agenda has 
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colonized the policy research field. These organizations usually go beyond traditional 
knowledge producers such as universities or academic centers and include private 
foundations, advocacy groups, think tanks, philanthropic organizations and so on 
(Scott & Jabbar, 2014). Some of these IOs play a dual role in the sense that both 
produce knowledge and mobilize it for advocacy purposes. This dualisation of roles 
might generate some sort of conflict of interests and negatively alter the nature of 
evidence-based policy and, potentially, the quality of the policy decisions to be taken.  

For this and other reasons, the methodologist Ray Pawson is rather skeptical 
with the way the evidence-based policy approach is being deployed in many domains. 
He detects that, especially in relation to contentious areas of research, intermediary 
organizations, but also policy-makers, can sum up helpful information, sympathetic 
data, and subsidiary arguments in support of their pre-established policy preferences. 
Such cherry-picking practice means that research travels straight from ideology to 
policy recommendations, and uses science or evidence-based policy simply as a 
legitimatory frame. Hence, according to Pawson (2006, 2013), rather than evidence-
based policy, “policy-based evidence” is more common in many policy circles.  

In the US context, this research use or instrumentalisation dynamic has been 
observed in the context of incentivist reforms (Scott and Jabbar, 2014), school choice 
reforms (Lubienski et al. 2009) or accountability reforms (Reckhow, Galey and 
Ferrare, 2016). In the US, there is also research that focuses on identifying what are 
the mechanisms of research instrumentatilsation and manipulation. For instance, it has 
been documented that the publications of think tanks and other education privatization 
advocates tend to cite repeatedly a limited and usually low-quality (i.e. non peer-
reviewed) number of like-minded studies as a way to create an illusion of a general 
consensus around the advantages of quasi-markets and free-choice policies in 
education. This is a mechanism that Lubienski et al. (2009) qualify as an “echo 
chamber effect” in the use of research.   

However, the role of IOs in processes of knowledge instrumentalisation and 
advocacy is a line of inquiry that is underdeveloped out of the US education research 
field.  In the case of the World Bank and other international agencies, very much has 
been said about the selective use of evidence, (see Broad 2006) but there is not 
empirical research demonstrating how this knowledge selectivity happens in a 
systematic way. Our paper, among other objectives, aims at filling this gap. 
 
 
Data and methods 
 
This research combines bibliometric and social network analysis in order to explore 
the bibliographic coupling (BC) structure across academic and IOs literature on PPPs, 
quasi-markets and other forms of privatization in education. We have collected data 
through two separate processes – one directed to identify the main body of academic 
papers discussing the impact of different privatization policies (including voucher 
schemes, charter schools, freedom of school choice or school competition), and a 



	 6 

second one aimed at identifying the main sources and references mobilized by 
prominent international organizations when dealing with quasi-markets in education. 

Data selection. The identification of relevant literature was conducted through 
a search in the electronic database Scopus. The search established no temporal or 
linguistic restriction, but was conducted on the basis ok key terms contained in the 
title, abstract or key words2. The initial corpus of 1,332 papers retrieved from the 
database was subsequently refined through two screening sequences – one of the basis 
of titles, which reduced the corpus to 969 papers; and a second one on the basis of the 
abstract, which resulted in a body of 318 papers directly related to the impact of 
different privatization or pro-market policies. However, and due to technical 
limitations (related with data extraction), only papers published after 1995 could be 
considered, what reduced the amount of papers finally incorporated to the network to 
306. 

Concerning the identification of IOs literature, and given its large volume and 
the absence of a search engine able to retrieve the most frequently referred 
documents, we focused on the sources privileged and mobilized by two key 
institutions in some of their most highly circulated publications reviewing literature 
on quasi-markets in education, and producing policy recommendations on the basis of 
such review. Hence, we focused on the World Bank (WB) and the international 
consultancy firm Center for British Teachers (CfBT) that, although at different levels, 
are key players in the global education policy field. More specifically, we have 
focused on their respective publications The role and impact of PPPs in education 
(authored by the World Bank officials H. Patrinos, F. Barrera-Osorio and J. Guáqueta, 
and published in 2009) and Public-Private Partnerships in Basic Education: An 
International Review (authored by N. LaRocque, currently Principal Education 
Specialist in the Asian Development Bank, and published in 2008). In both cases, and 
due to methodological limitations, only those references indexes in the Scopus 
database could be finally considered3. Thus, a total of 37 references were identified 
and incorporated as nodes to the network. 

Data analysis. For both the academic and IO literature, we classified the 
selected papers according to different criteria, in order to address our first objective – 
i.e., exploring the state-of-the-art of the literature on quasi-markets in education. 
Hence, documents were manually coded in relation to different attributes, including 
publication year, source, researched policy, researched effect, journal field, employed 
methodology and main direction (positive, negative or undetermined) of the impact of 
privatization policies in the researched dimensions4. While most of the attributes were 
only considered in this first exploratory stage, the last three attributes were also 
considered in the mapping process, as a proxy of methodological, disciplinary and 
ideological divides. 

																																																								
2 The search terms and criteria can be consulted in the Appendix. .	
3 We elaborate on the rationale and consequences of this decision in the Results section. 
4 The coding categories and criteria can be consulted in the Appendix. 



	 7 

In order to address the second and third research objectives (namely, the 
identification of epistemic communities; and the role of international organizations 
within the education privatization debate), we resorted to a bibliometric analysis 
technique based on similarity, commonly known as bibliographic coupling (BC). 
More specifically, we relied on a cross-citation approach (as opposed to a lexical 
approach or a combination of both) in order to build a network of papers on the basis 
of bibliographic coupling similarities. In order to construct the network, data on 
selected papers was imported and processed using the SAINT software (Somers et al., 
2009). The resulting raw dataset was subsequently cleaned and complemented with 
attribute data, and analysis and visualization were run with the visualization software 
package Gephi (Bastian et al., 2009) using Atlas Force 2 layout.  

The presence and strength of the link or tie between two papers was 
determined following a weighted approach (as opposed to a binary approach) – and 
more specifically, the similarity was calculated on the basis of the Jaccard index for 
shared citations. On the basis of that index, different global and local measures were 
calculated, considering differences for the groups formed on the basis of different 
attributes. The combination of statistics and maps allowed for the identification of 
epistemic communities (research objective 2) and the exploration of the 
correspondence and fit and between the academic and IOs literature (research 
objective 3). 
 
On bibliographic coupling 
 
BC strength is calculated on the basis the amount of shared references between two 
papers (i.e. the number of instances in the reference list that two publications have in 
common) and is considered to be indicative of a certain similarity the research object 
(Kessler, 1963). While other indicators of subject similarity have been developed 
(most notably, co-citation analysis, and author co-citation analysis), we consider that, 
for both theoretical and methodological reasons, BC metrics are particularly 
appropriate for our purposes here. More specifically, this approach captures well the 
ideational connectivity between two papers – i.e., the sharing of similar assumptions, 
definitions and understanding regarding the nature of the research object. In addition, 
this measure offers also other relevant advantages – most notably, stability over time 
(the link between two documents remain constant), being intrinsic to the selected 
documents, and expressing solely the choices made by the authors (Biscaro & 
Giupponi, 2014; Gipp, 2014). 

Taking a comparative approach, we compare groups within a single field 
formed on the basis of different attributes – so the low strength of ties that is inherent 
to bibliographic coupling affects to the same extent the different groups. As a way to 
address the dependence of BC on the total amount of references (Weinberg, 1974), we 
have used the Jaccard index, which allows for the calculation of the relative strength 
of BC – the number of shared references in considered in relation to the total number 
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of documents in both reference lists, in order to find the relative overlap between two 
reference lists (Havemann & Scharnhorst, 2012). 
 
 
Results  
 
In this section, we present and examine the network resulting from the bibliographic 
coupling of the different papers identified as part of the education privatization 
debate. We focus first on the state of the art of research on quasi-
markets/privatization in education in the last two decades (research objective 1), with 
a focus on the main characteristics of and effects identified by this research. Next, we 
analyse the network of academic literature (i.e., the issue network that emerged from 
the references retrieved through the original search in the Scopus database), in order 
to make sense of its underlying structure and to identify possible clusters of epistemic 
communities on the basis of shared attributes (research objective 2). Finally, we 
incorporate to this main network the different papers referred by the WB and the 
CfBT in their two seminal works on the issue of privatization, in order to understand 
how they fit in the broader corpus of academic literature (research objective 3).  
 
 State of the art of the privatization debate  
 
Research on education privatization has increased progressively in the last decades. 
This increase is probably related to the centrality that education privatization has 
acquired in the global education policy field in the analysed period. When we 
organise our complete corpus of papers (n=318) according to publication date, this 
trend is clearly evident (see Figure 1). 
 

Figure 1. Evolution of academic publications on education privatization 
Source: authors 
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However, not all world regions are equally represented in this research field. Far from 
it, as Figure 2 shows, a majority of research on the theme has been produced in North-
America (mainly in the US). Europe and Latin America are also well-represented 
regions in the corpus of literature, although it needs to be noticed that there are two 
countries in each of these regions (the UK and Chile respectively) that account for 
most research on the matter. 
 

Figure 2. Academic publications on education privatization according to territory 
Source: authors 

 

 
 
 
Studies on education privatization adopting quantitative approaches represent a 
majority of the research produced on the matter (59,1%). They are followed by 
qualitative research (18,2%), reviews (15,4%) and mixed methods (7,2%). 

Thematically speaking, an important part of published research focuses on the 
educational effects of specific privatization programmes such as charter schools 
(25,2%) and voucher schemes (21,7%). However, a bigger portion of research focuses 
on the effects of, more generally speaking, school choice and school competition 
(42,1%). There is a final group of studies focusing on the effects of the presence of 
private provision in education systems (21,4%). The latter usually compare the 
performance of private and public provision, but do not necessarily assume that the 
presence of the private sector is associated to school choice and competition 
dynamics. 

In terms of the effects of privatization, the results tend to be more negative 
than positive in relation to all the different education privatization approaches 
systematized (namely, vouchers, charter schools, school competition or presence of 
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private providers) (see Fig. 3). Mixed results refer to studies that identify that the 
effects or privatization are good for one social group, but bad for the other, or that 
generate improvement, for instance, in Mathematics, but a deterioration of results in 
Language. Neutral effects mean that the studies have not identified any clear effect as 
a result of the policy intervention in question. 

 
Figure 3. Direction of the effects according to policy approach  

Source: authors 

 
 
Existing research on education privatization covers a broad range of impact 
dimensions, including effects on teachers’ work and satisfaction, learning outcomes, 
education inequalities, efficiency, parental satisfaction, innovation and so on. A 
complete list of impact dimensions, together with the direction of the effect can be 
observed in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Direction of the effects according to impact dimension 
Source: authors 

 

As Figure 4 shows, existing research on education privatization reports more negative 
than positive results in relation to most impact dimensions. Education privatization 
seems to be especially problematic in terms of education inequalities, inclusion and 
school segregation. This is due to the fact that the competitive environment that many 
privatization dynamics generate incentivises schools to try to select the best students, 
as well as to discriminate against those students less academically skilled, with special 
needs, or with behavioural problems. Results are also generally negative in terms of 
accountability, teachers’ satisfaction and non-cognitive outcomes. The latter is related 
to the fact that, again, the competitive environment provides schools with the 
incentive to narrow the curriculum and focus on those areas that will be evaluated (in 
contrast to civic education and other so-called non-cognitive skills).  

Aggregated results on learning outcomes, efficiency and innovation are, in 
contrast, more balanced, with a similar amount of research products that point out to, 
on the one hand, the costs of education privatization and, on the other, the benefits of 
education privatization. The dimension in which the private sector and different pro-
privatization policies seem to perform better is in terms of household or families 
satisfaction. 
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The academic conversation on education privatization 
 
The main corpus of academic literature is composed by up to 306 nodes and 9.718 
edges and appears to conform a relatively well-connected community. While this 
issue network does not present high-levels of density, the network diameter and 
eccentricity values show that the network is evenly distributed – i.e. few steps are 
required in order to traverse the network from its two more distant points, and there is 
a limited share of outliers (i.e., nodes at the fringes of the network requiring many 
steps to traverse it). In fact, and jointly with the average path length, these general 
metrics suggests a small-world effect – a relatively efficient network where, although 
most of the nodes are not directly tied, the nodes can reach each other with a limited 
number of steps5. 

In addition, and more importantly, the network presents a relatively moderate 
clustering coefficient, what suggests that homophily (understood as an extreme form 
of cluster) is not very strong in this case. However, the distribution of the network in 
relation to different attributes is indicative of the existence of some distinguishable 
(although loosely connected) epistemic communities. More specifically, and as Maps 
1, 2 and 3 illustrate, most of the nodes tend to cluster themselves according to their 
methodology, field or leaning toward privatization. Such a pattern is particularly 
pronounced in relation to the methodological divide, what suggests that epistemic 
communities would pivot on a procedural rather than on an ideological basis – in 
other words, methodological affinity is the most determining attribute affecting the 
closeness between papers.  

 
Map 16 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

																																																								
5 Consult Table 1 in the Appendix for a summary of the global level statistics. 
6 In this and the following maps, nodes are sized according to the weighted degree.  
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Map 2 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Map 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
However, these methodological, disciplinary and ideological divides are a far cry 
from giving rise to compact and poorly connected communities, and there is an 
important number of papers freely associating with articles in other clusters7. In 
essence, density metrics suggest that differences in orientation do not preclude 

																																																								
7 Consult Table 2 in the Appendix for a comparison of the intra and inter-edge densities of the groups 
formed on the basis of different attributes. 
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research papers from sharing a common background – materialized in form of shared 
references. And while it is not possible to ascertain the exact use given to citations, 
such a pattern indicates that the research field is not organized in self-referential 
communities or autarkic realms. In spite of significant ideological, methodological or 
disciplinary divides, the different communities still share references, what ultimately 
suggests that the selection of sources is not entirely driven by some form of like-
mindedness.  
 
This is not only indicative of the existence of a “common language” (shared between 
distant communities) but makes also possible an all-in conversation in which 
researchers do not rely solely on the results of kindred investigations (or those pieces 
of evidence more clearly supportive of their own results). In addition, the absence of 
self-sufficient “realms” potentially allows for a relatively “efficient” incorporation 
and spread of recent developments in the field. Importantly, the most determining 
attribute has not an ideological nature (a paper’s “leaning” towards privatization) but 
a methodological character – what speaks of the still crucial influence exerted by 
“procedural” qualities in the circulation of dissemination of the research in social 
sciences. In other words, if epistemic communities are somewhat “blind” to the 
results obtained by other communities, such a bias is explained by different 
publication tracks fostered by methodological preferences and disciplinary fields 
rather than by ideological reasons.    
 
However, and while the ideological breach does not seem to play a key role in general 
terms, it is interesting to note how this level of interconnectivity does not apply 
equally to the different groups. More specifically, inter-edge density between papers 
with an undetermined view on privatization and papers showing a positive or a 
negative stance (112 and 0,117, respectively) contrast with the (much more lower) 
inter-edge density between papers finding positive effects and papers finding negative 
effects (0,060). In other words papers finding positive effects and papers finding 
negative effects share a relatively small proportion of references – when compared to 
the overlap between any of these groups and papers finding mixed or inconclusive 
evidence on the effects of privatization. Hence, in spite of the general levels of 
cohesiveness in relation to the ideological divide, connectivity between opposed or 
extreme stances is relatively less probable – what suggests that these positions draw 
on distinctively different corpus of literature. 
 
Turning to centrality measures, it is interesting to note how methodological, 
disciplinary and ideological attributes have a limited impact on the level of 
connectedness enjoyed by different nodes can be better discerned through the 
exploration of local-level metrics. The average figures for different groups can shed 
some light on the underlying structure of the network. As Table 1 reflects, different 
measures show significant variation between the categories formed along 
methodological, ideological and, to a lesser extent, disciplinary divides. 
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More specifically, and as also suggested by Map 1, quantitatively-oriented papers 
with a quantitative approach are significantly better connected than those guided by 
other approaches. The contrast is particularly acute in relation to works following a 
qualitative approach – which not only present an under-average level of weighed 
centrality, but present also a high share of isolated nodes or singletons.  
 
In what concerns the “evaluative” approach taken by the different papers, the 
identification of undetermined effects is positively correlated with more central and 
strongly connected positions. Conversely, papers finding negative effects show the 
lowest average weighted centrality – although this is relatively close to the average 
exhibited by papers finding positive effects. The latter group, in fact, shows the 
highest proportion of isolated nodes, what suggests that its general levels of 
connectivity are not particularly good. 
 
Finally, a less clear pattern emerges from the disciplinary divide. Not only there is not 
a clear connection between the average weighted degree and the proportion of 
isolated nodes, but also the results are to some extent at odds with the ones suggested 
by the analysis of the most central papers (as reflected in Map 3). This is particularly 
the case for economics –a field that, while not being represented among the best-
connected papers, averages a weighted degree far higher than the rest of disciplines. A 
possible explanation for such a pattern could be related to the distribution of this 
variable – which, while never presenting high values, has also a very limited share of 
extremely low values. The small proportion of isolated nodes seems supportive of this 
hypothesis – however, further analysis is required in order to confirm it. 
 

Table 1: Global level measures by attribute 
 Nodes Isolated 

nodes 
Average 
degree 

Average 
weighted 
degree 

Average 
eccentricity 
(exc. isolated 
nodes) 

Average 
clustering 
coefficient 

Methodology 
Quantitative  180 4 74,25 11,8675 3,08 0,5790 
Qualitative 57 7 40,66 5,8873 3,36 0,4724 
Mixed methods 23 2 46,09 8,8868 3,38 0,5510 
Review 46 2 58,54 8,7027 3,20 0,5289 
Direction 
Positive 66 8 55,85 9,4770 3,17 0,5212 
Negative  131 5 54,82 8,1526 3,24 0,5288 
Undetermined 109 2 78,60 12,6977 3,08 0,5917 
Field 
Administration 23 5 46,82 7,3999 3,33 0,4491 
Book/ chapter 15 2 83,60 16,6478 3,15 0,4484 
Development 23 0 44,04 7,2516 3,45 0,5296 
Economics 77 1 71,58 12,2196 3,05 0,6050 
Education 132 6 59,72 8,4397 3,20 0,5458 
Social sciences 20 0 85,05 13,4839 3,15 0,5314 
Urban studies 16 1 62,25 10,3870 3,13 0,6039 
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However, and beyond differences in degree centrality measures, most of the groups 
share relatively similar levels of eccentricity, what suggests that, in general terms, the 
relative importance of most of the nodes is similar. In essence, these results confirm 
again that, while loosely structured, the education privatization debate is structured 
around an overall efficient and well-connected network. These relatively high levels 
of general cohesiveness (and particularly the absence of relatively disconnected 
communities) are particularly relevant given the “short life” of this issue network and 
the fact that it is fed by multiple streams of literature – circumstances that can render 
difficult a cohesive growth and the formation of a unified corpus. 
 
 
International organizations and knowledge mobilization 
 
A very different picture emerges when we look at the references used by the WB and 
the CfBT. As Map 4 shows, these references are, for the most part, located at the 
periphery of the graph, frequently isolated from any other paper, and hardly ever part 
of the academic literature retrieved from the original search in the Scopus database. In 
fact, only 6 out of the 37 papers referred by the IO literature are connected to other 
papers, and the average weighted density of this limited share amounts to a moderate 
6,6820. This is why, when adding these papers to the academic literature network, the 
number of isolated components increases from 15 to 46 – a shift that must 
consequently be credited to the IOs literature and that reduces significantly the inter-
connectedness of the whole network. 
 
Map 4 
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To be sure, the nodes incorporated to the network represent only a reduced part of the 
whole list of references contained in the WB and CfBT seminal publications – since 
in both cases, only a very limited share of them is indexed in the Scopus baseline8 and 
could consequently be processed and integrated in the broader matrix. Such a pattern, 
far more acute for CfBT references, is indicative of a low level of connection with the 
main body of academic literature – or at least with the most rigorously-reviewed 
products of the scientific literature.  
 
While it can be argued that the rest of non-indexed literature referred by the WB and 
the CfBT could show high levels of embededness with the academic literature, this 
seems unlikely given the nature of these publications. These are, for the most part, 
policy briefs, reports from private foundations and research institutes and policy 
research working papers, i.a. In fact, both reports refer to a significant share of 
professional publications coming also from the practitioner world, including aid 
agencies, ministries of education, think tanks, etc.  In addition, the reference list in 
both publications reveals a highly pronounced instance of self-referentiality. Thus, 
almost half of the publications quoted by the Bank (43%) are publications by 
members within their particular network of like-minded organizations – including 
publications authored by scholars and staff working for the World Bank, IFC, ADB, 
and the CfBT (see Verger, 2012), and/or papers coming out of conference 
proceedings organized by these agencies. Similarly, the CfBT report also scores high 
on self-referentiality (with 45,3% of its references coming from the same network of 
organizations).  
 

Table 4: IOs references  
 References: 

total 
Indexed 
references 

Percentage 

WB- The role and impact of PPPs in 
education 

158 30 18,99 

CfBT - Public-Private Partnerships in 
Basic Education: An International Review 

55 7 12,73 

 
 
Hence, these two IOs hardly resort to peer-reviewed literature and, when they do so, 
their references are scarcely connected with the main conversation – but located in the 
margins of the issue network at best, and isolated at worst. These results suggest that 
IOs literature address the education privatization topic in its own particular terms and 
rarely speaks to the rest of academic papers dealing with the issue. Such a patterns is 
particularly striking given the variety of approaches of the main corpus of academic 
literature – definitely a “broad church” and by any means restricted to a narrow group 
of perspectives.  

																																																								
8 These figures are, if anything, an over-estimate: non-indexed publications were substitute by 
the indexed version of the paper when this was available and shared with the original 
publication at least a 75 per cent of the references.   
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In fact, and in comparison to the heterogeneity of the main corpus of academic 
literature, the references mobilized by the WB and the CfBT appear to be far less 
balanced. As can be observed in Table 5, these two organizations show a clear 
preference for quantitative approaches, followed at some distance by reviews – while 
papers employing qualitative and mixed method approaches amount for a much more 
limited proportion. Similarly, works published in economics journals receive far more 
attention than any other fields, being followed at a considerable distance by works 
published within the education field. Finally, and it what concern the “evaluative” 
approach, figures show how most of the referred literature correspond to papers 
finding undetermined (mixed, inconclusive or irrelevant) effects. While works 
identifying a mostly negative impact are clearly under-represented, the mobilized 
evidence is not by any means overwhelmingly positive. In view of the policy 
recommendations that have frequently been inferred from these publications, such a 
pattern raises some questions on the “room for interpretation” that most of the 
evidence allows, or on the possibility of framing inconclusive and mixed evidence in 
a tactical way. 
 

Table 5: IOs references – by attribute 
 %  % 
Methodology   Field  
Quantitative  56,76 Administration 8,11 
Qualitative 5,41 Book/ chapter 5,41 
Mixed methods 5,41 Development 13,51 
Review 32,43 Economics 43,24 
  Education 21,62 
Direction  Social sciences 2,70 
Positive 29,73 Urban studies 5,41 
Negative  8,11   
Undetermined 62,16   

 
 
Beyond the specific characteristics of these publications, it is also relevant to note that 
they do not to share much in terms of references but appear to be disconnected from 
one another. This suggests that we are not in front of an “alternative” strand of the 
literature (one that would not have been captured by the original search in Scopus, for 
instance) but rather in front of a scattered group of carefully chosen references.  
 
In fact, a revision of the titles quotes by the WB and the CfBT reports shows how 
most of the referred literature tends to highlight evidence that emphasizes the benefits 
of quasi-markets in education. At the same time, the reports either misrepresent or 
completely neglect important pieces of research pointing to the neutral or even 
negative impacts that quasi-market policies can have, particularly in terms of 
education inequalities. Occasionally, some critical authors are quoted in these reports. 
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However the essential arguments of these scholars are usually misrepresented, or their 
work is simply used to provide background data.9 In contrast, the ideas of like-minded 
scholars, such as Hoxby, Hanushek, and Wößmann, are more properly developed.   
 
Ultimately, this high degree of selectivity is supportive of the cherry-picking 
hypothesis (Pawson, 2006) or at least indicative of a tactical use of evidence (Young 
et al., 2002). Hence, those sources likely to confer legitimacy to the WB and the CfBT 
agendas are amplified, while less fitting evidence (or not-so-readily instrumentalized 
for political purposes) is disregarded.  
 
In combination with the relative homogeneity of the IOs preferred literature, this 
selectivity makes the case for policy-based evidence rather than for evidence-based 
policy. Given the wide circulation that both the WB and the CfBT have given to these 
two reference papers, it is possible to identify an echo-chamber effect. However, such 
a claim requires also an examination of the dissemination work carried out by both 
IOs (i.e., exploring how and which frame terms their publications are publicized), 
something that lies beyond the scope of this paper. 
  
  
 
Discussion: understanding the tactical use of policy knowledge  
 
The effects of quasi-markets, public-private partnerships and privatization in 
education have generated one of the most contentious debates in educational research 
(Klees 2008). There is an increasing number of research published pertaining to the 
topic of private involvement in education that reaches conflicting conclusions in 
relation to education systems of different countries, independently of their level of 
development, and of the impact dimension in question (namely, learning outcomes, 
equity, inclusion, accountability and so on). Nonetheless, our mapping of education 
privatization literature clearly shows that education privatization processes tend to 
have negative implications in terms of educational inequalities and school generation. 
Common beliefs on education privatization promoting innovation and economic 
efficiency are also challenged by existing educational research. 
 
Academic publications on the matter tend to cluster themselves according to 
discipline and the methodology used. There is also a tendency of disciplines such as 
economics of education to focus on quantitative approaches and/or to privilege 
“learning outcomes” instead of other types of impact dimensions. However, this type 
of clustering does not condition what is the overall direction of the result. In other 
words, there is not a discipline or a particular methodological approach more 
conducive to conclude that education privatization has positive or a negative effect. 

																																																								
9 This can be observed, for instance, in the way scholars such as Molnar or Hatcher are referred to in 
the WB report. 
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The interaction of IOs with the academic conversation on education privatization is, 
however, more problematic. Despite IOs base an important part of their arguments in 
favor of PPPs on empirical evidence, most studies reviewed by these agencies are 
biased in favour of those showing that raising private provision (and the 
implementation of vouchers systems and/or charter school programmes) contributes, 
more or less modestly, to improvements in students’ results and efficiency. The lack 
of references to and dialogue with academic publications and, specifically, with 
publications in peer-reviewed academic journals calls into question the 
methodological and scientific integrity of these policy reports. The audience of these 
reports, mainly conformed by practitioners, is not necessarily aware of the due 
processes of academic due-diligence, and are likely to take advice emanating from a 
large organization at face value, regardless of the shaky epistemological 
underpinnings.  
 
In this discussion section we reflect on the main factors that could explain this 
selection bias in the context of the education privatization debate on behalf of the 
analyzed IOs. There are, at least, three general hypotheses that can be drawn in this 
respect. 
 
The first hypothesis relates to disciplinary issues. In the World Bank, but also in many 
international consultancy firms, there is a clear predominance of a background in 
economics among the staff. In fact, in the case of the Bank, this disciplinary bias 
towards economics has been often criticized because it contributes to a sort of 
intellectual immobilisism within the organization (Nielson et al., 2006 Wade, 1996). 
Many authors – including World Bank insiders - problematize this lack of academic 
diversity because it privileges quantitative over qualitative approaches, and restricts 
the selection of the problems that need to be studied and addressed (Broad, 2006, Rao 
& Woolcok, 2007).  The current emphasis on PPPs for education and competitive 
funding formulas, a la vouchers, needs to be understood in the predisposition of 
neoclassic economists to belief in market solutions and incentivist policies, based on 
the assumption that people are benefit maximizers looking for private returns in all 
kinds of sectors, including education (Lauglo, 1992). However, this disciplinary bias 
represents only a partial explanation since, as we have seen, economics research on 
education privatization in the academic domain is much more balanced that the 
research produced and mobilized by the WB and like-minded agencies. Thus, 
discipline does not determine the political support to private education solutions.    
 
A second hypothesis is related to the ideological preferences of the analyzed 
international organizations. As Lubienski and Brewer (2016, pp) affirm, “the 
misrepresentation of empirical findings by [market] advocates appears to be a key 
element of their advocacy agenda.” The reviewed organizations, despite their 
apparent commitment with evidence based-policy, have a longstanding tradition of 
advocating neoliberal policies. In the case of the World Bank, the penetration of 
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neoliberalism dates back to the beginning of the 1980s, when the Reagan 
administration appointed Anne Krueger as the Bank’s chief economist (Miller-
Adams, 2002). From then onward, the World Bank has tended to support cost-
recovery policies in social sectors and PPPs in public services provision – since 
partnerships are a way for the Bank to continue giving loans to countries in social 
sectors, without necessarily making states and bureaucracies bigger. However, it is 
also true that the World Bank is not a monolithic organization and its operational staff 
working on the terrain usually bases its policy preferences and decisions more on 
pragmatic than on ideological reasons (Fontdevila & Verger 2016). In fact, the 
percentage of World Bank projects supporting private provision has (slightly) 
decreased in the last two decades (Mundy and Verger 2015). Thus, again, ideological 
factors represent a plausible, but only partial explanation to the misrepresentation of 
evidence.    
 
The third hypothesis is about institutional and economic incentives. In an increasingly 
globalized education reform field, the WB staff and international consultancy firms 
have an incentive to promote its programmatic ideas as a market and/or as a 
promotional strategy. In the case of the Bank, research staff (the one that writes 
reports like The Role and Impact of PPPs in Education) has an incentive to sell policy 
solutions related to their areas of expertise to the operational staff working in different 
lending operations at the country level. Thus, for the researchers of the Bank, there is 
a clear incentive to sell their ideas and demonstrate that their solutions work, even if 
this means resorting to evidence cherry-picking practices. 
 
Previous research on knowledge mobilization in the US has illustrated what are the 
implicit problems with intermediary organizations that produce (or fund) educational 
research and, at the same time, have an interest in advocating particular policy 
solutions.  However, in the cases reviewed in this paper, the conflict of interest is 
even more severe in the sense that the organization that is involved in the production 
and mobilization of knowledge, is also directly involved in decision making-processes 
and/or is materially interested in selling a particular education reform package. These 
IOs know that by mobilizing certain knowledge in a certain way will have more 
chances to get new contracts. Thus, the lack of separation between those actors 
promoting, designing, and implementing PPP’s, and those that then carry out 
evaluations and policy reviews, leads to a situation where the critical distance needed 
for impartial research does not exist. In a nutshell, the idea of evidence-based policy 
gets even more distorted in policy areas where material and economic incentives are 
involved, as is clearly the case of education privatization.  
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Conclusion: holding market advocates accountable? 
 
Daniel Bell, in the 1970s, envisioned that in modern societies academic knowledge 
would become the dominant type of knowledge, and information and technology 
would drive the way our societies – including our educational systems – are governed 
(Bell, 1976). More recently, the evidence based-policy approach reproduces such an 
optimistic belief in science, but there are fields such as education where this 
transformation is still more rhetoric than real. 
 
In a global era, the space of policy resembles a marketplace for ideas, complete with 
policy entrepreneurs and policy borrowers (Mundy et al., 2016). While this analogy 
may encapsulate the role of actors, and the process of exchange, the analogy is quite 
unlike any modern marketplace in that the exchange is largely unregulated. Policies 
can be transported from one context into another, often without all the required 
information with regard to what the possible effects may be. There is no standard 
method for reporting policy effectiveness, which makes many country level reports 
subjective.  
 
Advocates, international organizations or consultants may put together policy 
briefings, white papers or reviews that provide summaries of how certain policies 
have worked in other contexts. However there are few requirements in terms of 
drafting such reports, which gives authors of such reports a lot of liberty in terms of 
what is included or what is excluded. As a result, the average practitioner who is 
limited in terms of time and resources, is subject to the principle of caveat emptor in 
this marketplace. If the ideas that they are given prove to not work in the way that 
they have been told they would, there is no recourse. Education policy is largely 
unique in these respects, in that the protections from outside influence is relatively 
low, and new policies can be introduced in the matter of an election cycle, which puts 
education systems at risk. 
  
In education policy, there is no equivalent to engineering’s international standards 
organization; or to bodies like the United States FDA that regulate new 
pharmaceuticals and medical devices as part of public health policy. Public health 
policy has given bodies like the FDA the power to enforce standards of vigilance. 
Companies are required to monitor and maintain product literature databases that keep 
track of, monitor, and report on all adverse events related to any drug or medical 
device after its release into the market. The manufacturer is responsible for the entire 
life cycle of a released product – and should serious deficiency be found, they can be 
made to issue a total recall in order to minimize further events. In this regard, the 
education policy marketplace is quite unlike other evidence-based domains. In 
education, there are few requirements for vigilance, and there is no accountability for 
adverse events. The merchant is responsible only for the promotion of the idea – and 
is not held into account thereafter. If an agency is updating a report on a policy idea 
such as education privatization, there is no requirement to include negative or critical 
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reports. This phenomenon of filtering out negative effects has been documented in the 
academic literature, including our case study presented here, and termed as “policy-
based evidence” or as “the echo chamber” effect, where literature reviews and agency 
reports include concurring ideas and select out dissent. The impact of such echo 
chambers carries serious risk, in that it distorts reality to create an uncharacteristically 
favorable outlook. Our paper has reflected on the potential usefulness of bibliometric 
network analysis as a suitable method of analyzing policy reports and analyzing the 
degree and level of inclusiveness in its ideas, as well as providing the capability to 
identify echo chambers where they exist. If effective – such methods could provide 
policy makers and education activists with a toolkit for assessing the quality of policy 
ideas and holding market advocates more accountable.  
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Appendix 
 
1. Search terms:  
 
TITLE-ABS-KEY ( education AND schools AND ( public OR privat* ) ) AND 
TITLE-ABS-KEY ( voucher* OR ppp* OR market* OR "school choice" OR 
contracting OR charter OR quasi-markets OR "school competition" OR 
"commodification" OR "liberali¿ation" OR ("academ*" AND ("england" OR "UK"))) 
AND NOT TITLE-ABS-KEY ( health OR adult OR obesity ) AND SUBJAREA ( 
"SOCI" OR "ECON" ) AND NOT SUBJAREA ( "AGRI" OR "BIOC" OR "BUSI" 
OR "CENG" OR "CHEM" OR "COMP" OR "DECI" OR "DENT" OR "EART" OR 
"ENER" OR "ENGI" OR "ENVI" OR "HEAL" OR "IMMU" OR "MATE" OR 
"MATH" OR "MEDI" OR "NEUR" OR "NURS" OR "PHAR" OR "PHYS" OR 
"VETE" ) 
 
 
 
 
2. Coding categories and criteria: 
 
 
 
Methods: 
 

QT Quantitative approach: descriptive and inferential statistics, 
econometric approaches, etc. 

QL Qualitative approach: interviews, observations, focus groups, discourse 
analysis, document analysis, ethnographic research, etc.). 

MM Mixed methods 
REV Literature review  

 
 
 
 
Field: 
 

ECON Economics. 

SSCC Social sciences: sociology, anthropology, ethnography, (inter)cultural 
studies etc. 

URB Urban studies 
ADM Management, legal studies, political science, administration, etc. 

EDU 
Education (generalist): school improvement, leadership, special 
education, pedagogy. 
Education policy 

DEV Development studies 
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Main direction of privatization effects: 
 

POS 

Positive effects: improvement of learning outcomes 
(considering spillover effects and labor market outcomes), 
advances in equity regarding learning outcomes, decrease in 
school segregation, increases in teachers’ quality or satisfaction, 
progress in the inclusion of special need students, increase in 
families' participation or satisfaction, improvement in 
community satisfaction or local control, increase in cost-
effectiveness or economic efficiency, innovation o curriculum 
diversification, improvement in student behavior and reduction 
of criminal activity. 

NEG 

Negative effects: decline in learning outcomes, increase in 
inequality regarding learning outcomes, increase in school 
stratification, exclusion or segregation of special needs students, 
losses in teacher quality, motivation or autonomy, decrease in 
families’ satisfaction, drop in families or community 
engagement, losses in economic efficiency or cost-
effectiveness, curriculum narrowing or teaching-to-the-test 
practices, increases in students’ anti-social or risk behavior, 
grade inflation. 

UND10 
NTR Neutral effects: lack of impact or irrelevant impact; evidence 

judged as insufficient, inconclusive or ambiguous. 

MIX Different effects (positive vs. negative) for different dimensions 
or policies or for different social groups. 

 
 
3. Results: tables 
  
 
 
 
 

Table 1: Academic literature – global level statistics 
Average degree 63.516 
Average weighted degree 10.059 
Network diameter 4 
Eccentricity: mode 3 
Average path length 1.872 
Density 0.208 
Modularity 0.246 
Isolated nodes 15 
Average clustering coefficient 0.61 
Nodes 306 
Edges  9,718 

 
 
 
 

																																																								
10 Undetermined effects: for comparative purposes, Neutral and Mixed effects were grouped under this 
broader category in the network analysis and mapping stages. 
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Table 2: Academic literature – intra vs. inter group edge density 
 Intra-group edge density Inter-group edge density 

Attribute: methodology 0.113 0.095 
Attribute: direction 0.081 0.127 
Attribute: field 0.064 0.144 

 
 
 
 
 


