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Abstract

The present study aims to explain and systematize policy discourse.
This field has become one of the main streams of policy analysis after
the argumentative turn and the expansion of interpretive approaches.
Despite the extensive capacities of discourse approaches such as
critical discourse analysis, narrative-centric policy, and discursive
institutionalism, the existing literature still faces conceptual
fragmentation and the lack of a comprehensive picture of the
components of policy discourse. Therefore, the study, using the
scoping review method and examining scientific sources, has
extracted the fundamental components of policy discourse, explained
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its main mechanisms, and conducted an analytical critique of each
identified dimension. The findings show that policy discourse is not
merely a linguistic layer but a mechanism for meaning-making,
problem representation, narrative construction, the organization of
semantic alliances, the exercise of power, and institutionalization in
the policymaking process. Discourse operates within social and
institutional contexts and shapes policymakers’ perceptions and
interpretations through tools such as framing, argumentation, and
discursive action. The research concludes that policy discourse
analysis is a powerful tool for understanding the relationships among
meaning, power, and action and can help improve decision-making
and develop more equitable policies.

Keywords: Policy discourse, discourse analysis, framing, policy
narrative, discursive institutionalism.

1. Introduction

In contemporary public policy analysis, discourse has moved from the
margins to the center of theoretical and empirical debate. Classical
models, grounded in instrumental rationality and linear problem-
solving cycles, proved insufficient for capturing the complexity,
conflict, and multi-actor nature of real-world policymaking, where
decisions emerge from negotiations among diverse coalitions rather
than from a single, unified rationality. In this context, discourse-
oriented approaches argue that policies are not straightforward
responses to pre-given problems but outcomes of meaning-making
processes through which issues are represented, interpreted, and
contested within specific social and institutional settings.

The central problem addressed in this paper is that, despite the rapid
expansion of discourse approaches—such as critical discourse
analysis, narrative policy frameworks, discursive institutionalism, and
problematization methods—the literature remains fragmented and
lacks an integrated map of the core components and mechanisms of
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policy discourse. Concepts like framing, narrative, discourse
coalitions, semantic power, legitimation, and discursive
institutionalization are often developed in separate traditions with
limited cross-fertilization, making it difficult to grasp how they jointly
structure the policy process.

To address this gap, the paper employs a scoping review of key
theoretical and empirical sources to extract, organize, and critically
assess the fundamental dimensions of policy discourse. By
systematically synthesizing dispersed contributions, it constructs a
conceptual framework that links context, meaning-making, problem
representation, narrative construction, discourse coalitions, power,
and institutionalization into a single analytical chain running through
the policy cycle. This framework provides the entry point for the
paper’s main discussion, which explores how discourse
simultaneously constructs reality, organizes conflict and cooperation,
and shapes the possibilities for more democratic and equitable
policymaking.

2. Literature Review

The literature on policy discourse challenges positivist and linear
models of policymaking by emphasizing interpretation, meaning, and
power relations. Foundational works, such as Fischer and Forester’s
“argumentative turn,” reconceptualize policy analysis as a process of
debate, persuasion, and meaning-making rather than neutral technical
problem-solving.  Critical discourse analysis, post-structural
approaches, and interpretive perspectives further highlight how
language, narratives, and symbols actively construct social problems,
allocate responsibility, and legitimize particular solutions. Within this
broad field, several overlapping frameworks have emerged.
Discursive institutionalism focuses on how cognitive and normative
ideas mediate between institutions and actors. The Narrative Policy
Framework analyzes policy stories across multiple levels, while
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Bacchi’s WPR approach examines how policies produce specific
problem representations and their social and political effects.

3. Methodology

This study employs the scoping review method as a robust evidence
synthesis approach to map research scope, evidence types, key
concepts, and knowledge gaps in the theoretically plural and
conceptually diverse field of public policy discourse analysis. The
research follows a five-stage protocol. First, the research question was
designed to identify and critically frame the key dimensions of policy
discourse, addressing theoretical weaknesses by examining how these
dimensions are constructed, how they can be integrated into a unified
framework, and the major critiques they face. Second, systematic
searches were conducted in ScienceDirect, Springer, Taylor &
Francis, SAGE, and Google Scholar using keywords such as “Policy
Discourse,” “Policy Discourse Analysis,” and “Policy Discourse
Framework™ to retrieve relevant studies. Third, study selection and
screening were performed: from 265 initial records, 30 duplicates
were removed, 185 irrelevant or ineligible studies were excluded
through title and abstract screening, and 21 inaccessible full texts were
eliminated, resulting in 29 peer-reviewed articles. Fourth, data
extraction involved repeated full-text readings, open coding, and
thematic clustering of key propositions and excerpts, leading to the
identification and refinement of 12 core dimensions. Finally, the
results were synthesized into a conceptual framework that highlights
theoretical fragmentation, methodological biases, and research gaps,
providing directions for future studies.

4. Results

The findings of the study show that policy discourse is not simply a
linguistic surface but a structuring mechanism that shapes how
problems are represented, narratives are constructed, coalitions are
organized, power is exercised, and institutional arrangements are
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stabilized in the policy process. Discourse operates within social and
institutional contexts and, through framing, argumentation, and
discursive action, shapes how policymakers perceive and interpret
issues and solutions. By synthesizing interpretive and critical
approaches such as critical discourse analysis, the narrative policy
framework, discursive institutionalism, and problem-representation
analysis, the review identifies twelve core dimensions of policy
discourse, covering context, sense-making, problematisation,
framing, narratives, discourse coalitions, discursive institutionalism,
legitimation, multi-level discourse, semantic power and hegemony,
and discursive practices.

The findings also reveal important gaps: an over-reliance on Western
contexts, insufficient attention to non-Western and marginalized
voices, a tendency to depict discourse coalitions as stable and
coherent, and a limited focus on micro, everyday, and informal
practices that can re-articulate policy meanings in practice

S. Discussion and Conclusion

The study offers an integrated conclusion on the nature and analytical
value of policy discourse. It first demonstrates that policy discourse is
not merely a “linguistic layer” but a constitutive mechanism
of sense-making, problem representation, narrative construction,
coalition building, power exercise, and institutionalization throughout
the policy process. Discourse operates within social and institutional
contexts and shapes policymakers’ interpretations through framing,
argumentation, and discursive action. By synthesizing diverse
theories—critical discourse analysis, narrative policy approaches,
discursive institutionalism, and problem-representation methods—the
research identifies 12 core dimensions that together form a chain from
context and meaning-making to hegemony, legitimation, and
discursive institutionalization. This consolidation addresses previous
conceptual fragmentation and provides a more systematic framework
for studying policy discourse. At the same time, the study’s critical
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layer highlights limitations in the literature: over-emphasis on
Western cases, a tendency to treat discourse coalitions as overly
coherent, and inadequate attention to marginalized voices and
everyday practices.

Overall, the research concludes that policy discourse analysis is a
powerful tool for understanding how meaning, power, and action
interrelate, and can contribute to more reflective, transparent, and
potentially more equitable policymaking.
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