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ABSTRACT

The main characteristics of publications on mental health in times of COVID-19, made by authors affiliated with
Latin American institutions, are here described. A retrospective and descriptive analysis of 2,656 articles indexed in
Scopus database during 2020 is conducted. This database was chosen for its high-quality scientific journals. The
results indicate that Latin American scientific production represents 4.74% of the world production, and Brazil is the
country with the largest production of publications, followed by Colombia, Mexico and Chile. Latin American
scientific works have been published in 82 journals. Psychiatry Research is the journal with the largest number of
publications, followed by Estudos De Psicologia Campinas (Brazil). The authors are mainly affiliated with institutions
in Brazil, and Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul as well as Universidad del Rosario in Colombia are the
institutions with the largest number of publications. Review articles and letters to the editor are the most cited
types of publications. Finally, it was found that the most used keywords were the descriptors coronavirus, pandemic,
mental disease, mental health problems such as anxiety and depression. We conclude that in Latin America there is a
need for further research on mental health among health care personnel and the general population in order to
establish knowledge that creates public policies for mental health problems generated during the course of the
pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 virus has become a global health
crisis' with a high level of contagiousness,
causing infections and deaths to increase
significantly. This not only causes the virus to
spread, but also negative thoughts and emotions
to threaten the population mental health and
well-being?3. Therefore, the pandemic involves a
challenge in the care of people’s physical and
mental health, including health personnel, since
they are the frontline team and are exposed to
specific work demands and requirements with
high levels of stressors affecting their mental
health* 3.

Likewise, those people who are in social isolation
with restricted mobility and scarce contact with
other people are more likely to develop
psychiatric complications. They may present
from isolated symptoms to disorders affecting
the quality of sleep that contribute to the
appearance of anxiety, post-traumatic stress
disorders and depression®, which can lead to a
reduction in people’s active lifestyles’.

Even though there is no percentage of mental
health problems worldwide in the COVID-19
health crisis so far, some psychosocial situations
have caused a considerable degree of fear and

concern in the general population, old people,
health personnel and people with chronic
diseases that, to date, has generated high rates
of stress or anxiety. Levels of loneliness,
depression, harmful alcohol and drug use, self-
harm or suicidal behavior® are also expected to
increase.

After the pandemic, mental health problems will
remain and will require significant attention and
investment from authorities and governments®,
This is alarming, because before the health
crisis, there were several barriers for people
with mental health problems to have appropriate
access to health services, such as long distances
to health facilities, lack of awareness of their
mental health problems, and distrust of health
personnel or the stigma attached to the care of
these problems'?,

During and after the COVID-19 health crisis, the
mental health will be more precarious and will
require improvements through studies, mainly in
developing countries such as those in the Latin
American region'!. This situation shows the
growing need to value the knowledge"
production and dissemination  processes,
acquiring relevance in the structuring of
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scientific research and management policies in
health areas's.

In this respect, it is extremely important to have
a view from bibliometrics, about the scientific
advance regarding mental health care,
evaluation and promotion in times of COVID-19.
In light of the foregoing, the objective of this
study was to describe the Latin American
scientific production on mental health in times
of COVID-19.

METHODS

A retrospective descriptive study considered, as
an analysis unit, the publications on mental
health in journals indexed in Scopus during the
period 2020 and whose authors are affiliated
with Latin American institutions. Scopus includes
more than 40,804 journals of science,
technology, social sciences, arts, humanities and
medicine'. It was decided to use this database
due to the huge number of biomedical journals
included there and to its rigorous journals’
selection process, which allows to collect the
most relevant studies on the subject. The search
was made on August 22, 2020 and included all
articles published and indexed from January to
August, 2020, using the fields Article Title,

Abstracts, Keywords, putting in the search terms
the words: (Mental health OR mental disorders
OR mental health care OR mental disturbances
OR mental illness OR substance-related disorders
OR addictions OR behavior, addictive OR drug
abuse OR substance abuse OR violence OR
burnout syndrome OR stress OR post-traumatic
OR depression OR depressive disorder OR suicide
OR bullying), and their relation with the terms
(2019-nCoV  OR SARS-CoV-2 OR2019 novel
coronavirus® OR COVID-19 OR "Coronavirus
disease 2019). With the extracted documents, a
database was organized in Microsoft Excel that
included the following data: name of the
signatory authors, publication title, type of
publication, affiliation institutions of the
signatory authors, publication journal and
country of edition. Finally, a network with the
main themes associated with the publications’
keywords was created with the support of the
VOSviewer software.

RESULTS

We found a total of 2,656 articles published and
indexed in Scopus worldwide, of which 4.74%
(n=126) represent authors affiliated with Latin
American institutions. Six types of publications
were included in the analysis (table 1).

Table 1: Types of Publications on Mental Health and COVID-19

Type of Publication

Articles

Letter to the Editor
Reviews
Editorial

Notes

Brazil is the Latin American country that
contributes with the greatest scientific
production on mental health, representing 2.86%
of the world production, followed by Colombia,
Mexico, and Chile, countries that have 10 or
more publications. There are five countries in
Latin America (Panama, Dominican Republic,
Guatemala, Honduras and Jamaica) that have at
least one publication on the studied variables
(Table 2).

Latin American scientific production has been
published in 82 journals. Psychiatry Research is
the journal with the largest number of
publications on mental health and COVID-19 (n
=11). Table 3 shows the first 10 journals with the

66

32
11

highest production. We can observe that Latin
American authors do not only publish in local
journals; foreign journals also appear such as the
International Journal of Environmental Research
and Public Health and Asian Journal of
Psychiatry, and others that publish research
works by Latin American authors. From this
ranking, two have an index h > 100. Three of the
ten journals are in quartile 1 of Scopus. It is
important to highlight those four out of the ten
most productive journals are published in Brazil.
In addition, according to Scopus, most journals
are classified in the areas of Psychiatry and
Mental Health; Psychology; Medicine; Neurology
and Behavioral Neuroscience.
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Table 2: Percentage Distribution of the Scientific Production on Mental Health and COVID-19 by Latin
American Countries

Country n % of Contribution by Country
Brazil 76 2.86
Colombia 18 0.68
Mexico 15 0.56
Chile 11 0.41
Argentina 8 0.30
Peru 7 0.26
Ecuador 6 0.23
Cuba 4 0.15
Paraguay 4 0.15
Puerto Rico 2 0.04
Uruguay 2 0.08
Panama 1 0.08
Dominican 1
0.04
Republic
Guatemala 1 0.04
Honduras 1 0.04
Jamaica 1 0.04
Table 3: Journals with Articles Published on Mental Health and COVID-19
Journal n Country HIndex Quartile Category
Psychiatry Research 11 Ireland 127 Q1 Psychiatry and
Mental Health
Estudos De Psicologia Campinas 6 Brazil 6 Q3 Psychology
Asian Journal Of Psychiatry 4 The 29 Q2 Psychiatry and
Netherlands Mental Health
International Journal Of 4 Switzerland 92 Q2 Public Health,
Environmental Research And Public Environmental
Health and
Occupational
Health
Brain Behavior And Immunity 3 United 140 Q1 Behavioral
States Neuroscience
Brazilian Journal Of Psychiatry 3 Brazil 50 Q2 Psychiatry and
Mental Health
Cadernos De Satide Publica 3 Brazil 72 Q2 Medicine
Ciéncia E Saude Coletiva 3 Brazil 41 Q2 Medicine
Interamerican Journal Of Psychology 3 Puerto Rico 18 Q3 Psychology
Lancet Psychiatry 3 United 65 Q1
Kingdom Psychiatry and
_ Mental Health
Table 4 presents the first ten institutions with articles (n=8). Institutions from other countries
the largest number of articles, mostly published such as Universidad del Rosario (Colombia)
in Brazil. Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do appear in this list.

Sul is the institution with the largest number of
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Table 4: Latin American Institutions with Articles Published on Mental Health and COVID-19

Institution n Country
Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul 8 Brazil
Universidade do Porto 6 Brazil
Universidade de Sao Paulo - USP 6 Brazil
Fundacdo Universitaria do ABC, School of Medicine of ABC 6 Brazil
School of Medicine of Juazeiro do Norte 5 Brazil
Fundacdo Oswaldo Cruz 5 Brazil
Pontificia Universidade Catodlica de Campinas 5 Brazil
Universidad del Rosario 5 Colombia
School of Medicine Estacio of Juazeiro do Norte Estacio/FMJ 4 Brazil
Universidade Federal de Sao Paulo 4 Brazil
Universidade Federal do Cariri 4 Brazil
Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro 4 Brazil

The total number of citations for all publications
was 395, with an average of 3.13 citations. Table
5 shows the five most cited publications on

mental health and COVID-19, and the review
articles and letters to the editor are the most
cited types of publication.

Table 5: Most Cited Articles on Mental Health and COVID-19

Authors Title

Torales, The outbreak of COVID-19 coronavirus
J. etal. and its impact on global mental health
Tavares, The emotional impact of Coronavirus
C. etal. 2019-nCoV (new Coronavirus disease)
Ornell, F. ‘“‘Pandemic fear’’ and COVID-19:

et al. Mental health burden and strategies

Moreira, The psychiatric impact of the novel

P. et al. coronavirus outbreak

Lloyd- WHO must prioritize the needs of older
Sherlock, people in its response to the covid-19
P.G., et pandemic

al.

Journal Citations  Type of Document
International 76 Review
Journal of Social

Psychiatry

Psychiatry 67 Letter
Research

Brazilian Journal 36 Editorial
of Psychiatry

Psychiatry 22 Letter
Research

The BMJ 15 Letter

Based on the registry, Figure 1 shows the main
keywords associated with research on mental
health and COVID-19. Only 61 (table 6) out of the
1,105 keywords met this threshold. We can see
three clusters that group the various
relationships of the concepts and in which co-
citation networks related to each other,
according to the strength of association obtained
by the VOSviewer program, can be visualized.
Moreover, it can be observed that the most
common descriptor is “Pandemics”, followed by
“Coronavirus disease” and “mental disease”. In

this case, the number of co-occurrence of two
words indicates the number of publications in
which both words appear in the list of keywords
of the selected documents. Cluster 1 (blue)
includes the description of coronavirus infection
and psychological aspects in the health of health
care personnel. Cluster 2 (red) describes mental
diseases and risk factors in personnel and health
care access. Cluster 3 (green) stresses aspects
related to quarantine for COVID-19 infection and
its connection with anxiety and depression.
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Figure 1. Visualization of a keyword occurrence network on mental health in times of COVID-19.

Table 6: Thematic approach within each cluster of keywords

Cluster Keyword Occurrences Thematic approach
Cluster 1 (blue) Pandemics 45 Pandemic for
. . . coronavirus infection
Coronavirus infections 40 and psychological
Pneumonia viral 39 aspects in the health of
health care personnel
Psychology 25
Health personnel 16
Cluster 2 (red) Mental disease 27 Mental diseases and risk
. factors in personnel and
Risk factor 25 health care access
Coronavirus 24
Respiratory syndrome 20
Health care access 16
Cluster 3 (green) Coronavirus disease 19 50 Quarantine and its
ti 45 connection with anxiety
Quarantine and depression
Anxiety 32
Depression 30
Distress syndrome 24

DISCUSSION

Performing an analysis of the scientific
production in Latin America on mental health
and COVID-19 reflects the concern to highlight
this issue, which has not yet drawn the attention
of authorities worldwide since the WHO (2019) in
its strategic plan for COVID-19 has not specified
strategies of any kind to address mental health
needs'. This shortcoming would be a mistake,
since the integration of mental health into public
health preparedness and health emergency
response strategies will effectively curb endemic
outbreaks'.

Of the publications made in Latin America, Brazil
is the country that has produced the largest
number of studies on mental health in Latin
America, followed by Colombia, Mexico and
Chile. Luna-Solis (2015) states that, in South
America, the countries with the highest scientific
production on mental health indexed in Scopus
are Brazil, Chile, Argentina and Colombia'’.
Similar results were found in a study where they
reviewed the SciELO database, finding that Brazil
stands out as the main country in scientific
production on health, followed by Cuba,
Colombia, Chile and Argentina'®. The research
conducted worldwide related to mental health
and COVID-19 in the PudMed database identifies
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Brazil as one of the seven countries that have
considered mental health as a topic of research
associated with the current pandemic'.
Additionally, research scientific results may
significantly increase in the medium term due to
the number of countries committed to
researching on COVID-19 and its impact on
mental health.

Research on the journals that have produced the
largest number of articles on mental health and
COVID-19 was conducted; and it was found that
the scientific productions are in quartiles 1 and 2
of SRJ, demonstrating the high visibility of
research carried out by Latin American
researchers. There is a tendency to publish in
peripheral journals, mostly in Europe and the
United States. These results show that these
journals offer an opportunity of publication to
Latin American researchers in view of the
current situation where knowledge and causes -
both physical and especially psychological- of
COVID-19 are essential to investigate?.
Publication in scientific journals with good
indicators (citations, impacts, quartiles) involves
a huge number of citations and visibility for Latin
American authors.

Among the institutions with the highest
production are Brazilian universities such as
Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul,
Universidade do Porto and Universidade de Sdo
Paulo - USP, and Colombian universities such as
Universidad del Rosario. Likewise, a study on
Latin American scientific production during
COVID-19 was conducted, also finding that Brazil
and Colombia have the highest production per
institution?!. These results show the significance
of international collaboration, a vision that
journals of Latin American countries may adopt
to basically form institutional networks.
Furthermore, leadership and publication in
international journals reflect coordinated efforts
in the search of disease responses.

We found that review articles and letters to the
editor are the most cited publications. Sanz-
Valero, Tomas Castera and Wanden-Berghe
(2014) conducted a bibliometric study on
scientific production published by the Pan
American Journal of Public Health, finding that
the most cited types of documents were
scientific articles with 69.69%, followed by
online monographs22,

Finally, the analysis of co-occurrence of words
that were mostly used by authors is visualized.
This analysis resulted in three groups and
reflects the different approaches on published
studies, which clarifies the research trends on
the topic under study. Words such as COVID-19,
and its different adopted names, as well as the
risk factors and treatments necessary for mental
health, are related to the results of other global
research works2®, The most significant aspect of
this result is that mental health research in Latin

America is developed in line with the research
conducted in European countries?®. Likewise, the
existence of common psychological reactions to
the pandemic such as depression and anxiety
between 16% and 28% and self-reported stress in
8%'? is demonstrated. Thus, depression, reaction
to stress and anxiety have been identified as the
initial mental health problems since the onset of
the pandemic; findings that reveal the
importance of developing mental health
intervention strategies?.

CONCLUSIONS

The Latin American scientific production on
mental health is still limited. It emphasizes the
lack of studies that assess and list public health
interventions. Brazil is the country with the
largest scientific production and studies on which
collaboration networks are focused. These
results demand to continue encouraging mental
health research, with emphasis on public health
interventions, and on the support and
empowerment of institutions and collaboration
networks located outside Latin America.

There is a growing need to continue researching
mental health, of both health personnel and the
general population, in order to establish
knowledge that contributes to public policies for
the reduction of psychological and psychiatric
problems such as anxiety, post-traumatic stress
and depression, which will keep appearing
throughout the course of the pandemic and will
increase significantly.

This study shows the importance of networking
to carry out research works to be published in
high-impact journals, since developing networks
contributes to overcoming various institutional
limitations.

Based on the network analysis, we recommend
that networking or collaboration networks must
grow in order to increase scientific production.
Some additional recommendations that may help
with the growth of scientific production of a
studied variable are affiliating with high
production national institutions to have access to
their international networks, and training human
resources personnel in research contents, among
others.

It should be taken into account that the study
only evaluates publications in journals indexed in
Scopus, since it sought to evaluate the scientific
production in quality journals. However, other
studies may have been published in journals that
are not indexed in said database.

The identification of scientific production on
mental health is an important achievement,
since it increases visibility worldwide, all the
more so when it is possible to further deepen
this vision with data that can be found in other
databases such as Web of Science, PubMed,
among others. The development of a set of
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predesigned search strategies is also important,

since

it will allow a rapid exploration of

databases in short trial periods, facilitating the
compilation of scientific production of a
variable.
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