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 The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has become a global health crisis. The scientific community has responded 

with a sizable level of research and publications, many of which are beginning to be identified and analyzed in 

systematic reviews of the literature and bibliometric studies. No readily identifiable, comparable study focused 

on Latin American scientific literature has been undertaken thus far. Therefore, this article analyzes such 
literature, focused on COVID-19, and one that has been published in the scientific journals of the region. A search 

with the keyword “COVID-19” in the Scientific Electronic Library Online (SciELO) database resulted in the 

identification of 261 documents. Following PRISMA guidelines, the total number was reduced to 117 for the 

purpose of the bibliometric analysis (i.e., elimination of preprint duplicates). Such analysis resulted in the 

following findings: 69 publications were editorial or individual commentaries, and 48 were original articles. The 
male authors totaled 280, contrasted with 169 female authors. Two Brazilian journals led in the number of 

publications: Cadernos de Saúde Pública and Clinics. Even though the Latin American scientific productivity 

regarding COVID-19 is not well represented in the different databases of the region, it is expected that these 

scientific publications will achieve increased visibility in the coming months. The article emphasizes the 

importance of systematic and bibliographic reviews of the scientific literature in Latin America in order to evaluate 

the public health achievements of the region. 

Keywords: COVID-19, review, scientific publications, bibliometrics, Latin America 
 

INTRODUCTION 

In the previous two decades several viral epidemics have 

challenged the health of the world population, including the 

severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), the strain of swine 

flu called H1N1, and the Middle East respiratory syndrome 

(MERS) (1,2). In December of 2019, reports of a new disease out 

of Wuhan, China began to circulate, this time caused by a novel 

coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2, and labelled COVID-19 (CO for 

corona, VI for virus, D for disease and 19 for the year it was 

identified) (3,4). Since those initial reports, the virus has been 

found in 188 countries, infecting well over 6 million people and 

causing close to 400,000 deaths as of May 31, 2020 (source: 

https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html). Of the total confirmed 

cases, death estimates range from 0.8% to 4.2%, with a sizable 

majority comprised by older adults, those 

immunocompromised, or presenting chronic conditions (e.g., 

chronic lung disease, moderate to severe asthma, cardiac 

disease with complications, diabetes) (5). 

People infected with SARS-CoV-2 may remain 

asymptomatic for up to five days, some may experience clinical 

symptoms within a week including dry cough, fever, headache, 

nasal congestion, and fatigue, while others may progress into 

severe COVID-19 symptoms such as septic shock, pulmonary 

edema, pneumonia, and respiratory failure (6,7). Patients who 

experience the most severe symptoms of COVID-19 represent 

about 15% of all cases (8). Unfortunately, at this moment there 

is no proven and effective pharmacological treatment to cure 

the disease (9). Due to its high contagion potential and the 

exponential increase in its incidence, the World Health 
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Organization (WHO) declared the COVID-19 a pandemic on 

March 11, 2020. 

COVID-19 has not only had a global impact on various 

aspects of people’s lives, the economy, governments, and 

societies, but it has also raised countless public health 

problems at the national, regional, and international levels. 

This has generated an important mobilization of human 

resources, assigned to address different aspects of the 

problems raised by COVID-19: from health personnel allocated 

to attend to the diverse needs of the population to thousands 

of scientists who are searching for different medical and social 

solutions. 

Specifically, in the scientific field there has been what could 

be call an explosion of publications related to different aspects 

of COVID-19. In fact, there are already several systematic 

reviews and bibliometric studies that analyzes worldwide data 

(5,10-13). However, there are still no known studies focused on 

scientific publications in Latin America, let alone in the broad 

health field. 

METHOD 

The purpose of this article is in response to the need to 

provide an initial survey of publications on COVID-19 in Latin 

America, through a systematic review of the scientific literature 

that has been published thus far. To achieve this goal, an ex 

post facto bibliometric retrospective investigation was carried 

out (14), with analyses on two levels. In a first level, a general 

analysis of the scientific production as identified through 

Ibero-American databases is presented. A search for the 

keyword “COVID-19” in the databases SciELO, Redalyc, and 

Dialnet (15) was conducted; then the main characteristics of 

the resulting scientific publications were extracted, including 

type of publication, main used language, disciplinary fields, 

and country of origin, among others. The information obtained 

is presented and summarized through various visual aids. 

At a second level, the information retrieved from the 

SciELO database was used to perform a bibliometric analysis 

(16-18). Although 261 documents were identified via SciELO, 

the bibliometric analysis was based on the selection of 117 

documents, following the Preferred Reporting Items for 

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (known as PRISMA: 

Figure 1) (19-20). Specifically, 144 documents were excluded 

because they were duplicates in the preprint stage. 

RESULTS 

At the first level of analysis, a search with the keyword 

“COVID-19” in the three regional scientific databases carried 

out on May 23, 2020 identified 747 documents, 479 in Dialnet, 

261 in SciELO, and 7 in Redalyc. In contrast, 15,480 documents 

were identified in PubMed and 134,000 results in Google 

Scholar. 

According to the analysis offered by Dialnet: 462 were 

articles, 12 book chapters, and 5 books. Most were in Spanish 

(n 442) and the rest in various languages. The documents were 

distributed in the following areas: legal sciences (n 191), health 

sciences (n 80), economics and business (n 71), social sciences 

(n 64), psychology and education (n 54), humanities (n 35), 

basic and experimental sciences n (27), food and agriculture (n 

7), technologies (n 5), geosciences and environment (n 2), art (n 

2) and biological sciences (n 1). The distribution by country 

showed: Spain (n 370), Italy (n 50), Venezuela (n 17), Cuba (n 11), 

Mexico (n 7), United States of America (n 7), Chile (n 5), 

Colombia (n 5), Germany (n 2), Canada (n 1), Costa Rica (n 1), 

Ecuador (n 1), France (n 1) and Peru (n 1).  

Of the total documents recovered from SciELO (without the 

exclusion made later for bibliometric analysis), 142 were 

classified as articles, 43 editorials, 26 other, 22 quick 

communications, 14 letters, 7 review articles, 5 comment 

articles and 2 case reports (Figure 2). The languages of the 

publications were English (n 171), Portuguese (n 128) and 

Spanish (n 31); several documents appeared in two languages. 

According to the thematic areas from the Web of Science (WoS), 

the bulk of the publications were on health services, medicine, 

and public health (Figure 3). These data contrasted with the 

data obtained on Dialnet, where the documents in legal 

sciences doubled that of health. 

It is important to note the set of journals that were at the 

top when it came to inclusion of content on COVID-19 (Figure 

4). Most belonged to the field of medicine and its different 

specialties. Nonetheless, there was a second group of journals 

in areas that also belong to the health field, specifically 

psychiatry and psychology, yet address other specific aspects, 

such as mental health. Scientists and professionals in 

psychiatry and psychology are indeed making important 

contributions to the understanding of the COVID-19 pandemic 

(21-23). 

 

Figure 1. PRISMA 
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Figure 2. Types of Scientific Literature (261 documents) 
Source: SciELO, May 23, 2020 

 

 

Figure 3. WoS Subject Categories (261 documents) 
Source: SciELO, May 23, 2020 

 

 

Figure 4. Journal (261 documents) 
Source: SciELO, May 23, 2020 
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The second level of analysis, shown on Table 1, specifies 

the distribution of findings from the bibliometric review 

following the selection of the 117 documents related to COVID-

19, published in scientific journals. Some results obtained from 

the SciELO database are altered in it, but the prominence of 

certain health journals remains. According to authors’ 

affiliation, the majority belonged to universities, but also to 

foundations, scientific societies, and public health agencies. In 

general, the authors belonged to the institutional sphere that 

publishes the journal. 

An analysis of the distribution by type of documents 

indicated a significant lower number of articles, reviews and 

brief communications when compared to all editorial 

contributions (editorials and letters to the editor) and 

comments (notes and comments). With respect to authors, the 

number of males (62%) exceeded females (38%), or close to a 

ratio of 2/3 to 1/3. Considering the sex of the first author of the 

117 documents, 86 (73%) were males and 31 (27%) females, or 

close to a ratio of 3/4 to 1/4. When all types of documents were 

considered, on average, each document included 18 

references. 

Following the WoS classification of academic papers, and a 

general assessment of the publications, the vast majority of 

documents were theoretical in nature, and to a lesser extent, 

empirical reports and case studies. Many consisted of analysis 

of health measures and policies, some focused on the analysis 

of epidemiological data and others addressed various areas of 

medicine, including surgery, cardiology, physical therapy, 

psychiatry, and dentistry. 

Regarding the diagnosis of COVID-19, several studies 

suggested the importance of Chest Computed Tomography as 

an indicator of the disease, but not as a confirmatory test by 

itself (24,25). Pre-existing cardiovascular conditions were the 

focus of attention in several publications (26) and also the 

importance attributed to physical activity as a health affirming 

and disease prevention measure (27-29). Several articles 

concentrated on the analysis of the health measures and care 

that must be taken when treating dental patients (30,31), as 

well as on the protection measures of the health personnel 

involved in the care of patients with COVID-19 (32-34). 

Considering contextual factors in a world characterized by 

the presence of SARS-CoV-2, some publications indicated that 

the use of certain non-pharmacological interventions (such as 

social distancing, wearing face masks, and banning crowd 

gatherings, among others) had been shown to be effective in 

reducing the spread of the virus (35,36). Other contributions 

focused on mapping geographical areas where populations 

vulnerable to COVID-19 were concentrated (37) and on 

estimating possible demands for intensive care units (38). 

In the field of mental health, the publications not only 

highlighted the importance of continuing with psychological 

and psychiatric treatment (39,40), but also raised the need to 

pay more attention to the emotional effects caused by the 

pandemic (41-43). Various articles underscored the need to 

update and systematize the psychological literature in order to 

offer relevant interventions and recommendations (44). 

Several systematic reviews of the scientific literature were 

also identified; the objectives of those reviews were to retrieve 

Table 1. Scientific Publications on COVID-19 

Journal  

Organization 
Country 

All 

Documents 
Articles Editorials Comments All Authors Male Female References 

Cadernos de Saúde Pública  
Fundação Oswaldo Cruz 

Brazil 16 7 1 8 61 32 29 349 

Clinics  

Universidade de São Paulo 
Brazil 12 5 4 3 62 39 23 264 

Epidemiologia e Serviços de Saúde  

Ministério da Saúde do Brasil 
Brazil 7 5 2  19 10 9 126 

Arquivos Brasileiros de Cardiologia  

Sociedade Brasileira de Cardiologia  
Brazil 6 2 2 2 31 15 16 119 

Brazilian Journal of Psychiatry  
Associação Brasileira de Psiquiatria 

Brazil 6 3 2 1 21 12 9 74 

Revista da Sociedade Brasileira de Medicina 

Tropical  

Sociedade Brasileira de Medicina Tropical 

Brazil 6 1 3 2 30 22 8 69 

South African Medical Journal (SAMJ)  

Health and Medical Publishing Group 

South 

Africa 
6  6  11 5 6 43 

Revista de Saúde Pública  
Universidade de São Paulo 

Brazil 5 3 1 1 15 9 6 73 

Brazilian Oral Research  

Sociedade Brasileira de Pesquisa Odontológica 
Brazil 4 4   18 9 9 174 

Estudos de Psicologia  

Pontifícia Universidade Católica de Campinas 
Brazil 4 4   17 6 11 138 

Revista Brasileira de Epidemiologia  

Associação Brasileira de Saúde Coletiva 
Brazil 3 1 2  13 8 5 35 

Einstein  

Instituto Israelita de Ensino e Pesquisa Albert Einstein 
Brazil 3 1 1 1 29 22 7 37 

Jornal Brasileiro de Pneumologia  
Sociedade Brasileira de Pneumologia e Tisiologia 

Brazil 3 1 1 1 14 14  22 

Revista Panamericana de Salud Pública  

Organización Panamericana de la Salud 
USA 3 1 2  9 6 3 72 

Revista Chilena de Pediatría  

Sociedad Chilena de Pediatría 
Chile 3  3  4 4  19 

Others  30 10 20  95 67 28 463 

Total  117 48 50 19 449 280 169 2077 
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the best information available on a particular topic, and thus 

be able to guide decision-making while establishing specific 

recommendations. Some examples include matters pertaining 

to medical surgeries (45), the counseling of mothers of 

newborns who have been diagnosed or suspected of contagion 

(46), the care of children and critically ill adolescents (47), the 

greater susceptibility of older adults to contract the disease 

(48), and clinical trials of various drugs used to combat the 

effects of COVID-19 (49). 

DISCUSSION 

Latin American publications on COVID-19 are not yet 

sufficiently represented in international and regional scientific 

databases. The three databases analyzed contain some 

inclusion biases. SciELO, with its origin in Brazil, contains a 

predominance of scientific literature in Portuguese over that in 

Spanish, therefore, Brazilian publications are better 

represented than other Latin American publications in 

Spanish. Dialnet, originating in Spain, contains a 

predominance of publications in the Spanish language, with 

special coverage of publications from Spain. For its part, the 

scarcity of data available in Redalyc (origin in Mexico) at the 

moment, does not support further analysis of productivity on 

COVID-19 through that database. 

In spite of these challenges, it has been possible to 

establish a preliminary map of the scientific publications on 

COVID-19 and the different scientific journals that are 

addressing the pandemic the most, at least in their first issues 

in 2020. Two Brazilian medical journals are among the most 

productive, although other journals that have already 

published various articles on COVID-19 were also found. The 

participation of female authors seems to be somewhat 

neglected, as some studies have suggested internationally (50). 

A general characteristic of the publications is their short 

length, since they tend to address a particular aspect of health 

policy or a specific result. At the moment, there are very few 

scientific articles reporting on a study while brief 

communications, editorials and comments tend to dominate 

the overall number of publications. The documents are mainly 

based on theoretical reflections on health policies and health 

services, while others articulated the need to propose concrete 

actions in different areas of health. This specific finding can be 

explained by the novel and recent nature of the disease and the 

sizable length of time it takes to carry out scientific research as 

well as to publish scientific articles, including the peer review 

process. 

The present study can serve as a contrasting record to 

anticipated future studies, both regionally and internationally. 

In addition, it should be complemented with the information 

derived from the financing and execution of research projects 

that each country has carried out as a scientific policy measure 

to encourage the study of COVID-19. Several Latin American 

countries have put out calls for various specialty research 

programs and has disbursed public and private funds for such 

projects. It is expected that in the medium term the results and 

scientific contributions expected to come out of such 

endeavors will begin to appear and be disseminated in the 

scientific literature. Once that happens, it is anticipated that 

such publications will be reflected, eventually, in the scientific 

databases, including those analyzed in this article. 

CONCLUSION 

The scientific and professional communities are 

addressing, to various extents, the public health matters 

brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. These matters 

include the general public policies of each country, the direct 

treatment of patients diagnosed with COVID-19, and the 

consequences of the abrupt modifications of daily life (social, 

psychological, and economic), with all the risks that this 

entails. 

Considering the novelty of COVID-19, it is necessary to carry 

out periodic evaluations of scientific publications to assess the 

progress made and the areas not covered by the multiple 

disciplines represented in the databases analyzed for this 

study. These periodic evaluations can guide the rethinking of 

scientific data and the reformulation of research problems in 

each area of scientific knowledge. 
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