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ABSTRACT 
Introduction: Child sexual abuse (CSA) is an endemic threat to health. Although research on the subject has advanced considerably, there are few 
studies that have considered the perspectives of the region. 
Objective: This study sought to analyze the research trends of CSA in Latin America and the Caribbean, emphasizing on its productivity as well as the 
evolution of the conceptual structure. 
Method: For this study, a longitudinal bibliometric mapping of co-words in articles indexed in the Web of Science was conducted utilizing SciMAT. 
Results: Findings revealed an increase in the volume and impact of the articles published on this topic. The core corresponds to 35 articles, mostly 
quantitative, and published as part of international collaborations. The conceptual structure of the field addresses 19 topics with Maltreatment and 
Child Sexual Abuse; Risk Factors; and Family and Experiences considered as key themes; whereas Street Children and Emotional Abuse could be 
considered an emerging topic. 
Conclusions: Findings suggest that although research focusing on CSA has been continuous and steady, a process of diversification on the topics of 
study within this field is emerging. Lastly, the scientific community could use the research findings to identify thematic areas of interest. 

 
Keywords: child sexual abuse, psychosocial factors, bibliometrics, SciMAT, Latin America 
 
RESUMEN 
Introducción: El abuso sexual infantil (ASI) es una amenaza endémica para la salud. Aunque la investigación sobre el tema ha avanzado 
considerablemente, hay pocos estudios que hayan considerado las perspectivas regionales. 
Objetivo: Este estudio buscó analizar las tendencias de la investigación del ASI en América Latina y el Caribe, haciendo énfasis en su productividad así 
como en la evolución de su estructura conceptual. 
Método: Se realizó un mapeo bibliométrico longitudinal de las co-palabras de los artículos indexados en la Web of Science, utilizando SciMAT. 
Resultados: Los hallazgos revelaron un aumento en el volumen y el impacto de los artículos publicados sobre este tema. El núcleo corresponde a 35 
artículos, en su mayoría cuantitativos, publicados en el marco de colaboraciones internacionales. La estructura conceptual del campo aborda 19 temas. 
Entre estos, Maltrato, Abuso Sexual Infantil, Factores de Riesgo, y Familia y Experiencias, son temas clave; mientras que Niños de la Calle y Maltrato 
Emocional podrían ser temas emergentes. 
Conclusiones: Los resultados sugieren que, aunque la investigación centrada en el ASI ha sido continua y estable, está surgiendo un proceso de 
diversificación de sus temas de estudio. Por último, la comunidad científica podría utilizar estos resultados para identificar áreas temáticas de interés. 
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https://doi.org/10.29333/ejgm/110615
mailto:mvega@ucm.cl
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Vega-Arce et al. / Trends in child sexual abuse research 

 

2 / 13  http://www.ejgm.co.uk  

INTRODUCTION 

Child sexual abuse has been reported in forensic (1,2) and psychoanalytic publications (3) since the end of the 19th 
century. However, the 1970’s observed an increase in research publications (4), as child sexual abuse was no longer 
considered an unusual phenomenon (5) but rather a public health issue of international relevance (6). Child sexual abuse 
is defined as a form of sexual violence (7) that implies “the involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or she does 
not fully comprehend, is unable to give informed consent to, or for which the child is not developmentally prepared, or 
else that violates the laws or social taboos of society” (p.10) (8). Currently, the global prevalence of child sexual abuse is 
estimated at 18% for girls and 7.6% for boys (9).  

Child sexual abuse is considered a social determinant of health (10) that can impact both the physical (11) and mental 
(12) well-being of boys and girls throughout their life span. For children who have been poly-victimized (13,14), its impact 
can be even more damaging. Furthermore, a history of child sexual abuse has been linked to smoking, severe obesity, 
depression as well as to others leading causes of death among adults, including ischemic heart disease, cancer, and liver 
disease (15). 

The topic of child sexual abuse is a complex phenomenon (4), as such, research has played a key role in measuring 
(16) and understanding the scope and impact of child sexual abuse (17,18). As previously stated research on child sexual 
abuse date from the 19th century; however, it is not until the middle of the 20th century that studies start to focus on 
the effects of child sexual abuse. In the 1970s, several descriptive studies were conducted and by the 1980s, explanatory 
models began to emerge (19), as well as the recognition of asymptomatic victims (20), male victims of child sexual abuse 
(21), and female perpetrators (22). From the 1990s to the present, a significant number of studies have focused on the 
analysis of mediating or moderating variables (23,24) and the mechanisms by which poly-victimization exacerbate the 
harmful effects of child sexual abuse (23). Some authors, such as Briere and Elliot (25) and Pereda (26), point to this stage 
as a new generation of studies of child sexual abuse, mainly for its contribution to tertiary prevention (27). 

However, despite the body of evidence accumulated throughout the decades, the way in which child sexual abuse is 
studied varies among researchers from different countries (28). This is because child sexual abuse is dependent on 
sociocultural variables (29) that not only impact the way in which it manifests in a given population (28), but also affects 
the way the topic is examined (30). Therefore, additional research is needed in order to better understand how the topic 
of child sexual abuse has been studied in other parts of the world. Of particular interest for this study, how child sexual 
abuse have been studied in Latin America and the Caribbean.  

In Latin America, child sexual abuse is an endemic threat (31) than impact 13% of children in South America (32). Latin 
America and the Caribbean (LAC) is a region characterized by multiple cultural identities, with relatively heterogeneous 
living conditions. However, the region tends to share a social order that validates inequalities in power relations (33). In 
LAC, children represent 34.5% of the population (34) and constitute one of the groups against which violence has 
historically been perpetrated (35). The recognition of child sexual abuse and the sociocultural variables that help to 
perpetuate it (36), has resulted in the need for policy and research agendas that respond to local needs (37).  

Child sexual abuse has been a focus of study in LAC for more than 20 years (38,39). However, the research on this 
area has presented some challenges including the need to explore local definitions and socio-cultural dimensions; 
methodological issues; and the volume of production of scientific articles due to the disparities between LAC countries 
(33). In addition, to these challenges, the development and projections of child sexual abuse as a topic of study have not 
yet been researched. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore the research trends on child sexual abuse in 
Latin American and the Caribbean. Of particular interest was to examine the evolution of research topics between 2012-
2017, indexed in the Web of Science Core Collection. Findings from this study could guide the development of research 
on child sexual abuse in the region by strengthening the relevant aspects of the local evolution of this area of study (40). 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

For the purpose of this study a bibliometric trend analysis was conducted. Bibliometrics consists of the application of 
various statistical methods to quantify the scientific literature (41) in order to understand how research on certain topic 
has evolved over time (42). This type of study is referred as an ex post- facto historiographical investigation (43). 
Bibliometrics has been used to explore various topics in the area of health (44,45) since it allow researchers to evaluate 
the development of a research topic as well as drawn projections through the dissemination of hidden patterns in the 
documenting systems that make up the articles (46). 
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Sampling Procedure 

The search for terms was conducted following the agreement adopted by the Interagency Working Group (47) for 
the understanding and use of different terms and concepts related to sexual violence against children, in particular, child 
sexual abuse. Therefore, the logarithm combined the terms “child”, “children”, “infancy”, “boys”, “girls”, “sexual”, “abuse”, 
“incest”, “rape”, “molestation”, “touching”, “harassment” and “online”, with Boolean operators. Inclusion criteria included: 
(a) research and review articles; (b) publication period between 1975 and 2017; and (c) published by authors with an 
affiliation name belonging to Latin America and the Caribbean. The identification of these countries was made 
considering the delimitations of the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Pan American Health Organization (48). 

Data Extraction 

For this study, data pertaining to child sexual abuse was retrieved from Web of Science (WoS) Core Collection, a 
bibliographic database belonging to Clarivate Analytics that covers nearly 2,700 titles in the scientific, engineering, 
medical, and social sciences. WoS was chosen because it has extensive journal coverage and a comparatively lower 
number of errors in recording the metadata used in bibliometrics (authorship, keywords, etc.) when compared to other 
existing catalogs (49). The relevance of each paper included was assessed through the expert judgment of two of the 
co-authors after reading the title, keywords, and abstract of each article to determine whether the inclusion criteria was 
met. Based on the inclusion criteria a total of 393 publications were found between 1992 and 2017. 

Data Analysis 

The documentary sample was analysed in three steps: (1) the characterization of the totality of the selected 
documents; (2) the identification of the highly cited articles; and (3) the mapping of the thematic evolution. For step one, 
the authors employed the automated tools available in the WoS to categorize the articles using the year of publication, 
journal, author(s), country, language, and citations received. Data was imported into the Microsoft Excel for analysis. 
Secondly, the most cited articles were identified by applying the concept of H-Classics (50). H-Classics enquiry the core 
of the most cited articles, which is delimited on the basis of cardinality between the number of citations and the value 
of the H-Index (51) for the research area. These papers are considered classics since they are the most cited in the area; 
therefore, representing the main referents of this domain (50). Since the H-Index for child sexual abuse was 35; that is, it 
has 35 articles that have been cited at least 35 times, these 35 papers constitute the core of the most cited (52) according 
to the H-Classic. These articles were typified using the title, language, author (s), institutional affiliation, countries, journal 
and type of methodology used. The latter, according to the classification by Montero and León (43), differentiates 
between theoretical (classical and meta-analysis), quantitative, and qualitative articles. 

Finally, a co-word analysis based on the article’s keywords was conducted. This type of analysis focuses on the co-
occurrence of certain datasets, such as authorship, citation, references, and topics covered, and seeks to bring out the 
plot that connects the documents (53). Keywords label papers based on the criteria of authors and/or editors (54), and 
are often utilized to study scientific trends on a variety of fields (55,56) including health (57,58). To perform this analysis, 
the data was imported into the SciMAT 1.1.04 (59), which allows the visualization of patterns and trends combined with 
indicators of quality (i.e., H-index and number of citations) and performance (i.e., volume of articles published on the 
topic). For more information regarding SciMAT, please refer to Cobo et al. (2015) (60). 

Using SciMAT 1.1.04, data was pre-processed (i.e., unifying plural and singular) and segmented by the years (1992-
2017) in which the articles were published. Data was segmented into three time periods, with 10 years in the first two 
(1992-2001, 2002-2011) and 6 years in the last (2012-2017), due to the greater concentration of articles in recent years. 
Next, a co-occurrence analysis of keywords was conducted and a thematic network was generated based on the most 
central themes of each subset of themes or nodes. The thematic network was then normalized on the basis of the 
equivalence index (61) and its grouping and labelling was calculated by applying the algorithm of the simple centres 
(62). The Jaccard Index (63) and the Inclusion Index (64) were also employed to establish the overlap of keywords 
between the periods studied.  

Visualization Analyses 

In order to optimize the understanding of the analysis, five types of visualization analyses were conducted. First, using 
Microsoft Excel we graph the number of articles and citations per publication per year (Figure 1). Secondly, keywords 
were represented as a Tag Cloud (Figure 2), which provides a visual summary of the keywords frequency in the form of 
a weighted list (65). The Tag Cloud was generated through EdWordle, a visualization tool that encodes the frequency of 
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occurrence of words (keywords) representing them in proportion to its size. This program also allowed us to preserve 
the order of the words throughout the editing process (66).  

Third, a diagram of thematic stability between periods (Figure 3) was presented. In this figure, each circle represents 
a consecutive period in which the total number of keywords present is indicated. The horizontal dates detail the keywords 
shared by both periods and, in brackets, the stability reached between periods in an interval between 0 and 1, with 0 
being null stability and 1 as stable as possible (67). Lastly, the outgoing arrows accounts for the number of keywords 
from the previous period that were not present in the next one and the incoming arrows indicate those that are added 
in the subsequent period. 

 
Figure 1: Number of articles and citation per publication by year 

 
Figure 2: Tag Cloud of 30 main Keywords 
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Forth, a thematic evolution map (Figure 4) was created. This map has a vertical axis that illustrates the three time 
periods studied, while the lines connect the evolution of the thematic network with a thickness proportional to the 
number of keywords that both themes have in common. The volume of the spheres is proportional to the value of the 
H-Index for each theme.  

Lastly, the themes for the 2012-2017 period were evaluated in relation to their centrality (which determines the 
intensity of their links with other themes) and density (which characterizes the strength of the links between terms that 
make up each node). The use of centrality and density as axes allows for the development of Strategic Diagrams (Figure 
5) whose quadrants place the themes as (a) motors, (b) basic and transversal, (c) isolated, and (d) emerging or 
disappearing. Motor themes are highly developed and connected with other themes in the area. The basic and transversal 

 
Figure 3: Thematic stability between periods of the child sexual abuse domain in Latin America and the Caribbean 

 
Figure 4: Conceptual evolution of the study of child sexual abuse in Latin America and the Caribbean, with volume 
proportional to the H-Index 
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themes are very linked in the area under study, but they still have a limited volume of documents that refer to them. 
Isolated topics are very specialized, so they have a high development, but few connections with other topics. Finally, 
emerging or disappearing topics correspond to the margins of the network (61). 

RESULTS 

Data indicates that child sexual abuse articles written by Latin American and Caribbean authors were published mostly 
in English (64.9%), followed by Spanish (22.4%), Portuguese (11.9%), and French (0.76 %). The journals with the highest 
number of published articles were Child Abuse and Neglect (7.1%; n=28); Mental Health (6.9%; n=27); and the Journal of 
Public Health (3.6%; n=14).  

A total of 1,527 authors from 59 countries published the articles, reflecting the geographic diversity of the academic 
collaborations in the field. Latin American and Caribbean authors came from 14 countries, positioning Brazil and the 
southern cone as the region with the highest number of associated authors (n=270). The countries with the highest 
number of articles published by were Brazil (27.2%), Mexico (13.1%) and Chile (5.3%). According to their position in the 

 
Figure 5: Strategic diagram of the topics according to the number of documents in the period 2012-2017 
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total ranking of productivity by countries, they correspond respectively to the first, second and fourth countries with the 
highest number of authorship in published articles. 

Lastly, article production was characterized by a relative increase in the number of documents indexed during the 
different time periods. For example, up to 2005 article production didn’t exceed 10 articles per year; however, since 2014, 
every year more than 30 articles were published. Of interest, the first indexed article in 1992 “Violence and health: 
Preliminary elements for thought and action” (68) and two articles published in 1994 (38.69) included authors from Brazil. 
Figure 1 shows the number of articles and citations per publication by year. 

Highly Cited Papers 

The H-Index for articles on child sexual abuse was 35, with 5,252 citations in total. The most frequently cited article 
was “Childhood adversities and adult psychopathology in the WHO World Mental Health Surveys” (70) with 503 citations, 
which is based on WHO surveys in 21 countries and include authors from Mexico, Colombia, and Brazil. The H-Classics 
articles were published between 1994 and 2016, with the largest number of classics published between 2002 and 2010 
(see Table 1). H-Classics articles were published in 22 journals, from those three were published in Child Abuse and 
Neglect whereas the British Journal of Psychiatry, Journal of Adolescent Health, Psychological Medicine, Journal of Public 
and Social Health Science and Medicine, published two articles each. Almost all the articles were written in English (97%; 
n=34), mainly in international collaboration scenarios (71) that bring together authors from countries other than Latin 
America and the Caribbean (71.4% documents), the remaining collaborations were between authors from the same 
country (20% from Brazil and 8.6% from Mexico). 

Over the periods studied, the number of authors in published papers progressively increased. On average, articles 
were written by nine authors distributed in a range between 3 and 34 authors. Of the 240 authors identified, 78.3% 
(n=188) contributed one article; 13.8% (n=33) have two contributions; 4.6% (n=11) have three articles; and 3.3% (n=8) 
have four contributions. While in relatively low numbers, the LAC authors who published the most articles on child sexual 
abuse were José Posada-Villa (n=4) from Colombia and Rodrigo Grassi-Oliveira (n=4) from Brazil. Lastly, the majority of 
H-Classics articles utilized quantitative methodologies (74.3%; n=26), followed by theoretical articles (22.9%; n=8) and 
one qualitative study (2.9%). 

Research topics 

In total, 91 keyword groups were identified. The most frequent 30 keywords are shown in Figure 2. The most common 
terms were “Sexual Abuse” (n= 165); “Mistreatment” (n=163); and “Mental Health Problems” (n=149). The analysis of 
keywords groups yielded the identification of 19 main topics in the three periods examined. The production and impact 
by theme is presented in Table 2. The number of topics, citations, and the H-index for each topic evidenced the 
development and complexity of the research in the field. Similarly, topics that emerged in the last period, such as 
Attachment, are aligned with current trends and international relevance (72). 

Table 1: Search Terms 
(child OR children OR childhood OR infancy OR boys OR girls) AND ((sexual AND abuse) OR incest OR rape OR molestation OR (sexual AND touching) 
OR (sexual AND harassment) OR online) 

 

Table 2: Frequency distribution of the bibliometric parameters in H-Classics in three periods 
Parameters/Time period 1992-2001 2002-2011 2012-2017 
H-Classics, n 5 25 5 
Language    

 English 5 24 5 
 Portuguese 0 1 0 
Average of author(s) per article 5,2 9,0 13,4 
Type article    

 Cuantitative 1 21 4 
 Cualitative 4 0 0 
 Theoric articles 0 4 1 
Collaboration    

 International 5 16 4 
 LAC 0 0 0 
 National 0 9 1 
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Evolution of research topics 

The evolution of the research topics was mapped considering the links between the main themes from the different 
periods. Figure 3 shows the stability range of keyword usage between consecutive time periods. As shown in Figure 3, 
the number of keywords increases progressively over the three periods, reaching its greatest diversity in 2012-2017. The 
overlap reached between periods is very high as manifested by the stability index of 0.93 between 1992-2001 and 2002-
2011 and 0.98 between 2002-2011 and 2012-2017. This finding suggests that research production on child sexual abuse 
shows defined lines of development as evidenced by the very stable use of the same set of keywords to label articles 
over the years. 

Furthermore, the field under study progressively increases the number of nodes (3 in the first period, 7 in the second, 
and 9 in the last period), which were maintained or transformed over time, adding new themes, as evidenced in Figure 
4. This is the case of Psychological-Factors and Street-Children (2002-2011) and Abortion (2012-2017). It is important to 
note that although Psychological-Factors and Street-Children do not come directly from the previous period, they do 
remain prevalent in 2012-2017 through the use of terms such as Family and Risk Factors, and Street children, respectively. 

This type of evolution generates a compact network of connections in which the 2012-2017 themes are part of a 
conceptual structure that has been enriched as the scientific field develops. Thus, Maltreatment (the theme with the 
greatest volume and impact in 2012-2017) is linked to the main themes of the previous periods: Sexual Abuse and 
Substance Abuse (2002-2011); and Children and Adolescents, Violence and Physical Maltreatment (1992-2001). 

Strategic diagram 2012-2017 period 

The Strategic Diagram for the 2012-2017 period is presented in Figure 5 and indicates the number of articles 
associated with each topic proportional to the number of documents as a measure of production. In addition, the impact 
of each of article is measured through the number of citations and the H-Index. As shown in Figure 5, the themes for 
the 2012-2017 period are divided into the totality of the quadrants, showing different levels of development and 
integration with the other themes in the field. Maltreatment is the main motor of the area, presenting a high centrality 
and density, in addition to the greater volume of documents and impact of the period. The relevance of this topic is 
represented by citations and an H-Index of 16 indicating that the articles are widely cited and could position themselves 
as reference documents in the field. 

On the other hand, Child -Sexual -Abuse is positioned as the second motor in the area, with a centrality of 0,78 and 
density of 0,67 (both ranges on a scale between -1 and 1). As a central theme, Child-Sexual-Abuse is an issue that 

Table 3: Performance measures for the themes by periods 
 Main documents  

n Total citations H-Index 
1992-2001    
 Children-and-Adolescents 9 231 8 
 Violence 4 68 4 
 Physical-Maltreatment 2 33 2 
2002-2011    
 Sexual-Abuse 135 3.091 30 
 Substance-Abuse 58 1.835 20 
 Psychological-Factors 29 671 12 
 Child-Sexual-Abuse 18 383 10 
 Experiences 3 16 2 
 Psychosocial-Factors 4 82 3 
 Street-Children 3 47 3 
2012-2017    
 Maltreatment 180 1.229 16 
 Risk-Factors 66 400 11 
 Child-Sexual-Abuse 67 562 12 
 Family 19 75 5 
 Abortion 2 0 0 
 Experiences 4 15 2 
 Attachment  2 4 1 
 Street-Children 2 16 2 
 Emotional-Abuse 2 21 2 
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concentrates an important volume of research related to other main themes in the field and, at the same time, connected 
to each other. Lastly, Risk-Factors, Experiences, and Family are located as transversal themes whereas Abortion, 
Attachment, and Street-Child are currently isolated nuclei, with little relation to the other themes of the area; finally, 
Emotional-Abuse is a theme that emerges and may become consolidated as a nucleus of study within the child sexual 
abuse field or disappear. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This study presented the trends on child sexual abuse research conducted by Latin American and Caribbean authors 
between 1992 and 2017. The volume of articles published supports the notion that child sexual abuse is a relatively new 
domain of study in the region. When examining article production across different periods, an increase was observed 
with most articles published by authors from Brazil, Mexico, and Chile. The impact of these articles reached an H-Index 
of 35, most of them written between 1994 and 2016, mostly as international collaborations and following a quantitative 
methodological approach.  

The domain has 91 keyword groups with Sexual-Abuse, Maltreatment, and Mental-Health-Problems being the most 
frequent. These keywords were grouped into 19 themes that organize the conceptual structure of the field. Data also 
revealed that child sexual abuse has been studied since 1992. However, its evolution has been dense and stable, revealing 
changes in the centrality and density of the nodes, which accounts for an active development. Its active development 
facilitated the diversification of the field into nine topics from 2012-2017, which accounts for the largest volume of 
articles and keywords between the three periods.  

The predominant theme in this last period is Maltreatment, a topic that conceptually integrates child sexual abuse as 
part of other types of violence directed toward children and Child-Sexual-Abuse, which specifically addresses the issues 
under study in the present investigation. Risk-Factors, Family and Experiences are considered basic and transversal 
themes, whereas Street-Children, Attachment and Abortion are isolated themes. Emotional-Abuse appears as an 
emergent theme. Even though the articles published between 2012 and 2017 have not reached the impact of the 
previous period, this might be due to the short time elapsed since their publications. 

Overall, child sexual abuse is a recent research topic in the region, which volume of papers is relatively limited in 
comparison with other topics observed worldwide, such as child maltreatment (73) and traumatic stress (74). However, 
the production level in recent years suggests a process of dynamization that reorganizes its study nuclei and at the same 
time, rescues a trajectory of dense and stable research, which has shown a greater impact since 2002. 

Findings of the study could assist the development of research that responds to regional needs such as prevention 
of child sexual abuse and its consequences; thus, contributing to the international body of knowledge on this subject. In 
addition, future research could focus on the factors that explain the differences in research productivity by country in 
particular, LAC authors. Furthermore, this study confirms previous findings that suggest that papers that have become 
referents in the field are collaborations that include LAC authors (76). This is an important point to consider in the 
promotion of collaborative networks. Lastly, topics of international relevance such as health (physical and mental) and 
neurobiology are frequently addressed in LAC, but are secondary to the topics that characterized the field.  

Finally, several limitations are noted in this study. First, bibliometric trend analysis do not reveal the richness of the 
content of the articles nor assess its impact in areas other than academic, such as public policy or professional fields. 
Secondly, the data extraction conducted excluded articles that were not part of the Web of Science, which is a platform 
with geographical and linguistic bias, which can only explain part of the results (75). Lastly, child sexual abuse does not 
considered other forms of sexual violence that could be relevant to the region; thus limiting the number of articles that 
could have been included (76). Future research could address these limitations by conducting additional studies that 
integrate other databases such as Scopus, Ebsco, Pubmed, SciELO and Google Scholar as well as using data mining tools. 
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