" DISABILITY,

dC\ CBR & INCLUSIVE
DEVELOPMENT

8 104

Review Article

Disability, Discrimination and Psychological Well-Being: A Biblio-

metric Analysis from an Inclusive Development Perspective

Evelin Astrid Calva Camacho!, Wilmer Fernando Chamba Calva?

Editor: Solomon Mekonnen

Article History:

Received: May 12, 2026
Accepted: July 8, 2026
Published: September 7, 2026

Citation: Evelin Astrid Calva
Camacho, Wilmer Fernando
Chamba Calva, Disability, Discrimi-
nation and Psychological Well-Be-
ing: A Bibliometric Analysis from an
Inclusive Development Perspective.
DCIDJ. 2026, 37:3.
doi.org/10.20372/dcidj.1022

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors.
This is an open access article distrib-
uted under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License
(https://creativecommons.org/li-
censes/by/4.0/), which permits unre-
stricted use, distribution, and repro-
duction in any medium, provided
the original work, first published in
DCID], is properly cited. The com-
plete bibliographic information, a
link to the original publication on
https://dcidj.uog.edu.et/, as well as
this copyright and license infor-

mation must be included.

1 Universidad Técnica Particular de Loja, Ecuador
2 Universidad Internacional del Ecuador, Ecuador
* Correspondence: eacalval@utpl.edu.ec

ABSTRACT

Aim: This study aimed to provide an updated bibliometric analysis of scientific produc-
tion on disability, discrimination and psychological well-being indexed in Scopus be-
tween 2020 and 2025.

Method: A total of 1,004 articles and reviews were analysed using performance indicators
and science mapping techniques. Bibliometric analyses included publication trends, the-
matic structure, temporal evolution of keywords, density visualisation and country co-
authorship patterns.

Results: Results showed sustained publication growth, with strong geographical concen-
tration in the United States and the United Kingdom. Core themes focused on mental
health, stigma, depression, discrimination and disability, while emerging topics included
ableism, equity, gender, caregivers and quality of life.

Conclusion and Implications: Findings suggest that the field is characterised by the co-
existence of a consolidated psychosocial foundation and an increasingly articulated struc-
tural, relational, and rights-based research agenda. The study also identifies important
geographical inequalities in scientific production and highlights research gaps that can
inform future disability research, Community-Based Rehabilitation (CBR), and inclusive
development strategies. The study highlights the need for more inclusive, context-sensi-
tive and globally diverse disability research, particularly from underrepresented regions.

Keywords: stigma; ableism; mental health; equity; social determinants of health; science
mapping.

INTRODUCTION

Disability constitutes a central dimension of human diversity and, at the same time,
one of the most persistent axes of social inequality. Beyond physical, sensory, intellectual,
or psychosocial conditions, persons with disabilities continue to face structural, relational,
and symbolic barriers that restrict their full participation in social life. In this context, dis-
crimination, stigma, and other forms of exclusion should not be understood as peripheral
phenomena, but rather as social processes with direct consequences for mental health,
psychological well-being, and quality of life (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2013; Shakespeare,
2018; Gréaux et al., 2023).
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In recent years, the literature has consistently documented that exposure to discrim-
inatory experiences is associated with higher levels of emotional distress, depressive
symptoms, anxiety, and lower subjective well-being among persons with disabilities.
These experiences operate as chronic social stressors that accumulate across the life
course, increasing psychosocial vulnerability and deepening pre-existing disadvantage
(Brown & Ciciurkaite, 2022; Saia et al., 2024). Recent evidence further suggests that expe-
riences of ableism and discrimination differ according to disability type, gender, and so-
cial context, highlighting the importance of intersectional approaches for understanding
these inequalities (Timmons et al., 2024).

At the same time, disability studies have progressively moved from biomedical mod-
els centred on individual deficit toward critical perspectives that emphasise the role of
social, cultural, and institutional environments in the production of exclusion. This tran-
sition has enabled the incorporation of concepts such as stigma, prejudice, discrimination,
intersectionality, and ableism, highlighting that many disadvantages associated with dis-
ability arise not only from individual conditions but also from power relations, social
norms, and institutional practices that reproduce inequality (Oliver, 2013; Goodley, 2017;
Campbell, 2009).

In particular, the concept of ableism has gained increasing relevance as an analytical
framework for examining how certain forms of embodiment, functioning, and autonomy
are constructed as normative, while others are devalued or excluded. Recent research in-
dicates that ableism operates across interpersonal, institutional, and structural levels, af-
fecting educational, employment, and healthcare opportunities, and functioning as a so-
cial determinant of health for persons with disabilities (Mannor & Needham, 2024; Good-
erham et al., 2025).

Similarly, emerging lines of inquiry have begun to explore specific manifestations of
ableism in previously underexamined settings. For instance, recent evidence has docu-
mented ableism in mental healthcare systems, where explicit and implicit biases may re-
duce quality of care and limit timely access to appropriate treatment (Wang et al., 2024).
These findings reinforce the need to understand disability not merely as a clinical cate-
gory, but as an experience shaped by broader structures of exclusion.

Despite these advances, scientific production on disability, discrimination, and psy-
chological well-being has expanded unevenly across disciplines, journals, and geograph-
ical regions. This dispersion makes it difficult to clearly identify how the field has evolved,
its dominant thematic cores, which emerging agendas have gained visibility, and how
international collaboration networks are structured. In this regard, bibliometric ap-
proaches are particularly useful, as they allow researchers to map the evolution of a re-
search field, identify its conceptual structure, and examine the dynamics of knowledge
production and circulation (Donthu et al., 2021; Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017; Zupic & Cater,
2015).

Accordingly, the aim of this study is to provide an updated bibliometric analysis of
scientific production indexed in Scopus on disability, discrimination, and psychological
well-being during the period 2020-2025. Specifically, the study seeks to identify growth
trends, dominant thematic areas, emerging topics, and patterns of international collabo-
ration. These bibliometric patterns are interpreted through an inclusive development per-
spective, understood here as an approach that centers equitable participation, the removal
of structural barriers, and the expansion of substantive opportunities for persons with
disabilities in social and development processes (Sen, 1999; Mitra, 2018; WHO, 2022).
From this perspective, the thematic and geographical organisation of scientific knowledge
is relevant not only to understanding the evolution of disability research but also to iden-
tifying whether current research agendas adequately reflect the structural conditions, par-
ticipation needs, and contextual diversity required for inclusive policy and practice. In
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doing so, the study aims to contribute to a more critical, integrative, and globally sensitive
understanding of the field while identifying knowledge gaps relevant to inclusive devel-
opment.

Theoretical framework: from stigma to ableism in disability research

Disability has historically been understood through different conceptual frameworks
that reflect broader social, political, and epistemological transformations. For much of the
twentieth century, the medical model predominated, interpreting disability as an individ-
ual deficit to be corrected, rehabilitated, or compensated. Under this perspective, the dif-
ficulties experienced by persons with disabilities were attributed mainly to bodily impair-
ment or functional limitations, while the role of social and structural barriers remained
largely invisible (Oliver, 2013; Shakespeare, 2018).

Subsequently, the development of the social model of disability represented a para-
digmatic shift by arguing that many limitations do not arise exclusively from bodily con-
ditions, but from physical, institutional, and cultural environments designed without con-
sidering human diversity. From this perspective, exclusion emerges through architectural
barriers, discriminatory practices, segregated educational systems, exclusionary labour
markets, and stigmatising social representations (Goodley, 2017; Shakespeare, 2018). This
theoretical turn shifted attention away from individual deficit and toward collective and
political responsibility for the production of inequality.

However, contemporary scholarship argues that even the social model may be insuf-
ficient when it fails to account for other dimensions of power such as gender, race, social
class, sexuality, or geography. In response, intersectionality provides a robust analytical
lens for understanding how multiple systems of oppression interact simultaneously and
shape differentiated experiences of exclusion. Originally developed by Crenshaw (1989),
intersectionality has increasingly been incorporated into disability studies to explain how
disability intersects with other axes of inequality, producing complex forms of discrimi-
nation and vulnerability (Collins, 2022; Liasidou & Gregoriou, 2024).

In recent years, the concept of ableism has become central to this debate. Ableism
refers to a system of beliefs, norms, and practices that privileges certain bodies, cognitive
capacities, and forms of autonomy considered “normal” or “desirable,” while devaluing
those who diverge from such standards. It is not limited to individual prejudice, but con-
stitutes a structural logic embedded in institutions, public policy, everyday language, and
organisational decision-making (Campbell, 2009; Friedman & Owen, 2017). Recent studies
further suggest that ableism functions as a social determinant of health by shaping access
to healthcare, educational opportunities, and employment trajectories (Gooderham et al.,
2025).

The literature also shows that ableism frequently operates in intersectional ways. For
example, racialised youth with non-apparent disabilities may simultaneously experience
racism, ableism, and occupational exclusion, particularly in precarious or non-inclusive
labour contexts (Lindsay & Dain, 2025). Emerging research has also begun to measure the
interaction between racism and ableism as intertwined symbolic systems, highlighting the
need to move beyond single-axis explanations (Friedman, 2025).

From the perspective of psychological well-being, these processes are especially rel-
evant. Stigma, discrimination, and sustained exclusion function as chronic social stressors
that increase the likelihood of anxiety, depression, social isolation, and lower life satisfac-
tion. In contrast, inclusive environments, effective accessibility, identity recognition, and
social participation are associated with higher levels of subjective well-being and positive
mental health (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2013; World Health Organization [WHO], 2022).

Accordingly, analysing scientific production on disability, discrimination, and psy-
chological well-being requires a theoretical framework that integrates contributions from
the social model, intersectionality, and critical ableism studies. Such an approach allows
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the literature to be interpreted not merely as thematic accumulation, but as a reflection of
epistemological disputes over how disability is defined, who produces knowledge, and
which forms of social justice are prioritised. From this standpoint, the present bibliometric
study seeks to identify how these frameworks have influenced the recent evolution of the
scientific field between 2020 and 2025.

METHODS

Data Source Selection

Scopus was selected as the sole data source because it is one of the most widely used
multidisciplinary bibliographic databases in bibliometric research, providing extensive
coverage of peer-reviewed scientific literature across health sciences, psychology, social
sciences, rehabilitation, and disability studies (Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017; Donthu et al.,
2021).

In addition, it offers standardized bibliographic metadata, including author infor-
mation, institutional affiliations, citations, keywords, and source details, which facilitate
the application of bibliometric performance indicators and science mapping techniques.
In this study, the Bibliometrix package (R) was used for bibliometric performance analy-
sis, whereas VOSviewer (version 1.6.20) was employed for science mapping and network
visualization.

The use of a single bibliographic database ensured methodological consistency and
enhanced the reproducibility of the study by allowing other researchers to replicate the
search strategy under the same methodological conditions while minimizing metadata
heterogeneity and duplicate records that may arise when integrating multiple databases.
Although Web of Science, PubMed, and Dimensions also index relevant literature on dis-
ability, discrimination, and psychological well-being, Scopus was considered appropriate
for this study’s objectives due to its broad interdisciplinary coverage, high-quality in-
dexing, and compatibility with the bibliometric procedures employed.

The period from 2020 to 2025 was selected to examine the most recent evolution of
scientific production on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-being. This
timeframe captures the growing incorporation of contemporary perspectives, including
ableism, intersectionality, equity, and the social determinants of health, which have be-
come increasingly prominent in recent disability research. This provides an updated over-
view of the conceptual and thematic development of the field.

Finally, it is acknowledged that restricting the analysis to Scopus may have excluded
publications indexed exclusively in other bibliographic databases or studies published in
languages other than English. Nevertheless, this methodological decision ensured a ho-
mogeneous, consistent, and reproducible dataset for the bibliometric analyses. These lim-
itations are discussed in greater detail in the limitations section.

Search Strategy

The bibliographic search was conducted in the Scopus database on 18 March 2026
using the TITLE-ABS-KEY field, which retrieves records containing the search terms in the
title, abstract, or author keywords. The search strategy was developed around three con-
ceptual domains aligned with the objectives of the study: (1) disability, (2) discrimination,
and (3) psychological well-being. Within each domain, synonymous terms were combined
using the Boolean operator OR, whereas the three conceptual domains were linked using
AND to retrieve publications simultaneously addressing all dimensions of interest.

To ensure methodological transparency and enhance the reproducibility of the study,
the complete Scopus search strategy is provided in Appendix A (Search strategy). The
search was restricted to articles and review articles published in English between 2020 and
2025. These criteria were established to obtain a homogeneous corpus of peer-reviewed
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scientific literature and ensure consistency throughout the subsequent bibliometric anal-
yses.

The search strategy retrieved a total of 1,004 records, which constituted the initial
dataset for the study. Subsequently, the records were exported from Scopus in CSV for-
mat, including complete bibliographic information, abstracts, author keywords, indexed
keywords, institutional affiliations, citation information, and cited references. These
metadata were used for the subsequent stages of data cleaning, normalization, and bibli-
ometric analysis using the Bibliometrix package (R) and VOSviewer (version 1.6.20). Fol-
lowing the application of eligibility criteria and data cleaning procedures described be-
low, the resulting dataset was retained for the final bibliometric analyses.

Search Validation

The search strategy was developed through an iterative process based on a compre-
hensive review of recent literature on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-
being to identify principal concepts and most frequently used synonymous terms. Differ-
ent combinations of search terms were tested in preliminary searches and progressively
refined until a final strategy was obtained that was consistent with the objectives of the
study.

As part of the validation process, the final search strategy was assessed to verify that
it successfully retrieved highly cited and conceptually relevant publications within the
field while minimizing the inclusion of records unrelated to the research topic. This itera-
tive refinement ensured that the search strategy adequately represented the conceptual
scope of the study while maintaining coherence with its research objectives.

Because Scopus is a multidisciplinary database and does not rely on a single con-
trolled vocabulary across all subject areas, the search strategy was developed using free-
text terms combined with Boolean operators rather than controlled vocabularies such as
Medical Subject Headings (MeSH), which are specifically designed for biomedical databases
such as PubMed. The use of free-text terms allowed the inclusion of terminology commonly
employed across different disciplines, thereby improving the retrieval of literature from
health sciences, psychology, social sciences, rehabilitation, and disability studies.

Overall, the validation process ensured that the final search strategy achieved an ap-
propriate balance between sensitivity (maximizing the retrieval of relevant publications)
and specificity (minimizing the retrieval of irrelevant records), thereby providing a ro-
bust, transparent, and reproducible dataset for the subsequent bibliometric analyses.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were considered eligible for inclusion if they met all of the following criteria:
(1) they were indexed in the Scopus database; (2) they were published between 2020 and
2025; (3) they were written in English; (4) they were classified as articles or review articles;
and (5) they explicitly addressed the relationship between disability, discrimination, and
psychological well-being or mental health, as determined from the title, abstract, and au-
thor keywords.

Records were excluded if they were published outside the predefined time frame,
written in languages other than English, classified as document types other than articles
or review articles, identified as duplicate records during the data export process, or if their
thematic relevance could not be confirmed after screening the title, abstract, and author
keywords.

The application of these eligibility criteria ensured the inclusion of a homogeneous
corpus of peer-reviewed scientific literature while ensuring the methodological rigor, con-
sistency, and reproducibility required for subsequent bibliometric analyses.

Data Cleaning and Preparation
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The retrieved records were exported from Scopus in CSV format for subsequent pro-
cessing and bibliometric analysis. Initially, the integrity of the exported metadata was ver-
ified to ensure the completeness and accuracy of the bibliographic information.

Subsequently, a data cleaning procedure was performed, including the identification
and removal of duplicate records, followed by a manual screening of titles, abstracts, and
author keywords to confirm each publication’s thematic relevance to the study objectives.
Records whose relationship with disability, discrimination, and psychological well-being
could not be confirmed were excluded from the final dataset.

To improve the consistency and reliability of the bibliometric networks, a termino-
logical normalization process was conducted using a thesaurus file in VOSviewer (version
1.6.20). This procedure allowed the standardization of spelling variants, singular and plu-
ral forms, synonymous expressions, and the exclusion of generic or non-informative terms
that did not contribute to the conceptual analysis. Consequently, inconsistencies derived
from bibliographic indexing were minimized, improving the accuracy and interpretability
of the keyword co-occurrence networks.

Following the cleaning and normalization procedures, the final dataset was imported
into the Bibliometrix package (R) for bibliometric performance analyses, whereas
VOSviewer (version 1.6.20) was used to generate the science mapping visualizations, in-
cluding keyword co-occurrence, overlay visualization, density visualization, and interna-
tional collaboration networks.

Bibliometric Analysis

The bibliometric analyses were conducted using a complementary approach based
on the Bibliometrix package (R) and VOSviewer (version 1.6.20), allowing the integration of
bibliometric performance indicators with science mapping techniques. This combined ap-
proach provided a comprehensive assessment of the scientific production, conceptual
structure, and international collaboration patterns within the field.

Bibliometric performance analyses were performed using the Bibliometrix package
(R). These analyses included the characterization of the bibliographic dataset, annual sci-
entific production, the most relevant publication sources, the most productive authors,
leading institutional affiliations, the most productive countries, and scientific perfor-
mance and impact indicators derived from citation analysis. In addition, a thematic map
was generated to identify motor themes, basic themes, niche themes, and emerging or
declining themes, thereby providing a deeper understanding of the conceptual organiza-
tion of the research field.

Science mapping analyses were performed using VOSviewer (version 1.6.20). Specif-
ically, keyword co-occurrence networks, overlay visualization maps, and international
collaboration networks were generated using the association strength normalization
method. These visualizations facilitated the identification of conceptual relationships
among research topics, temporal trends in keyword usage, and patterns of scientific col-
laboration between countries.

The combined use of Bibliometrix and VOSviewer enabled the integration of quantita-
tive bibliometric performance indicators with network visualization techniques, provid-
ing complementary perspectives on the evolution, conceptual structure, and collaboration
patterns of the scientific literature on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-
being.

Given the descriptive and exploratory objectives of the present study, the selected
bibliometric techniques were considered appropriate for characterizing the scientific pro-
duction, conceptual structure, and international collaboration patterns within the field
while maintaining methodological coherence with the research objectives.

Although co-citation analysis, bibliographic coupling, and thematic evolution anal-
yses can provide additional insights into the intellectual structure and longitudinal
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development of a research field, they were not included because the primary objective of
this study was to characterize recent scientific production, thematic organization, scien-
tific impact, and collaboration patterns. Future bibliometric studies may build upon the
present findings by incorporating these complementary analytical approaches to further
explore the intellectual evolution of disability research.

RESULTS

Dataset Characteristics

Table 1 summarizes the general characteristics of the bibliographic dataset analyzed
in this study. The final corpus comprised 1,004 publications indexed in Scopus, published
between 2020 and 2025, and distributed across 537 scientific sources, reflecting the multi-
disciplinary nature of research on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-be-
ing. The dataset included a total of 4,925 authors and 131,569 cited references, indicating
a broad scientific foundation and extensive scholarly participation in the field.

The annual growth rate of scientific production reached 24.49%, suggesting a sus-
tained increase in research interest during the study period. Furthermore, the average of
12.45 citations per document indicates that the retrieved publications have achieved meas-
urable scientific impact despite the relatively recent time frame analyzed.

Regarding collaboration patterns, the dataset showed an average of 5.42 co-authors
per document, while 30.98% of the publications involved international co-authorship,
highlighting the collaborative and increasingly international character of research in this
area. Finally, the corpus consisted predominantly of original research articles (n = 874),
complemented by 130 review articles, providing a comprehensive overview of both em-
pirical evidence and synthesized knowledge within the field.

Table 1. General characteristics of the bibliographic dataset

Description Results

MAIN INFORMATION
Timespan 2020-2025
Sources 537
Documents 1004
Annual Growth Rate (%) 24.49
Average Citations per Document 12.45
References 131,569
DOCUMENT CONTENT
Author's Keywords (DE) 2,583
AUTHORS
Authors 4,925
COLLABORATION INDICATORS
Co-authors per Document 5.42
International Co-authorship (%) 30.98
DOCUMENT TYPES
Articles 874
Reviews 130

Note. Data were retrieved from the Scopus database (2020-2025) and analyzed using the
Bibliometrix package (R). DE = Author's Keywords.

Scientific Performance
Table 2 summarizes the scientific performance of the field by integrating leading pub-
lication sources, most productive authors, principal research institutions, and countries

with the highest scientific output. Overall, the results indicate that scientific production is
concentrated within a relatively limited group of journals, researchers, institutions, and
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Leading Publication Sources

countries, suggesting the existence of well-established research hubs driving knowledge
generation on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-being.

Among publication sources, the International Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health was the leading journal with 34 publications, followed by Social Science &
Medicine (24), Frontiers in Psychiatry (19), and PLOS ONE (18). The predominance of jour-
nals specializing in public health, psychiatry, and interdisciplinary health sciences reflects
the strong integration of disability research within broader health-related disciplines.

Regarding scientific productivity, Lindsay S. was the most prolific author (11 publi-
cations), followed by Dean L., Fekadu A., Semrau M., and Thornicroft G., each contrib-
uting nine publications. At the institutional level, the University of Toronto emerged as
the leading research institution (72 publications), followed by Addis Ababa University
and King's College London (29 publications each). Other highly productive institutions
included Harvard Medical School, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, and
University College London, highlighting the prominent role of internationally recognized
academic centers in advancing research within this field.

At the country level, the United States demonstrated the highest scientific productiv-
ity, followed by the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia. This distribution indicates
that research output is largely concentrated in high-income countries with well-estab-
lished research infrastructures and extensive international collaboration networks. Col-
lectively, these findings reveal a scientific landscape characterized by a limited number of
highly productive journals, authors, institutions, and countries that play a central role in
shaping the contemporary development of research on disability, discrimination, and
psychological well-being.

Table 2. Scientific performance of the field: leading publication sources, authors, institutions, and
countries (2020-2025).

Arti-
cles

Most Produc-
tive Authors

Most Produc-
tive Coun-

Arti-
cles

Leading Institutions Fre-
quency

tries

International Journal of Envi- 34 Lindsay S. 11 University of Toronto 72 United States 1,061
ronmental Research and Pub-
lic Health
Social Science & Medicine 24 Dean L. 9 Addis Ababa Univer- 29 United King- 568
sity dom
Frontiers in Psychiatry 19 Fekadu A. 9 King's College London 29 Canada 363
PLOS ONE 18 Semrau M. 9 Harvard Medical 23 Australia 273
School
BM]J Open 14 Thornicroft G. 9 London School of Hy- 23 India 146
giene and Tropical
Medicine
PLOS Neglected Tropical Di- 12 Davey G. 8 University College Lon- 21 South Africa 92
seases don
BMC Psychiatry 11 Kinfe M. 8 University of Cape 20 Spain 74
Town
Disability and Health Journal 11 Ali O. 7 University of Mel- 18 Netherlands 68
bourne
Rehabilitation Psychology 11 Lund C. 7 University of Sydney 17 China 65
Autism 10 Van Brakel 7 McMaster University 16 Ethiopia 65
W.H.

Note. Data were analyzed using the Bibliometrix package (R). Country frequencies reflect
authors' affiliations and may exceed the total number of documents due to international
collaboration.
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Citation Analysis

Figure 1 presents the ten most globally cited publications within the study corpus.
The most influential article was published by Botha et al. (2020), accumulating 404 global
citations, followed by Ghosh et al. (2020) with 393 citations and Reynolds et al. (2022) with
302 citations. The prominence of these highly cited publications indicates that research on
mental health, stigma, neurodevelopmental conditions, and psychosocial well-being has
substantially shaped the intellectual development of the field during the study period.

This citation pattern suggests that the intellectual influence of the field remains
strongly anchored in mental health, stigma, neurodevelopmental conditions, and psycho-
social well-being. However, structurally oriented topics such as ableism, accessibility, eq-
uity, and inclusive development appear more visible in the thematic networks than
among the most highly cited publications. This contrast indicates that newer structural
and rights-based perspectives are gaining conceptual relevance, although they have not
yet become the dominant citation base of the field.
Figure 1. Top 10 globally cited publications on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-
being (2020-2025).

Most Global Cited Documents

BOTHA M, 2020, SOC MENT HEALTH @
GHOSH R, 2020, MINERVA PEDIATR @
REYNOLDS CF 3RD, 2022, WORLD PSYCHIATR @

MAJ M, 2021, WORLD PSYCHIATRY

POPOVA S, 2023, NAT REV DISEASE PRIM

Documents

DE LEEUW A, 2020, AUTISM RES @

MOLL S, 2020, BMJ OPEN

LAI M-C, 2020, LANCET NEUROL @

LOWE B, 2024, LANCET @

DWYER P, 2023, AUTISM ADULTHOOD I S | E 6 ]

o 100 200 300 400
Global Citations

Note. Bubble size reflects the number of global citations received by each document. Doc-
uments are ranked according to total global citations within the analysed dataset.

Thematic Structure of the Field

The co-occurrence analysis of author keywords allowed for the identification of the
thematic structure of scientific production on disability, discrimination, and psychological
well-being during the period 2020-2025. Based on the corpus of 1,004 documents and a
minimum threshold of 10 occurrences, the resulting network included the most frequent
and interconnected terms within the field.

As shown in Figure 2, the co-occurrence structure is organised around disability as
the main articulating node of the network. Its central position and multiple connections
with discrimination, ableism, social discrimination, and disabled persons indicate that recent
scientific production addresses these phenomena not as independent research lines, but
as closely interconnected dimensions within the study of exclusion and well-being.

The purple cluster, characterised by terms related to mental health, depression, anxiety,
psychology, and quality of life, represents an orientation centred on the psychological and
psychosocial consequences associated with disability and stigmatisation. The proximity
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of these terms to the core of the network indicates that psychological distress remains one
of the main pathways through which the literature examines the effects of exclusion.

In contrast, the green cluster, articulated around disability and ableism and connected
with health equity, inclusion, accessibility, education, and participation, reflects a more struc-
tural orientation. This configuration broadens the focus from the individual consequences
of discrimination to the social, institutional, and environmental conditions that may pro-
duce or sustain exclusion.

The blue cluster, which connects disabled persons with employment, prejudice, legislation,
legal aspects, and architectural accessibility, reveals an institutional and regulatory dimen-
sion of the field. The structure of these connections suggests that the social participation
of persons with disabilities is examined in relation to employment opportunities, legal
frameworks, and barriers within the built environment.

The yellow cluster, encompassing terms such as social stigma, psychology, child, family,
caregiver, social support, and personal experience, configures a relational and community-ori-
ented dimension of well-being. Its integration with disability and discrimination nodes sug-
gests that experiences of exclusion are also examined through family relationships, sup-
port networks, and immediate social contexts.

Finally, the red cluster, which is closely interconnected with the central core of the
network, brings together terms related to social discrimination, healthcare policy, healthcare,
and sociodemographic characteristics. Its transversal position appears to function as a the-
matic bridge between psychological, structural, and institutional perspectives, illustrating
how discrimination is linked to different contexts of care and social inequality.

Overall, the topology of the network shows that the field is organised around the
relationship between disability and discrimination while simultaneously incorporating
psychological, structural, legal, institutional, and relational dimensions. Rather than indi-
cating a replacement of psychosocial approaches by structural perspectives, the proximity
between clusters suggests their coexistence and interconnection. This thematic organisa-
tion indicates that recent research is progressively broadening its understanding of psy-
chological well-being by linking mental health outcomes with ableism, inclusion, accessi-
bility, and conditions of social participation.
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ableism "
” children hafglfs
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Figure 2. Co-occurrence network of author keywords

Note. Node size is proportional to keyword frequency, links indicate co-occurrence rela-
tionships, and colors represent thematic clusters identified through the network analysis.
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Thematic Map

The thematic map provides a complementary perspective on the conceptual organi-
zation of research on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-being by position-
ing thematic clusters according to their centrality and development (Figure 3). Themes
located in the upper-right quadrant represent motor themes, characterized by both high
centrality and high density, whereas those in the lower-right quadrant correspond to basic
themes, which constitute the conceptual foundation of the field but exhibit comparatively
lower internal development. The upper-left quadrant contains niche themes, representing
specialized but well-developed research areas, while the lower-left quadrant identifies
emerging or declining themes, reflecting topics with lower centrality and density within
the analyzed period.

As shown in Figure 3, the thematic map reveals an uneven conceptual development
within the field. Disability, discrimination, ableism, intersectionality, and inclusion occupy the
motor-theme quadrant, indicating that structural and inequality-oriented perspectives are
not merely peripheral topics but constitute a highly developed and influential research
domain. Their association with racism, equity, gender, and children further suggests that
disability is increasingly examined in relation to intersecting systems of disadvantage and
broader conditions of social participation.

In contrast, mental health, stigma, human rights, mental illness, and well-being are posi-
tioned as basic themes. Their high centrality but comparatively lower density suggests
that these concepts provide a common conceptual foundation connecting multiple areas
of disability research, although they do not constitute a single internally specialised re-
search domain. The position of depression, quality of life, anxiety, public health, psychiatry,
and self-stigma near the boundary between basic and motor themes further illustrates the
strong connection between psychological outcomes and the broader conceptual structure
of the field.

The contrast between these thematic positions is analytically relevant. While mental
health and stigma remain central to the overall research landscape, the greater internal
development of the cluster organised around ableism, discrimination, and intersectional-
ity suggests that structural perspectives have become more conceptually articulated
within recent research. However, this pattern should not be interpreted as evidence that
structural approaches have replaced psychosocial perspectives. Rather, the thematic map
indicates the coexistence of a consolidated psychological foundation with a highly devel-
oped structural and intersectional research agenda.

The peripheral positioning of autism, neurodiversity, intellectual disability, employment,
health, and qualitative research reveals a different limitation in the current knowledge struc-
ture. These topics remain weakly connected to the dominant thematic core, suggesting
that disability-specific populations, employment contexts, and qualitative approaches are
not yet fully integrated into the principal research agendas on discrimination and psycho-
logical well-being. Similarly, the niche positioning of schizophrenia, caregivers, barriers, sys-
tematic review, and recovery indicates specialised lines of inquiry with substantial internal
development but limited integration with the broader conceptual network.

Overall, the bibliometric evidence indicates that contemporary disability research is
characterised by the coexistence of a consolidated psychosocial foundation and an increas-
ingly articulated structural, relational, and rights-based research agenda. Rather than
demonstrating a uniform transition between perspectives, the findings reveal uneven the-
matic development and geographical participation within the field. Addressing these im-
balances will require research agendas that more explicitly connect psychological well-
being with structural barriers, equitable participation, context-sensitive CBR implementa-
tion, and the inclusion of underrepresented disability populations and regions.
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From an inclusive development perspective, this fragmentation is particularly signif-
icant because research on participation, employment, and context-specific disability expe-
riences remains insufficiently integrated with the dominant knowledge base. This pattern
suggests that the field's capacity to inform inclusive policies and practices across diverse
social settings may remain constrained when the experiences and participation barriers of
specific disability populations are positioned at the periphery of the thematic structure.

From a Community-Based Rehabilitation (CBR) perspective, the thematic structure
suggests that future programmes should not be limited to individual rehabilitation out-
comes, but should also address stigma, discrimination, accessibility, employment, social
support, and participation barriers. The peripheral position of disability-specific popula-
tions and qualitative research indicates that CBR-oriented evidence remains insufficiently
integrated into the field’s main conceptual structure. This pattern highlights the need for
implementation research capable of linking psychological well-being, structural barriers,
and locally grounded community participation.
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Figure 3. Thematic map of author keywords.

Note. The thematic map was generated using the Bibliometrix package (R). Bubble size is pro-
portional to keyword frequency, while themes are positioned according to Callon's cen-
trality (x-axis) and density (y-axis).

International Collaboration Patterns

The country collaboration network illustrates the international structure of scientific
collaboration in research on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-being dur-
ing 2020-2025. In Figure 4, node size reflects the scientific production of each country,
links represent collaboration between countries, and colors distinguish collaborative clus-
ters within the network.

As shown in Figure 4, the collaboration network is characterised by a marked con-
centration around a limited number of highly connected national research hubs. The cen-
tral positions of the United States and the United Kingdom indicate not only high scien-
tific productivity but also their structural role in connecting different segments of the in-
ternational collaboration network. Their extensive links with Canada, Australia, and sev-
eral European countries suggest that knowledge production in the field is organised
around a core of countries with strong research infrastructures and established transna-
tional partnerships.

This concentration is analytically relevant because the countries occupying central
positions in the network may have a greater capacity to shape collaborative agendas and
influence which disability-related issues gain international scientific visibility. The dense



116

connections among high-income countries contrast with the more limited network inte-
gration of countries such as India, China, South Africa, Brazil, and Nigeria. Although
these countries participate in the international research landscape, their comparatively
fewer and less central connections suggest an uneven distribution of opportunities for
sustained cross-national knowledge production.

The network therefore reflects internationalisation without equivalent geographical
integration. A substantial proportion of research is produced through cross-country col-
laboration, yet the topology of the network indicates that these partnerships remain or-
ganised around a relatively concentrated scientific core. This pattern may limit the visibil-
ity of disability experiences, structural barriers, and priorities from regions with different
socioeconomic, cultural, and institutional conditions.

Overall, the collaboration structure suggests that the field has developed a substan-
tial international research network, but scientific connectivity remains geographically un-
equal. The predominance of a limited number of highly connected countries highlights
the need to distinguish between the expansion of international collaboration and the eq-
uitable participation of diverse regions in knowledge production. Greater integration of
underrepresented countries could broaden the empirical and contextual foundations of
research on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-being.

From an inclusive development perspective, this geographical imbalance is particu-
larly relevant because policies and practices aimed at expanding participation and reduc-
ing structural exclusion require evidence grounded in diverse socioeconomic, cultural,
and institutional contexts. The limited integration of underrepresented regions therefore
represents not only an inequality in scientific collaboration but also a constraint on the
development of context-sensitive disability knowledge capable of informing inclusive de-
velopment across different settings.
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Figure 4. International co-authorship structure by country
Note. Node size reflects each country's scientific production, links represent collaboration
intensity, and colors represent collaborative clusters identified through the co-authorship
network.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study indicate that research on disability, discrimination, and
psychological well-being experienced sustained growth between 2020 and 2025. Rather
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than reflecting a homogeneous transformation, the bibliometric evidence suggests the co-
existence of a consolidated thematic core-centred on mental health, disability, stigma, and
discrimination with emerging perspectives focused on ableism, intersectionality, equity,
and rights-based approaches. The annual growth rate observed during the study period,
together with the citation performance indicators, suggests that this expansion reflects not
only increasing publication volume but also the growing scientific relevance of the field.
These findings indicate that disability research is expanding both quantitatively and con-
ceptually, although this evolution remains gradual.

First, the predominance of mental health, disability, stigma, and discrimination con-
firms that contemporary research continues to prioritise the psychosocial consequences of
exclusion. The thematic structure identified in this study is consistent with previous evi-
dence showing that stigma and discrimination negatively affect psychological well-being,
social participation, and quality of life (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2013; Brown & Ciciurkaite,
2022; Prizeman et al., 2023; Emerson et al., 2023). Likewise, discrimination has been de-
scribed as a chronic social stressor that accumulates across the life course, contributing to
poorer mental health outcomes (Kavanagh et al., 2015; Lund, 2021; Saia et al., 2024). More
recent evidence further demonstrates that discrimination operates not only at the inter-
personal level but also through structural barriers affecting rights, recovery, and commu-
nity inclusion (Funk et al., 2025). However, these bibliometric patterns should be inter-
preted cautiously because keyword co-occurrence reflects thematic prominence rather
than direct evidence of theoretical change.

Second, the increasing visibility of ableism, intersectionality, equity, and gender sug-
gests growing scholarly interest in structural approaches to disability. Campbell (2009)
conceptualises ableism as a normative system that privileges particular bodies and capac-
ities, whereas Goodley (2017) and Wolbring (2008) argue that it operates through cultural,
institutional, and policy structures that shape opportunities for participation. More re-
cently, Mannor and Needham (2024) have reinforced this perspective by highlighting the
role of structural discrimination within disability research. Empirical evidence further
demonstrates that ableism adversely affects physical, psychological, and social well-being
through barriers to education, healthcare, and community participation (Lindsay et al.,
2025), while cultural contexts and intersecting social identities influence how discrimina-
tion is experienced across different populations (Li et al., 2024). Nevertheless, these struc-
tural perspectives coexist with traditional psychosocial themes, indicating an increasingly
articulated research agenda without displacing the established psychosocial foundation
of the field.

Third, the growing prominence of quality of life, caregivers, youth, and social deter-
minants of health reflects a broader understanding of well-being that extends beyond in-
dividual psychological outcomes. Contemporary evidence supports the view that well-
being depends on family relationships, social support, accessibility, and opportunities for
meaningful participation. This interpretation is consistent with the capability approach
proposed by Sen (1999) and further developed by Mitra (2018), which emphasises partic-
ipation and autonomy as essential dimensions of well-being. Recent systematic evidence
also demonstrates that the quality of life and well-being of caregivers are shaped by mul-
tiple contextual and relational dimensions—including family relationships, social sup-
port, access to services, and community participation —which ultimately influence the
well-being of persons with disabilities (Kamono et al., 2025; Funk et al., 2025). Likewise,
rights-based interventions have been shown to promote recovery, participation, and so-
cial inclusion while reducing discrimination (Funk et al., 2025). Collectively, these find-
ings reinforce the importance of understanding psychological well-being as the product
of interactions between individuals and their social environments.
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Another important finding is the geographical concentration of scientific production
and collaboration within countries of the Global North. The United States, the United
Kingdom, Canada, and Australia dominate both publication output and international col-
laboration networks. The collaboration network further suggests that scientific leadership
remains concentrated among institutions with greater research infrastructure, funding ca-
pacity, and international visibility, potentially influencing global research agendas. While
this pattern partly reflects stronger research capacity, it is also influenced by the coverage
characteristics of Scopus. Consequently, the observed distribution should not be inter-
preted as representing global research equally. The limited visibility of studies from Latin
America, Africa, and other low- and middle-income regions highlights persistent inequal-
ities in knowledge production and underscores the need to strengthen locally led research
and equitable international collaboration. This interpretation is consistent with arguments
regarding global epistemic inequalities (Connell, 2007; Tikly, 2016) and recent evidence
demonstrating that disability experiences are strongly shaped by political, economic, and
institutional contexts (Gréaux et al., 2023; Boehm & Jammaers, 2024).

The findings also contribute to the theoretical, policy, and practical understanding of
inclusive development. At the theoretical level, the coexistence of a consolidated psycho-
social core with a more structurally articulated agenda around ableism, intersectionality,
equity, and inclusion supports an understanding of disability-related well-being as de-
pendent not only on individual psychological outcomes but also on the substantive op-
portunities, social arrangements, and structural conditions that enable participation. This
interpretation is consistent with the capability approach, in which development is linked
to the expansion of real opportunities to participate in social life, and with disability
frameworks that emphasise the interaction between individual functioning and social
context (Sen, 1999; Mitra, 2018).

At the policy level, the thematic prominence of discrimination, accessibility, employ-
ment, health equity, and human rights indicates that inclusive disability policies should
move beyond compensatory or individually focused responses. The bibliometric structure
suggests the need for policies that simultaneously address discriminatory institutional
practices, barriers to participation, and inequalities in access to social and health-related
opportunities. This interpretation is consistent with global evidence showing that health
inequities among persons with disabilities are strongly shaped by avoidable structural
and systemic barriers (WHO, 2022; Gréaux et al., 2023).

At the practical level, the integration of psychological, relational, and structural
themes suggests that inclusive development initiatives should connect mental health and
well-being support with accessibility, social participation, family and community sup-
port, and the active reduction of discriminatory barriers. Rather than treating psycholog-
ical well-being as an isolated individual outcome, the thematic patterns identified in this
study support context-sensitive practices that recognise participation and inclusion as
conditions that can shape well-being. In this sense, the bibliometric findings translate the
inclusive development perspective into identifiable research priorities related to equitable
participation, barrier reduction, and the inclusion of diverse disability experiences in pro-
gramme and service design (Mitra, 2018; Mannor & Needham, 2024; Funk et al., 2025).

The identified thematic patterns also have specific implications for Community-
Based Rehabilitation (CBR). At the programme level, the centrality of mental health, stigma,
discrimination, and quality of life indicates that CBR initiatives should more systematically
integrate psychological well-being and anti-stigma components into community-based
disability support. This priority is particularly relevant because people with psychosocial
disabilities remain insufficiently included in CBR programmes in low- and middle-in-
come settings, despite the potential of community-based approaches to promote partici-
pation and social inclusion (Butura et al., 2024). At the same time, the growing articulation
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of ableism, accessibility, employment, and health equity suggests that programmes should not
focus exclusively on individual functioning or adaptation, but should also identify and
address environmental, institutional, and attitudinal barriers that restrict participation.

For CBR services, the relational and contextual themes identified in the network
highlight the importance of involving persons with disabilities, families, caregivers, and
community actors in programme planning and service delivery. Evidence from commu-
nity-based inclusive development initiatives indicates that programme priorities and im-
plementation strategies should be grounded in locally identified needs and meaningful
community participation (Bachfischer et al., 2023). Similarly, evidence from CBR practice
in Ethiopia highlights the importance of stakeholder engagement and inclusive evaluation
processes for identifying programme challenges and improving implementation (Asres,
2025). The peripheral position of several disability-specific populations further suggests
that CBR services should avoid assuming that a single model of intervention is equally
applicable across physical, sensory, intellectual, psychosocial, and neurodevelopmental
disabilities. Instead, services should be adapted to local participation barriers, support
networks, and sociocultural conditions, particularly in settings where formal disability
and mental health resources are limited.

Finally, the geographical concentration of scientific production, thematic fragmenta-
tion, and underrepresentation of disability-specific populations identified in this study
point to important priorities for future research and CBR implementation. People with
physical, sensory, and intellectual disabilities remain comparatively less visible within the
thematic structure, possibly reflecting a growing research emphasis on cross-cutting con-
cepts such as mental health, discrimination, stigma, and well-being rather than disability-
specific conditions. Future studies should, therefore, examine how integrated psychoso-
cial and structural interventions are adopted, adapted, and sustained across diverse com-
munity and sociocultural settings, particularly in low- and middle-income countries. This
priority is supported by implementation evidence showing that limited resources, insuf-
ficient coordination, and weak collaboration among stakeholders can restrict the uptake
and sustainability of CBR programmes (Blose et al., 2024). Given the predominance of
observational research, longitudinal, intervention, participatory, qualitative, and mixed-
methods designs are needed to identify implementation barriers, contextual mechanisms,
and programme adaptations, while also examining how structural discrimination, able-
ism, and intersectionality influence psychological well-being. Greater involvement of per-
sons with disabilities and local stakeholders in the design and evaluation of CBR research
may further strengthen the contextual relevance and applicability of the resulting evi-
dence.

Overall, the bibliometric evidence indicates that contemporary disability research is
characterised by the coexistence of a consolidated psychosocial foundation and an increas-
ingly articulated structural, relational, and rights-based research agenda. Rather than
demonstrating a uniform transition between perspectives, the findings reveal uneven the-
matic development and geographical participation within the field. Addressing these im-
balances will require research agendas that more explicitly connect psychological well-
being with structural barriers, equitable participation, context-sensitive CBR implementa-
tion, and the inclusion of underrepresented disability populations and regions.

Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the
findings. First, the analysis was restricted to the Scopus database. Although Scopus pro-
vides broad multidisciplinary coverage and is widely recognised for bibliometric re-
search, the exclusion of other databases such as Web of Science, PubMed, or Dimensions
may have resulted in the omission of relevant publications, particularly those indexed in
regional or specialised sources. Likewise, restricting the search to English-language
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documents may have limited the representation of research produced in other languages,
especially from low- and middle-income countries.

Second, bibliometric analyses are inherently influenced by database indexing prac-
tices and citation dynamics. The predominance of publications from countries in the
Global North may therefore reflect not only differences in research productivity but also
the greater representation of English-language journals and institutions within Scopus.
Similarly, citation-based indicators are subject to citation lag, meaning that recently pub-
lished studies may not yet have accumulated citations comparable to older publications
despite their potential scientific relevance.

Third, thematic analyses based on author keywords and keyword co-occurrence are
affected by variations in terminology, indexing practices, and authors' keyword selection.
Different terms may describe similar concepts, while inconsistencies in keyword assign-
ment can influence network structures and thematic clustering. Consequently, keyword
co-occurrence should be interpreted as an indicator of thematic prominence rather than
definitive evidence of conceptual or theoretical change.

Finally, although bibliometric methods provide valuable insights into the evolution,
structure, and collaboration patterns of scientific fields, they do not evaluate the method-
ological quality, risk of bias, or empirical robustness of individual studies. Therefore, the
findings presented here should be interpreted as evidence of research trends rather than
assessments of the strength or quality of the underlying scientific evidence.

Conclusion

This bibliometric study provides an updated overview of the scientific development
of research on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-being between 2020 and
2025. The findings demonstrate sustained growth in scientific production, increasing cita-
tion impact, and progressive thematic diversification. Although mental health, stigma,
and discrimination remain the dominant focus of the literature, the increasing visibility of
ableism, intersectionality, equity, and rights-based approaches suggests that the field is
gradually broadening its conceptual scope.

The results indicate that contemporary disability research is characterised by the co-
existence of established psychosocial perspectives and increasingly articulated structural,
social, and contextual approaches to well-being. Rather than reflecting a uniform shift be-
tween paradigms, the thematic structure reveals uneven conceptual development. Mental
health, stigma, and discrimination remain central, while ableism, intersectionality, equity,
and rights-based perspectives form a more structurally developed research agenda.

The study also highlights important research gaps. Scientific production and inter-
national collaboration remain concentrated in countries of the Global North, whereas ev-
idence from Latin America and other low- and middle-income regions continues to be
comparatively limited. Likewise, some disability groups, particularly people with physi-
cal, sensory, and intellectual disabilities, remain underrepresented within the thematic
structure of the literature. Addressing these gaps will require greater geographical diver-
sity, stronger international collaboration, and the expansion of longitudinal, intervention-
based, participatory, and mixed-methods research.

Overall, this study contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the evo-
lution of research on disability, discrimination, and psychological well-being by identify-
ing emerging themes, collaboration patterns, and current knowledge gaps. These findings
provide evidence that can inform future research priorities, disability policy, Community-
Based Rehabilitation (CBR), and inclusive development strategies aimed at reducing dis-
crimination, promoting equitable participation, and improving the well-being of persons
with disabilities.
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