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The purpose of this study is to explore the thematic structures and responses of Korean
social work research during the COVID—19 pandemic. Data were initially collected from
Korea Citation Index (KCI) accredited social work journals published during the target
period. To ensure academic representativeness, the final dataset was restricted to articles
published in the Korean Journal of Social Welfare (KJSW), a premier accredited journal in
the field. Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic modeling and text—based network analysis
were applied. The topic analysis identified four dominant themes that characterized the
period: “Youth Well—being,
“Methodological Diversification,” and “Employment and Social Integration.” Notably, the
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The Intersection of Mental Health and Economic Instability,”

network analysis revealed that “COVID—19” functioned as a central hub, structurally medi—
ating discussions on poverty, depression, and employment vulnerability. This finding sug—
gests that the pandemic crisis reconstructed individual variables into interconnected social
risks. Consequently, this study suggests the need for data—driven policy designs and
methodological diversification to address complex social vulnerabilities, including future
pandemics. Furthermore, it advocates for strengthening integrated support systems specifically

targeting youth and economically marginalized groups.
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I . Introduction

The COVID—19 pandemic exposed profound
vulnerabilities in global health, welfare, and social
policy systems, generating unprecedented dis—
ruptions that reshaped institutional priorities and
strained service infrastructures worldwide. In
South Korea, the crisis revealed structural limi—
tations in health care accessibility, income protection
mechanisms, and caregiving supports, prompting
large—scale adjustments across social service
sectors. Similar patterns have been observed
worldwide. European countries experienced severe
backlogs in primary and emergency care, while,
in the United States, the absence of universal
healthcare and comprehensive leave policies in—
tensified health disparities and highlighted systemic
inequities (Adams—Prassl! et al., 2020; Heymann &
Sprague, 2022; Villarreal & Yu, 2022). These exam—
ples collectively demonstrate how the pandemic
functioned as a stress test for social policy sys—
tems worldwide, exposing gaps in preparedness
and response capacity.

Amid these disruptions, social work scholarship
—as a primary engine of knowledge production—
played a critical role in addressing heightened
vulnerabilities, yet scholarly examinations of how
the field's intellectual knowledge base evolved
during this period remain limited. Existing Korean
studies have primarily focused on specific policies,
service delivery contexts, or practice—level challenges.
Although such work provides valuable insights, it
does not offer a comprehensive understanding of
how social work research, as a collective dis—
cipline, navigated the crisis.

It is important to note that this study focuses

on elucidating the specific thematic structures and
discursive patterns that crystallized during the
pandemic (2020—2023), rather than strictly verify —
ing causal changes through a quantitative com—
parison with the pre—pandemic era. South Korea's
delayed transition to the endemic phase suggests
that pandemic—related social vulnerabilities per—
sisted for a longer period, thereby creating a
unique “crisis context” within which academic
discourse developed a distinct structural configuration.
Understanding how Korean social work scholarship
responded to this prolonged period of disruption
can therefore provide a window into the broader
evolution of welfare research during crisis conditions.

Against this backdrop, this study analyzes social
work research published between 2020 and 2023.
To capture the mainstream academic discourse
most rigorously, the dataset was strategically
sourced from the Korean Jowrnal of Social
Weltare (KJSW). Given the rapid quantitative ex—
pansion of academic journals, focusing on this
flagship journal allows for a concentrated analysis
of the most authoritative and consensus—based
knowledge produced during the crisis. By em—
ploying Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic
modeling and text—based network analysis, this
study identified dominant themes, conceptual
linkages, and structural patterns across the
corpus. These computational methods enable the
detection of underlying discourse trajectories that
are not easily captured through traditional qual—
itative reviews (Hwang, 2023). By elucidating
how social work research responded to the pan—
demic’s multidimensional challenges, this study
strengthens the evidence base for future policy

development, crisis preparedness, and welfare
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system resilience.

II. Theoretical Background

1. Related Studies

Social work research in South Korea has evolved
in tandem with changing socio—economic conditions
and welfare state reforms, increasingly engaging
with issues central to social policy, such as ac—
countability, mental health, and service provision
for vulnerable populations. Recent studies have
focused on social isolation, financial insecurity,
and unequal access to health care services, re—
flecting the growing complexity of welfare needs
In an ageing and risk—prone society. For example,
studies on rural social work have examined how
Digital Social Prescribing can mitigate depression
and loneliness among older adults, highlighting
the role of digitally mediated interventions in
expanding the reach of community—based care
(Lee et al.,, 2023). Likewise, Lee et al. (2021) used
latent profile analysis to classify psychosocial risk
profiles among older adults living alone in South
Korea and, demonstrated that multiple overlapping
vulnerabilities—mental health problems, weak social
ties, and economic precarity—coexist within this
population. Their findings underscore the need for
targeted, and differentiated policy interventions
that address both psychosocial risks and struc—
tural drivers of isolation.

While such studies provide important insights
into intervention design and program—level prac—
tice, they also reveal a broader gap in how
Korean social work and social policy scholarship

has been assessed over time. Despite the steady

expansion of issue—driven research, Systematic
evaluations of how the field as a whole responds
to major crises and policy shifts remain limited.
In particular, although the COVID—19 pandemic
has profoundly affected welfare policies, service
delivery, and everyday life, relatively little empirical
work has explicitly traced how this global crisis
influenced the thematic focus and structural
organization of social work and social policy
research in Korea (Park, 2024). Therefore, a com—
prehensive analysis of research trends is necessary
to evaluate how knowledge production in social
work and social policy navigates social disruptions,
welfare reforms, and long—term transformations
in the Korean welfare regime.

International social work and social policy
scholarship have more systematically applied
structured methodologies to assess theoretical
trends, empirical rigor, and research quality. For
instance, Hendrix et al. (2024) conducted a sys—
tematic review of 120 quantitative social work
studies published between 2010 and 2015 that
examined methodological transparency, research
designs, and theoretical integration. They found
that 62% of the studies relied on cross—sectional
descriptive designs and only 40% incorporated
substantive theoretical frameworks. Moreover,
15% of the articles did not address missing data,
raising concerns about methodological robustness,
replicability, and cumulative development of
knowledge. These results highlight the need for
standardized methodological frameworks that are
explicitly aligned with the epistemological foun—
dations and social justice commitments of social
work and social policy research.

Qualitative social work research has been subject
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to similar scrutiny. Barusch, Gringeri, and George
(2011) reviewed 100 qualitative articles published
between 2003 and 2008, identifying commonly
used rigor—enhancing strategies such as explicit
sampling rationales (67%), analyst triangulation
(59%), and explicit discussion of study limitations
(56%). However, negative case analysis (8%) and
external audits (7%) were rarely employed, sug—
gesting persistent gaps in methodological reflexivity
and transparency. Building on this, Gringeri,
Barusch, and Cambron (2013) examined 100 qual—
itative social work studies published from 2008 to
2010 and reported that 77% adopted exploratory
approaches, with half of them focusing on press—
ing social issues. Practitioners (39%) and clients
(28%) were the primary research participants, in—
dicating a strong orientation toward practice and
policy relevance. Yet critical dimensions such as
power relations (7%) and researcher reflexivity
(16%) remained underdeveloped, limiting the ex—
tent to which these studies could engage with in—
equality, voice, and representation—core concerns
of sociology and social policy. Notably, this body
of work still lacks longitudinal, thematic analyses
that trace the evolution of social work knowledge
production across time, welfare regimes, and policy
contexts.

Existing approaches to research trend analysis
in social work and policy rely largely on descriptive
statistics to map publication volumes, target pop—
ulations, and methodological choices. Although
these methods are useful for capturing broad em—
pirical patterns, they are insufficient for identifying
deeper conceptual structures, knowledge clusters,
and structural linkages between themes in large

bodies of literature. They do not fully capture

how research agendas shift after major policy
reforms, crises, or socioeconomic transitions. This
limitation underscores the need for more sophisti—
cated computational approaches that can reveal
latent thematic structures and discursive formations.

Against this backdrop, this study employs nat—
ural language processing (NLP) and machine
learning techniques to analyze research trends in
Korean social work scholarship as a country—spe—
cific case of social policy and welfare state
transformation. By systematically mapping how
the field responded to social disruptions and poli—
cy changes during the COVID—19 pandemic, this
study offers empirical evidence of the dynamics

of knowledge production.

2. Characteristics of Latent Dirichlet Allocation
(LDA)

LDA, first introduced by Blei, Ng, and Jordan
(2003), is a probabilistic topic model designed to
uncover latent thematic structures within large
collections of texts. Unlike Latent Semantic
Analysis, which is based on singular value de—
composition of term-document matrices, LDA
treats each document as a mixture of multiple
topics and each topic as a probability distribution
over words (Jelodar et al., 2019). This generative
and hierarchical structure enables LDA to capture
semantic relationships across documents while
maintaining interpretability of the extracted topics
—an Important requirement in social science and
social policy research. Dirichlet priors help stabi—
lize topic distributions, enhance topic coherence,
and reduce overfitting in high—dimensional text
data (Boyd—Graber et al., 2017). Through iterative

- 197 -



aj2fAL2]

inference procedures such as variational Bayesian
methods or Gibbs sampling, LDA refines word—
to—topic and document—to—topic assignments,
thereby improving classification accuracy and the
reliability of thematic interpretations (Nikolenko et
al., 2017).

Owing to these strengths, LDA has been
widely adopted across many disciplines, including
public health, political science, policy analysis, and
social sciences, to extract latent themes from un—
structured text and examine the composition of
discourse (Park, 2024). In sociology and social
policy, LDA is particularly useful for analyzing
how policy debates, welfare narratives, and problem
framing are structured in response to specific crises
or reforms. It allows researchers to move beyond
manual coding or simple frequency counts and to
examine how clusters of concepts coalesce into
more durable “topic regimes” tied to broader in—
stitutional and political transformations.

As big data analytics and computational meth—
ods become more central to social work and social
policy research, LDA offers a systematic and
replicable framework for uncovering hidden the—
matic structures in academic and policy discourse.
When combined with network analysis and other
NLP techniques, it can be used to identify salient
policy issues, detect emerging research themes,
and explore conceptual developments in ways that
are difficult to achieve with traditional methods
alone. In this study, LDA is employed to examine
the thematic landscape of Korean social work research,
thereby linking disciplinary knowledge production
to wider debates on social risk and inequality in

the wake of the pandemic.

3. Network Analysis: Eigenvector and Betweenness
Centrality in Text-Based Research

Network analysis provides a structural per—
spective for examining the relationships within
complex systems and has become an important
methodological tool in sociology and social policy.
When applied to text, network approaches con—
ceptualize words, concepts, or topics as nodes and
their co—occurrences or semantic associations as
ties, allowing researchers to identify key themes,
influential concepts, and their interconnections in
large bodies of discourse. Such analyses reveal
how policy narratives are assembled, which con—
cepts occupy central or bridging positions, and
how thematic clusters are organized.

Among the various centrality measures, ei—
genvector and betweenness centralities are par—
ticularly useful for text—based applications.
Eigenvector centrality assesses the influence of a
node based not only on the number of con—
nections but also on the importance of the nodes
to which it is connected. In text analysis, this
measure highlights the dominant themes and core
terms that structure the overall discourse (He &
Meghanathan, 2016). Empirical studies have
shown that eigenvector centrality is strongly cor—
related with degree centrality, making it a robust
indicator of structurally significant concepts in
semantic networks (Meghanathan, 2015). Applied
to social work and social policy texts, it can illu—
minate how certain notions—such as “activation,”
“conditionality,” or “vulnerability”—become central
in framing welfare debates and institutional
reforms.

By contrast, betweenness centrality captures
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the extent to which a node functions as a bridge
along the shortest paths between other nodes.
Textual networks identify terms that connect
otherwise separate thematic clusters, thereby
highlighting conceptual intersections and zones of
discursive transition (Singh et al., 2018). In social
work and social policy research, high—between—
ness terms often signal emerging interdisciplinary
themes, such as the intersection of digitalization
and care or the linkage between labor market
precarity and mental health, which cut across
conventional subfields. Particularly in crisis con—
texts, identifying these bridging nodes is crucial
for understanding how distinct social problems
are interconnected. Although the exact computation
of betweenness centrality can be computationally
intensive for large networks, heuristic and ap—
proximation algorithms allow for its application to
sizeable text corpora (Singh et al., 2017).

Integrating eigenvectors and betweenness cen—
tralities enables a more nuanced understanding of
semantic structures than do a simple frequency—
based analysis.

While frequency counts identify popular terms,
centrality measures uncover concepts that are
structurally influential or mediate distinct clusters
of meaning (Diallo et al., 2016). In the context of
this study, this approach provides a structural
map of how key ideas in Korean social work re—
search are organized, which concepts dominate
the discourse, and which terms connect different
thematic domains, such as social care, labor,
health, and family policy. As social work and
policy scholarship increasingly relies on computa—
tional methods, network analysis offers a powerful

lens for systematically tracing policy trends,

mapping academic debates, and revealing the struc—

tural architectures of welfare—related knowledge.

II. Research Methodology

1. Data Source

The dataset for this study was constructed using
the Korea Citation Index (KCI), which is man—
aged by the National Research Foundation of
Korea. The primary challenge in defining a dataset
was the rapid quantitative expansion of social
welfare in South Korea. Notably, 3,261 academic
articles were published in KCI—accredited social
welfare journals during the four—year data collection
period (2020~2023).

Given this volume, a mechanical aggregation of
all available publications risks masking distinct
research trends, owing to the varying scope and
quality of the journals. Analyzing such a vast and
heterogeneous corpus often leads to a “dilution” of
thematic characteristics, where critical discursive
shifts are obscured by the sheer noise of peripheral
studies.

Therefore, this study strategically restricts its
data source to the KJSW to rigorously capture
mainstream academic discourse. As the only
journal in the field designated as an “Excellent
Accredited Journal” by the National Research
Foundation, the KJSW functions as a rigorous
gatekeeper of academic quality. Focusing on this
flagship journal allows for a concentrated analysis
of authoritative knowledge, serving as a valid and
distinct proxy for understanding how the social
work academic community has intellectually re—
sponded to the COVID—19 pandemic.
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2. Data Collection and Processing

The data collection process was executed in
two stages. First, an initial broad search was
conducted in the KCI database to gauge the
overall volume of research in the field. The
search criteria were set to include all articles
categorized under “Social Welfare” published be—
tween 2020 and 2023. This preliminary step con—
firmed the quantitative expansion of the dis—
cipline, yielding a corpus of 3,261 articles, as il—

lustrated in Figure 1.
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[Figure 1] Social Work Articles Published Annually
(2020~2023).

In the second stage, the dataset was refined to
isolate mainstream academic discourse. Consistent
with the study’s focus on authoritative knowledge,
the search was narrowed down to the KJSW.
From the initial corpus, only articles published in
the KJSW during the same four—year period were
selected. This rigorous filtering process yielded a
final dataset of 161 articles. The detailed selection
and filtering process, moving from the broader
corpus to the final analytical dataset, is shown in

Figure. 2.

STAGE 1: Initial Broad Search (Quantitative Overview)
Korea Citation Index (KCI) Database

( isitne:Soc Wetare|—{ ApplyBroa iers: Dicpe & Tineframe |—{ _ Perod 2020-2003 |
¥

—

Initial Broad Carpus: 3,261 Artcles
(Demonstrating quantitative expansion)

@STAGE 2 Strategic Refinement (Focus on Mainstream Discourse)

‘ Restrict to Target Journal: Korean Journal of Social Welfare (KISW) (KC! Excellent Accredited Joumal) ]

Final Analytic Dataset: 161 KISW Articles

[Figure 2] Data Collection Process

After the selection process, a data preprocess —
ing phase was conducted to optimize the dataset
for analysis. This involved correcting typographical
errors and standardizing spacing to ensure
uniformity. Numerical data, proper nouns, and
synonymous terms were refined to maintain con—
sistency across the dataset. Additionally, irrele—
vant stopwords unrelated to the study’s objectives
were systematically removed using a customized
stopword collection method. These meticulous
preprocessing steps ensured that the dataset was
clean, structured, and optimized for accurate and

effective topic modeling analysis.

3. Analysis Procedure

The refined dataset was analyzed using a sys—
tematic procedure designed to extract latent
themes and structural patterns. First, a Term
Frequency—Inverse Document Frequency (TF—IDF)
analysis was conducted to identify salient
keywords. Although raw Term Frequency (TF)
indicates simple occurrence, it can disproportionately
emphasize generic words. TF—IDF addresses this

issue by weighting terms based on their dis—
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tribution across the entire corpus, thereby filtering
out generic lexicon items and retaining words
with specific discriminatory power relevant to social
work discourse (Wu et al., 2008).

Regarding the topic modeling approach, this
study deliberately selected LDA over hard clus—
tering methods such as K—means. While K-
means was Iinitially considered, its assumption of
a “one—document—one—topic~ structure limits its
applicability to academic literature, where a single
article often integrates multiple dimensions such
as policy, practice, and theory. Therefore, LDA,
which treats documents as probabilistic mixtures
of multiple topics, was determined to be the opti—
mal method for capturing the complex, multi—the —
matic nature of the dataset.

Complementary topic modeling and semantic
network analysis were employed to map the
structural organization of the key concepts. This
analysis utilized two specific centrality metrics to
interpret the discourse structure. Eigenvector

centrality was calculated to identify dominant
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concepts that exert global influence within the
network, reflecting the core agenda of the field.
Simultaneously, betweenness centrality was
measured to detect “bridging” terms—concepts
that act as intermediaries connecting otherwise
distinct thematic clusters. By analyzing these
structural properties, this study elucidates how
specific concepts function as hubs or mediators

within the academic response to the pandemic.

IV. Analysis Results

1. TF and TF-IDF Analysis

To identify the primary thematic structure of
social work research during the pandemic, a TF
and TF=IDF analysis was conducted on the top
20 keywords extracted from the KISW dataset.
The results, presented in Figure 3, provide a
quantitative overview of the concepts that gained
the most prominence within mainstream academic

discourse.
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[Figure 3] TF and TF-IDF Results
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The TF (Term Frequency) results identify the
most frequently occurring terms. Notably, “COVID—19”
and “youth” emerged as the most dominant key—
words, suggesting that the academic community
prioritized the intersection of the public health
crisis and the developmental challenges faced by
younger populations. High—frequency terms such
as “depression”, “self—esteem”, and ‘life sat—
isfaction” indicate a sustained focus on psychoso—
cial well—being as a core domain of social work
practice. Additionally, the emergence of terms like
“text mining” alongside traditional keywords like
“poverty” highlights a dual focus on adopting
new methodological tools while maintaining en—
gagement with fundamental socioeconomic issues.

The TF-IDF analysis, which assigns greater
weight to terms with high discriminatory power
within specific documents, offers a more nuanced
perspective on the methodological and thematic
distinctiveness of research. While “COVID—19" and
“youth” maintain high values, terms such as
“fixed effect model” and “phenomenological study”
appear significantly. Rather than implying a simple
methodological shift, this indicates that the field
responded to the crisis by employing rigorous
analytical frameworks, ranging from advanced
statistical techniques to in—depth qualitative in—
quiries, to capture the complex realities of the
pandemic. Furthermore, specific terms like “indi—
viduals with psychiatric disabilities” underscore
the field’s commitment to examining the experi—
ences of highly vulnerable groups who may be
disproportionately affected by social disruptions.

Collectively, these analyses demonstrate that
the intellectual response of the Korean social

work community is characterized by a distinct

structural configuration. The discourse was not
only centered on the immediate phenomena of the
pandemic, but it was also structured around
methodological diversity and targeted inves—
tigations into specific vulnerable populations. This
finding suggests that knowledge production during
this period was driven by the need to provide
evidence—based insights into the mental health
consequences of the crisis and its structural

inequalities.

2. LDA Topic Modeling

To determine the optimal number of topics for
LDA topic modeling, a topic coherence analysis
was first conducted. Coherence scores serve as
a quantitative measure of semantic interpret—
ability, and the final number of topics was se—
lected to maximize this value. Using the C_V
metric, the analysis yielded a high coherence
score of 0.6978 at k=4. Accordingly, the model
was fitted with four topics, as detailed in Table 1.

The labeling of each topic was driven by a
qualitative interpretation of the most salient keywords.
While demographic terms such as “elderly’,
“disabled”, and “youth” appeared frequently
across the corpus, the naming process prioritized
keywords that capture the specific context or
problematic associated with each group. Consequently,
the topic names were constructed to reflect the
distinct thematic clusters that structured the aca—
demic discourse during the pandemic. The results
identify four key thematic areas, each representing
a significant dimension of how the field intellectually
organized its response to the crisis.

The first theme, “Youth Well—being in the
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Context of COVID—19” (29.49%), explores the in—
tersection of well—being and pandemic—related
challenges. Keywords such as youth, COVID—19,
life satisfaction, phenomenological study, and lon—
gitudinal study indicate a pronounced academic
interest in scrutinizing how young individuals na—
vigated the pandemic—both in terms of subjective
well—being and broader social contexts. This
theme underscores the field's methodological strategy
of employing longitudinal and phenomenological
approaches to capture the nuanced experiences of
youth during times of crisis.

The second theme, “Mental Health and Economic
Challenges in the COVID—19 Context™ (26.43%),
structurally integrates issues of psychological
well—being with economic vulnerability. Keywords
such as “COVID—19”, “depression”, “poverty’,
“self—esteem”, and “survival analysis’ highlight
the discursive linkage between the pandemic’s
mental health consequences and financial instability.
Rather than viewing these as separate domains,
this theme suggests that the academic community
conceptualized mental health disparities as being

deeply intertwined with economic hardship during

<Table 1> Topic Modeling Results

the crisis.

The third theme, “Methodological Diversification
in Social Work Research” (23.81%), highlights the
active adoption of distinct analytical tools.
Keywords such as “text mining” and “ethnography”
reflect an expansion of the methodological reper—
toire used to examine social issues. This cluster
suggests that the complexity of the pandemic
context prompted researchers to integrate diverse
qualitative and quantitative methods to generate
more comprehensive and multi—layered insights.

The fourth theme, “Employment and Social
Integration” (20.27%), examines the relationship
between employment, social inclusion, and health
outcomes. Keywords such as “employment,” “job
satisfaction,” “marriage migrant women,” “elderly
health,” and “turnover intention” indicate a focus
on workforce dynamics as a critical determinant
of social integration. This theme emphasizes how
the discourse framed employment not merely as
an economic activity but as a vital pathway to
social inclusion, particularly for vulnerable pop—

ulations such as older adults and migrant workers.

Topic Keywords Proportion (%)
Youth Well—being in the Context of youth, covid—19, life satisfaction, phenomenological 29.49%
COVID—-19 study, longitudinal study
Mental Health and Economic Challenges covid—19, depression, poverty, self—esteem, survival 26.43%
in the COVID—19 Context analysis
Emerging Methods in Social Work text mining, ethnography, children, relationship diagram, 23.81%
Research press release
Employment and Social Integration employment, job satisfaction, marriage migrant women, 20.27%

elderly health, turnover intention
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3. Eigenvector Centrality Analysis are tightly interwoven with advanced stat—
istical terms such as “fixed—effects model” and
Eigenvector centrality identifies not only fre— “causal mediation analysis.” This structural
quently used terms but also the most influential coupling indicates that the field’s response
nodes that are connected to other highly central to mental health crises was characterized by
concepts. This metric reveals the “core agenda” a drive for empirical rigor, moving beyond
that structured the academic discourse during the descriptions to establish robust causal rela—
study period. The analysis identified three domi— tionships with psychological well—being.
nant clusters, illustrating how the field prioritizes *Youth and Socioeconomic Dynamics: This
specific thematic intersections. cluster captures the structural context of vul—
+ Mental Health and Methodological Rigor: The nerability, connecting “youth” with socio—
most central cluster anchors the network economic indicators like “single—person house
around psychosocial distress, linking terms holds” and “stress.” The inclusion of “Difference—
like “depression,” “suicidal thoughts,” and in—Differences (DID)” analysis within this group
“life satisfaction.” Crucially, these concepts suggests that researchers prioritized policy

Top 20 Nodes by Eigenvector Centrality (Louvain Clustering)

poverty single-person-household

income stress

covid-19

mediating effect

egoresilience
indirecttrauma

adolescents

depression

life satisfaction

differe]nce—in—djfferences(did)
s

fixed-effects model

multi-persemrhouseholds

youth

fixed effect model

self-esteem

suicidaltthoughts

mentalthealth

causal mediation analysis

[Figure 4] Eigenvector Centrality Analysis.
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evaluation frameworks to assess how socio—
economic shifts specifically impacted the
younger generation. These findings highlight
the interplay between structural changes and
individual developmental outcomes.

* Resilience and Vulnerability Mechanisms: The
third cluster focuses on the internal dynamics
of adaptation, grouping “adolescents” with
“ego—resilience,” “indirect trauma,” and “me—
diating effect.” This configuration suggests
that the discourse did not focus solely on
pathology; rather, it structurally emphasized
the mechanisms of resilience amidst adversity.
The presence of “indirect trauma” further
signals the expanded scope of research on the

secondary and ripple effects of social crises.

Collectively, these clusters demonstrate the
intellectual backbone of Korean social work re—
search during the pandemic. The high centrality of
these nodes confirms that the field's “mainstream”
discourse was organized around a dual commit—
ment: addressing the heightened complexity of
mental health and youth issues while simulta—
neously elevating the methodological standards

required to study them.

4. Betweenness Centrality Analysis

Betweenness centrality measures the extent to
which a specific node acts as a “bridge” along
the shortest paths between other nodes. Unlike
frequency or eigenvector centrality, this metric
reveals the structural gatekeepers that connect
disparate thematic clusters within the research

network. The analysis highlights how the aca—

demic discourse was interconnected through spe—

cific key concepts.

+ COVID—19 as the Structural Anchor: As an—
ticipated, “COVID—19” exhibited the highest
betweenness centrality, functioning as the
supreme mediator of the network. However,
the significance lies in what it connected.
The visualization reveals that COVID—19
bridged macro—structural variables (e.g., “poverty”,
“economic instability”) with micro—individual
outcomes (e.g., “depression”, “stress”). This
indicates that the pandemic served as a uni—
fying context, compelling researchers to in—
tegrate previously distinct domains—linking
economic hardship directly to psychological
vulnerability in ways that might have been
less explicit in non—crisis periods.

+ Key Conduits: Youth and Mental Health:
Apart from the pandemic itself, “youth” and
“depression” emerged as critical secondary
hubs. Their high betweenness scores suggest
they acted as discursive intersections. For
instance, “youth” did not merely appear as a
subject of study but served as a connector
linking educational challenges (e.g., “school
adjustment”) with psychological metrics (e.g.,
“self—esteem”, “life satisfaction”). This struc—
ture implies that the field utilized these pop—
ulations and conditions as the primary lens
through which to interpret the broader soci—
etal impact of the crisis.

* Methodological Bridges: Interestingly, meth—
odological terms such as “phenomenological
study” and “text mining” appeared not as

isolated nodes but as bridges connecting var
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Betweenness Centrality
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[Figure 5] Betweenness Centrality Analysis.

lous substantive topics. This structural place—
ment confirms that diverse analytical ap—
proaches were actively deployed across dif —
ferent thematic areas, serving as the functional
tools that allowed the discipline to explore the
complex, multidimensional nature of the

pandemic.

In summary, the high betweenness centrality of
these nodes illustrates the “connective tissue” of
the discourse. The network was not a collection
of fragmented topics but a highly cohesive structure
where COVID—19 functioned as the central axis,
integrating the study of mental health, economic
precarity, and vulnerable populations into a unified

academic agenda.

V. Implications and Conclusion

1. Implications

The findings of this study, derived from the
mainstream discourse of the AJSW, offer critical
insights into how the discipline intellectually re—
sponded to the prolonged crisis. These structural
patterns provide theoretical and practical im—
plications for advancing social welfare policies
and practices in South Korea.

First, the structural coupling of “youth well—
being” and “economic precarity’ necessitates a
paradigm shift toward integrated interventions.
The analysis revealed that academic discourse
consistently linked youth mental health to socio—

economic Instability, rather than treating it as an
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isolated clinical issue. This implies that social
work practices must move beyond singular coun—
seling models. Instead, multilevel interventions
that simultaneously address individual psychosocial
needs and structural determinants, such as labor
market entry and housing stability, are required.
Given the distinct challenges facing Korean
youth, who are often characterized by delayed in—
dependence and economic insecurity, social services
must adopt a “developmental resilience frame—
work” that combines mental health support and
tangible economic empowerment programs.

Second, the central position of “mental health”
within the network underscores the urgency of
expanding the delivery system beyond clinical
settings. The high centrality of the mental health
terms indicates that psychological distress acts as
a core mediator of social vulnerability during a
crisis. Consequently, policy responses should
prioritize preventive and accessible care models.
Specifically, integrating mental health services into
everyday settings such as schools, universities,
and workplaces is essential for lowering barriers
to access. Furthermore, considering the strong
linkage between “depression” and “economic hard—
ship” found in the study, public mental health
services must be closely coordinated with income
support systems to address the root causes of
distress.

Third, the emergence of “unemployment and
social integration” emphasizes the necessity of
improving the occupational environment within
the social service sector. Discourse analysis highlighted
a significant focus on the working conditions of
caregivers and social service professionals. This

finding suggests that the resilience of the Korean

welfare system is contingent on the occupational
well—being of the workforce. To prevent burnout
and ensure service efficacy, institutional policies
must prioritize fair remuneration, manageable
workload distribution, and continuous professional
development, particularly in the context of Korea's
rapidly aging society, where care demands are
escalating.

Fourth, methodological diversification signals a
pressing need to modernize social work education.
The appearance of terms related to advanced
statistical modeling and text mining indicates that
the field is increasingly relying on data—driven
evidence.

Consequently, graduate—level curricula should
be updated to include computational social scien—
ces and data literacy. Equipping future re—
searchers and practitioners with these skills will
enable the field to detect macrolevel social trends
more rapidly and refine intervention strategies

with greater precision.

2. Conclusion

This study analyzed the intellectual response of
the Korean social work community to the
COVID—19 pandemic by strategically examining
the mainstream discourse within the KJSW. This
study identified how the field prioritized and
framed emerging social risks during a period of
unprecedented uncertainty (2020~2023). The
analysis revealed that academic discourse was not
merely reactive but was structurally organized
around the integration of mental health, economic
vulnerability, and rigorous methodological inquiry.

The pandemic functioned as a catalyst, compel—
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ling the discipline to bridge the gap between
macro (structural) variables and micro (individual)
experiences. This study contributes to the liter—
ature by documenting how specific academic dis—
ciplines construct knowledge under crisis conditions.
These findings suggest that, for Korean social
work to remain resilient, it must continue to
strengthen the interdisciplinary linkages between
social policy and clinical practice. Ultimately, the
insights from this study provide foundational evi—
dence for developing a more responsive and ro—
bust welfare system capable of navigating future
social crises.

Nevertheless, this study is limited by its focus
on the mainstream discourse of a single Korean
journal (KJSW), which may constrain the gen—
eralizability of its findings. Future research should
pursue cross—national comparisons using interna—
tional journal corpora and multi country datasets
to assess the generalizability and context—specificity
of the identified thematic structures across welfare

regimes and pandemic responses.
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