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Media Discourse Analysis of Persons with Borderline
Intellectual Functioning and Enhancement Strategies

for Social Work Practice Competencies

— A Critical Analysis of Framing, Representation, and
Welfare Discourse —

Se Hyung Lee

Shingu University

Persons with Borderline Intellectual Functioning (BIF) comprise 13.59% of the population
but face exclusion because of their liminal status between disability and non—disability.
This study analyzed South Korean media representations of BIF using an explanatory sequential
mixed—methods design by examining 893 news articles published from 2010 to 2025 using
quantitative content analysis and qualitative critical discourse analysis (CDA). The quantitative
results showed the dominance of “victim/vulnerability” (31.8%) and “institutional gap”
(26.5%) frames. The medical model (53.4%) significantly outweighed the social one (19.2%).
A recent increase in mixed discourse (20.1%) reflects a “rhetorical transformation” that
superficially grafts rights—based vocabularies onto individual—deficit narratives. Experts
and policymakers dominated news sources (63.2%), whereas self—advocates were margi—
nalized (13.9%). The label “slow learner” functioned as both a deficit—oriented designation
and a strategic tool for rights—based independence. Drawing on Goffman, Link and Phelan,
and Corrigan, this study conceptualizes a mechanism of “stigma transfer” in which social
workers unconsciously internalize media biases, leading to paternalistic practice errors.
Critical media literacy, strengths—based skills, and discursive advocacy, operationalized
through a curriculum module and macro—policy guidelines, may help mitigate this mechanism.

Key words. Borderiine Intellectual Functioning, Media Discourse Analysis, Framing
Theory, Critical Discourse Analysis, Stigma Transter
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