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EDITOR’S NOTE  

by Dr. Rosaleen Ow  

In this first Issue of Snippet 2022, the article “Minority Stress, Community Connectedness and Mental Health: A Study of 

Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Young Adults (LGB) in Singapore” by Abel Peh examined the effects of minority stress among 

LGB persons on their psychological well-being. The study is novel in its attempt to identify the protective effects of 

community connectedness. Using a quantitative cross-sectional study design, the study found that higher levels of minority 

stress were associated with poorer mental health outcomes among LGB persons. Community connectedness also 

significantly reduced the associations between microaggression and psychological distress. The article will add to the dearth 

of systematic research on this subject in the Asian context and will be of help to social service practitioners working with 

these client groups.  

The second article in this issue will be of broad interest to the wider social service community. “News Media Representations 

of Social Service Agencies (SSAs) in Singapore during COVID-19 Pandemic” by Gerard Chung describes an exploratory 

study on how the local news media reported on the type of challenges experienced by SSAs during the pandemic. The 

analyses used a collection of text data from a total of 1,095 English-language newspaper articles published in the three main 

news sources in Singapore. The study found a significant increase in news on SSAs during the pandemic highlighting 

problems such as service disruptions, funding problems, and manpower issues. This image of “social services-in-distress” 

was, however, balanced by news on SSAs’ expertise, active collaborations, and continuity in providing essential services. 

The many client groups represented in the news also represent the complexity of issues and the diverse client groups that 

SSAs in Singapore engage with. The paper argues for SSAs to take on a more proactive media strategy to promote their 

work and services and to advocate for the needs of clients.  

This second article as well as many other local and international studies have shown how the pandemic has impacted 

clients and social services and will possibly change the future landscape for social service delivery. Our upcoming SSR 

Conference 2022 “Post-Pandemic Challenges and Planning for Social Services” will initiate an important dialogue among 

policy-makers, social service professionals, and researchers to envision the future of social services in the post-pandemic 

period. We welcome you to sign up for this conference here. 

Enjoy the read and best wishes for a fruitful new year! 

 

  

https://fass.nus.edu.sg/ssr/events/ssr-conference-2022/
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Minority Stress, Community Connectedness and Mental Health:  

A Study of Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Young Adults (LGB) in 

Singapore 

by Abel Peh 

Social Service Scholar, National Council of Social Service  

 

Keywords: LGB, minority stress, mental health, community connectedness 

Introduction 

This article seeks to examine the effects of minority stress on psychological well-being and to explicate the potential 

moderating effects of community connectedness on this relationship through a quantitative cross-sectional study.  

Public discourse surrounding lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) issues in Singapore tends to be shrouded in polarised 

debates surrounding Section 377A of the Penal code – with queer activists fiercely advocating for legal change on one end, 

while conservative religious groups pushing back on the other (Han, 2018). Notwithstanding the necessity of such discourse, 

its unintentional polarising effects could result in casting complex LGB experiences to a simple for-against or right-wrong 

dichotomy. In doing so, it risks distracting many from the lived realities of LGB persons, who by virtue of their sexual 

orientation face a disproportionate amount of stress. Beyond the veil of labels such as Pink Dot and White Wear Campaign 

are the lesser heard stories of everyday prejudice and stigma faced by sexual minorities.  

While a wealth of literature suggests that the experience of minority stress (Meyer, 2003) can lead to poorer mental health 

outcomes, the bulk of these studies herald from the West, with few in Asia and none in Singapore. This dearth of local 

research could be attributed to the lack of public data on sexual identity and how topics of sexuality remain largely taboo and 

divisive (Ong, 2021; Mathews et al., 2019). Moreover, most academic studies on minority stress have also been focused on 

examining the causal relationships between minority stress processes and mental well-being, with few going beyond to 

explicate the potential moderating effects of group-level resources such as community connectedness. Lastly, in measuring 

minority stress, most studies also do not delineate overt forms of discrimination from its relatively more subtle and implicit 

form of microaggression.  

In view of these research gaps, this study aims to contribute to the scarce local literature on LGB issues by (1) examining 

the effects of minority stress on psychological distress and (2) to explicate the potential moderating effects of community 

connectedness on this relationship.  
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Theoretical Framework: The Minority Stress Model  

Figure 1 

Note: Illustration of the Minority Stress Model.  

 

Figure 1: The Minority Stress Model, adapted from “Prejudice, Social Stress, and Mental Health in Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Populations: 

Conceptual Issues and Research Evidence,” by I. H. Meyer, 2003, Psychological Bulletin, 129(5), p. 674-697. Copyright 2003 by the American 

Psychological Association 

The Minority Stress Model (see Figure 1) postulates that sexual minority individuals experience unique and often chronic 

stressors arising from their stigmatised sexual identities, and these can implicate negatively on mental health outcomes 

(Meyer, 2003). Meyer identified two distal stressors: Discrimination and Victimisation, and three proximal stressors: 

Internalised Homophobia, Concealment of Sexual Identity, and Rejection Anticipation. In this study, the domain of 

Victimisation is excluded in consideration of the construct’s limited applicability in the Singapore context. Given high levels of 

safety where the overt experience of physical violence and aggression is rare, it is conceivable that LGB individuals would 

experience low levels of victimisation. In addition, this study has delineated overt forms of discrimination from its more subtle 

form of microaggression. In the following sub-sections, I will elaborate on these concepts. 

Discrimination. Discrimination refers to the experience of external, objective stressful events and conditions, and which can 

have psychologically injurious effects on the individual. Numerous studies have established that the experiences of 

discrimination can impact negatively on the mental well-being of LGB persons (Craney et al., 2018; Eisenberg et al., 2019). 

Meta-analyses have also found discrimination events as having significant positive associations with psychological distress, 

with a small-to-medium effect size (Newcomb & Mustanski, 2010; Schmitt et al., 2014).  

Microaggression. Studies have shown that discrimination towards sexual minority persons is increasingly adopting more 

subtle forms known as “microaggression” (Jewell & Morrison, 2010; Nadal, Whitman, Davis, Erazo, & Davidoff, 2016). These 

are often unintentional acts of discrimination that may come in the form of “everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental 

slights, snubs, or insults” (Sue, 2010, p.3) that inadvertently marginalise sexual minority groups. Overall, research has 
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evidenced how LGB-based microaggressions can lead to poorer mental health and psychiatric morbidity (Woodford et al., 

2014; Woodford et al., 2015; Nadal et al., 2012).  

Internalised Homophobia. Internalised homophobia refers to the process through which negative societal attitudes about 

homosexuality are directed towards, and internalised by the individual (Meyer, 2003; Szymanski et al., 2008). Even before 

one can become aware of their own minority status, they would have been socialised and exposed to anti-homosexual 

attitudes – and as they become cognisant of their own same-sex attraction, these previously acquired heterosexist ideas 

become applied to their appraisals of the self (Meyer, 1995). The negative effects of internalised homophobia had been 

widely reported where higher levels of internalised homophobia were found to be positively correlated to poorer mental 

health outcomes (Newcomb & Mustanki, 2010; Szymanski et al., 2008; Hoy-Ellis, 2015, Frost, 2011).  

Concealment of Sexual Identity. Concealment of sexual identity refers to the manner through which individuals hide their 

minority identity so as to avoid prejudiced responses associated with disclosure. These may include behaviours such as 

monitoring speech, mannerisms and dressing. In the short-term, concealment of identity as a means of coping can have 

stress-ameliorative effects by shielding individuals from being visible targets of discrimination (Frost et al., 2007). However, 

in the longer-term, the prolonged hiding of one’s sexual identity can be psychologically demanding and could induce coping 

fatigue – and often, the distress arising from such constant fear of discovery exceeds the stress-moderating effects of the 

short term (Pachankis, 2007; Cohen et al., 2016; Lehavot & Simoni, 2011; Pistella et al., 2016).  

Rejection Anticipation. Rejection anticipation refers to how sexual minority individuals appraise potentially prejudicial 

situations and hence become hypervigilant so as to avoid the perceived consequences of being discovered (Meyer, 1995). 

Such hypervigilance can be a result of direct or indirect experiences of rejection that impact on their sensitivity to rejection 

(Feinstein, 2019). Living in constant fear of being rejected can result in extremely stressful hypervigilance that requires 

considerable amounts of energy for adaptation (Christie & Allport, 1954). Overall, the negative impacts of rejection 

anticipation on psychological distress have been well-documented (Feinstein et al., 2012; Feinstein, 2019). 

Moderating Protective Factor: Community Connectedness. In his model of minority stress, Meyer (2003) saw minority 

status as not only associated with stressors but can also serve as an important group-level coping resource that has the 

potential of moderating the negative effects of minority stress (Major & O’Brien, 2005; Meyer, 2003). Community 

connectedness refers broadly to a sense of belonging or in-group affiliation to the greater community consisting of other 

sexual minorities (Frost & Meyer, 2012; Meyer, 2003). Having strong community affiliation can offer members an avenue to 

mutually validate their experiences and to provide an affirmative reappraisal of distressing situations – thereby abating the 

negative effects minority stress has on mental health (Meyer, 2003). In general, research has shown that among sexual 

minority individuals who are more connected, these affiliations reduced the negative effects of discrimination, 

microaggression, and internalised homophobia on ill-mental health (Szymanski & Owens, 2009; Lee et al., 2019; Salfas et 

al., 2019; Kaniuka et al., 2019; Puckett et al., 2015). 

LGB Mental Health Research in Asia and Singapore  

Current literature on minority stress and the mental well-being of sexual minorities tends to be skewed towards Western 

societies, with only a handful of studies conducted in Asia. Of the few in Asia, meta-analyses undertaken by Sun et al. 

(2020) as well as Wei et al. (2020) both found high prevalence of mental health issues such as depression, anxiety and 

suicidal behaviours among Chinese gay men. In addition, a South Korean study with more than 2,000 LGB individuals 

reported that among respondents with lower levels of community connectedness, there is a significant positive association 

between sexuality-based discrimination and depressive symptoms (Lee et al., 2019). Closer to home, a cross-sectional 

study involving 3,263 undergraduates from five ASEAN countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam) 
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found that lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) students were more likely to report depression and suicide 

attempts as compared to their heterosexual peers (Peltzer & Pengpid, 2016). Such finding coheres with a separate research 

study by Lian and colleagues (2015) that saw high prevalence of suicidal ideation and attempts among LGB youths in Hanoi, 

Shanghai, and Taipei.  

In contrast, research on LGB mental health is scant in Singapore. Of the few available LGB-related studies, they tend to 

adopt a sociological or political lens to understanding issues such as gay rights, political movement, and sexual citizenship 

(Oswin, 2019; Zubillaga-Pow & Yue, 2012; Chua, 2015; Phillips, 2014). Meanwhile, other health studies tend to focus 

exclusively on the experiences of gay and bisexual men and are targeted at specialised health topics such as sexualised 

substance use (Tan et al., 2018; Tan; 2020) and sexually transmitted diseases (Tan et al., 2020).  

Purpose of the Study  

Consequently, this study seeks to answer the following research questions:  

(1) Is there an association between levels of minority stress and levels of psychological distress among LGB young adults in 

Singapore and  

(2) Does LGB community connectedness have a moderating effect on the relationship between certain minority stressors – 

internalised homophobia, discrimination events, microaggression – and psychological distress?  

Methodology 

This is a quantitative cross-sectional study pursuing a descriptive and explanatory purpose. Participants were recruited via 

convenience and snowball sampling through social media, word of mouth, and major LGBT community groups. To be 

eligible for the study, participants must be a Singapore citizen, between the ages of 18 and 35 years old, and identify as 

either lesbian, gay or bisexual. The final sample comprised of 469 participants aged 18 to 35 years old (M=26.8, SD=4.44).  

Measures 

Covariates  

Sociodemographic characteristics collected for this study were age, gender, sexual identity, ethnicity, level of education, 

income and perceived level of religiosity.  

Independent Variables 

To measure sexual minority stress, specific sub-scales from the LGBT Minority Stress Measure (Outland, 2016) were 

adapted. All questions were answered on a five-point Likert scale. 

Discrimination Events. This subscale asks about experiences of discrimination, prejudice, and unfair treatment in various 

settings such as in the workplace and school. An example of a question includes “I have been treated unfairly by teachers, 

colleagues or supervisors because I am lesbian/gay/bisexual”. 

Microaggression. This subscale asks about day-to-day micro-discrimination an LGB person faces as a result of their sexual 

minority status, as well as situations that may be perceived as prejudicial, but may not have been intended as such by the 

wrongdoer. An example of a question includes “I have been told that I am not really lesbian/gay/bisexual because I am 

confused or looking for attention”. 
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Identity Concealment. This subscale measures the extent to which the individual conceals their sexual identity. Questions 

consider the internal process individuals go through before deciding what, how much, to whom, and when to disclose their 

sexual identity. An example of a question includes “I limit what I share on social media, or who can see it, because I do not 

want others to know I am lesbian/gay/bisexual”.  

Internalised Homophobia. This subscale measures the negative and heterosexist attitudes individuals hold towards 

themselves. An example of a question includes “I have tried to stop being lesbian/gay/bisexual”.  

Rejection Anticipation. This subscale examines the extent to which LGB individuals find themselves having to worry about 

being a target of discriminatory regard and having to be hypervigilant as they appraise potentially prejudicial situations. An 

example of a question includes “I worry about what will happen if people find out I am lesbian/gay/bisexual”.  

Dependent Variable 

Psychological Distress. To measure mental well-being, the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10) was adopted 

(Kessler et al., 2003). This 10-item scale measures symptoms of anxiety and depression in the past 30 days.  

Moderator 

Community Connectedness. To measure community connectedness, the Community Connectedness/Affiliation Scale as 

part of the Urban Men’s Health Study (UMHS; Barrett & Pollack, 2005; Frost & Meyer, 2012) was adapted. The scale 

measures three distinct components of the LGB community: Closeness, Positivity, and Focus on the societal issues faced 

collectively by the community (Frost & Meyer, 2012). Questions include “You feel you’re a part of Singapore’s LGB 

community” and “Participating in Singapore’s LGB community is a positive thing for you”. 

Data Analysis 

Multivariable ordinary least square linear regression was performed to examine the association between minority stress 

processes and psychological distress, and to determine whether community connectedness moderated the association 

between specific minority stressors (namely, discrimination events, microaggression and internalised homophobia) and 

psychological distress. In each of the three interaction models, covariates of age, gender, sexual identity, ethnicity, income, 

and religiosity were included. Significant interactions were probed and plotted to examine the nature, strength, and direction 

of effects. Only data from participants who had complete information for all variables were included in the analytical model 

(N=436).  
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Results 

Demographic Characteristic 

Table 1 

 

Table 1: Sociodemographic Characteristics, Levels of Psychological Distress and Minority Stress by Sexual Orientation Group. 

Table 1 displays the summary statistics of the sample’s demographic characteristics (N=469). The average age of 

participants was 27 years old, and the study yielded equally high responses across all sexual orientation groups: gays 

(37%), lesbians (26%) and bisexuals (37%). The study also comprised a racially diverse and representative sample (79% 

Chinese, 8.5% Malays, 7.1% Indians, and 5% Others) consistent with national-level data (Singapore Government, 2019). A 

large majority of respondents had at least a post-secondary education (99%), were non-religious (54%), and earned below 

the median income of $3000 (54%).  
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Study Findings  

Overall, results in Table 2 provide strong support for the primary hypothesis that higher levels of minority stress are 

associated with poorer mental health outcomes, with microaggression having the largest effect, followed by rejection 

anticipation and internalised homophobia. Results also revealed that community connectedness significantly moderated the 

influence of microaggression on psychological distress. Specifically, at low levels of microaggression, being more connected 

to the community reduces their levels of distress. However, interestingly, at high microaggression levels, it was observed 

that being more connected is associated with greater distress relative to those less connected.  

Table 2  

 

Table 2: Results for Regression of Psychological Distress by Individual Minority Stress Processes and Demographic Characteristics 

Effects of Distal Stress Processes on Psychological Distress 

Experiences of microaggression had the largest effect on psychological distress (see Table 2). This significant positive 

association is consistent with prior studies. The prevalence of microaggression also coheres with a community study by 

Oogachaga (2012) which found microaggression as the most prevalent form of prejudice, and where individuals who have 

experienced sexuality-based discrimination reported significantly higher incidences of suicidal ideation. Discrimination 

events, in contrast, was not found to be significantly associated with psychological distress. 
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Effects of Proximal Stress Processes on Psychological Distress 

Study findings found rejection anticipation and internalised homophobia to be strong factors of poor mental health (see 

Table 2). These significant positive associations are consistent with previous studies. Identity concealment, on the other 

hand, was not found to be significantly associated with psychological distress.  

Moderating Effects of Community Connectedness 

Table 3 

 

Table 3: Results for Regression of Psychological Distress with Moderation of Community Connectedness 
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Microaggression × Community Connectedness. While the findings revealed community connectedness as having a 

significant moderating effect on the influence of microaggression on psychological distress (see Table 3), the direction and 

effect of this moderation only partly support our second hypothesis that psychological distress will be lower among 

respondents with higher levels of community connectedness.  

Figure 2 

 

Figure 2: Levels of psychological distress by levels of microaggression experienced – examined at three levels of community connectedness 

As seen in Figure 2, at low levels of reported microaggression, microaggression had the strongest negative association with 

psychological distress for respondents with high levels of community connectedness. This stress-buffering effect that arises 

from being more connected to the community converges with prior studies (Szymanski & Owens, 2009). However, at higher 

levels of microaggression, having strong connections to the community no longer acts as a stress-ameliorating factor but 

seems to ‘exacerbate’ the effects of microaggression such that individuals who were more connected experience higher 

levels of distress. In other words, while respondents with low levels of microaggression and high levels of connectedness 

had the best mental health scores, the buffering effects of community connectedness decline as the experience of 

microaggression increases, such that individuals who are most connected experience highest levels of distress.  

This unexpected finding should be interpreted with caution: it is likely not community connectedness per se that presents as 

a risk factor for poor mental health, but that being connected is associated with being more ‘out’, and this increased visibility 

subjects individuals to being more visible targets of sexuality-based prejudice. Furthermore, highly connected individuals, 

who by virtue of their strong attachment to, and identification with the community, are also more likely to experience 

heightened sensitivity to potential negative regard. Consequently, any attack targeted at the community is likely to be taken 

more personally and seriously – and this is particularly so for individuals whose membership to the community is a central 

part of their identity.  
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Discrimination Events × Community Connectedness. Contrary to our hypothesis, the associations between (1) 

discrimination events and psychological distress, as well as (1) internalised homophobia and psychological distress, were 

not significantly moderated by community connectedness.  

Implications of the Study 

Implications on Social Work Practice  

Study findings reflect the importance for social workers to assess minority stress among LGB clients and be cognisant of 

how stress processes such as microaggression, internalised homophobia and rejection anticipation can impact the 

experience of psychological distress. In view of the large effect of microaggression on distress levels, while it is not possible 

for practitioners to “reduce” the experience of microaggression considering how it is a distal stressor that is independent of 

the individual, practitioners can instead equip clients with adaptive coping skills that could reduce its ill-effects. For instance, 

the learning of emotional regulation techniques and how they can respond to prejudice without putting themselves at greater 

emotional vulnerability.  

In addition, social workers should actively work towards minimising potential sources of rejection that could arise from the 

therapeutic relationship. Often, as a result of internalised homophobia and previous rejection experiences, LGB clients could 

embrace themselves for potential disrespect and rejection – even before stepping foot into the agency. It is hence helpful for 

practitioners and their organisations to reassure clients of non-discriminatory practices, and to foster an environment where 

LGB individuals feel safe to disclose their sexuality and experiences. Such efforts may include reviewing the semantics used 

in intake forms as well as equipping practitioners with a language repository sensitive to the LGB experience. These 

adjustments not only embody respect to the varied experiences of LGB persons but also provide practitioners with 

invaluable information for assessment.  

Study findings have also shown that being more connected to the LGB community could yield positive stress-ameliorative 

effects. This emphasises the importance for social workers to explore opportunities where LGB individuals can foster a 

sense of belonging and where they can reap benefits arising from group support. That said, practitioners should conduct this 

sensitively and in tandem with the comfort level of clients. For instance, for a LGB youth who prefers not to or is not yet 

ready to “come out”, being exposed to formal LGB networks could induce greater stress. Instead, workers can explore varied 

options with them (e.g., tapping onto other informal and casual networks) where they can still reap benefits arising from 

group support but need not compromise on their desire for privacy.  

Moreover, practitioners working with clients who are highly connected to the LGB community should also take note of the 

potential distress associated with it – specifically, possible prejudice experiences stemming from increased visibility as well 

as possible emotional strain from over-identification. In these situations, rather than discouraging clients from further 

developing these connections (considering how they could still reap stress-buffering benefits), practitioners should focus on 

equipping them with adaptive strategies that can abate the ill-effects of discriminatory regard and help them develop and 

maintain healthy boundaries between the ‘self’ and the community.  

While micro-level interventions are necessary, one might argue that they are at best mitigative in nature. Their efficacy is 

largely limited by systemic structures such as heterosexist norms that could weigh heavily on the experiences of LGB 

individuals. Consequently, counselling should go in tandem with greater upstream efforts targeted at preventive work. These 

may include public education aimed at helping individuals become more aware of the nuances in LGBT issues, and thereby 

foster a culture of empathy. Such increased sensitivity and appreciation for differences can yield rippling effects in the long 

run.  
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Implications for Future Research  

First, future studies may benefit from exploring other indirect pathways of moderation. Research has increasingly shown how 

minority stress processes can interact with one another to affect health outcomes: for instance, experiences of 

microaggression can heighten one’s sense of anticipation rejection, and these, in turn, affect decisions to conceal one’s 

identity, which then reinforce internalised homophobia. (Moe, 2016; Kaniuka et al., 2019) Second, future research design 

could also incorporate a dimension of minority stress theory not covered in this study: the characteristics of sexual identity. 

This includes examining identity prominence, valence, and integration (Ashmore et al., 2004). These are important 

dimensions of sexual identity that could implicate health outcomes, beyond minority stress processes and group-level social 

support. As much as possible, research should also account for the intersectionality of minority identities (e.g., race and 

sexuality) as studies have increasingly shown how this can confer individuals with double stigma, limit their coping 

resources, and thereby putting them at higher risk of distress (Meyer, Schwartz, & Frost, 2008). Finally, future studies could 

attempt to overcome the limitations of a cross-sectional study by adopting a longitudinal study – this would enrich literature 

by more confidently establishing potential causality, and to control for cohort confounds if any.  

Limitations 

This study was not without limitations and its findings should be interpreted in consideration of the following: First, as the 

sample was recruited with the intention and incentive to further understand issues within the LGB community, responses 

may be prone to social desirability bias. Respondents who wish to use this platform to counteract existing stigma may be 

reluctant to disclose experiences undesirable to the community. Second, as data was collected through LGBT organisations 

and student groups, it may have resulted in biased participation from LGB members who were already socially connected 

within the community and who were also more likely to be comfortable with their sexual identity. These individuals could 

differ in important characteristics from members unconnected to these networks, such as experiencing lower levels of 

identity concealment and having higher community connectedness. Third, as with other cross-sectional studies, findings 

should not be taken as evidence for causality between the investigated minority stress processes and psychological 

distress. It is possible that increased psychological distress could also foster a heightened sense of minority stress. 

Moreover, as the data only represents a snapshot of the population at the time of the study, it is unable to capture changes 

in mental health and the experiences of minority stressors across time – which could potentially introduce cohort 

confounders.  

Conclusion 

With data collected from 469 LGB young adults in Singapore, this study has provided a wealth of information about the 

demographics of self-identified LGB young adults in Singapore which is valuable in a climate where public data on sexuality 

is scarce, and where research on the intersections of sexuality and mental health is rare. This study has also distinguished 

the effects of microaggression from overt discrimination events – a component relatively absent in existing studies on 

minority stress.  

The findings from this study lend good empirical justification for future social work interventions. Specifically, the study has 

found a statistically significant and positive relationship between minority stress and psychological distress, with 

microaggression having the largest effect, followed by rejection anticipation and internalised homophobia. This reinforces (1) 

the importance for social workers to be cognisant of how minority stress can impact on clients’ mental well-being, (2) the 

necessity in fostering a non-judgmental environment where clients feel safe to disclose their experiences, and (3) the 

importance of engaging in upstream efforts such as equipping social work students with the knowledge and skills necessary 
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to render culturally sensitive services. Lastly, the study also extends the importance of recognising the complexity involved in 

the interaction between community connectedness, microaggression, and psychological distress.  
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Introduction 

This paper describes an exploratory study on how the local news media had reported on social service agencies (SSAs) in 

Singapore during the COVID-19 pandemic such as the type of challenges and issues experienced and the client groups they 

served. 

Key Challenges Faced By SSAs in the Pandemic 

In 2021 amid the COVID-19 pandemic, the National Council of Social Service (NCSS) in Singapore put out a report titled 

“Emerging stronger together” which captured the spirit and vision for SSAs in this challenging journey. The report by the 

“Beyond COVID-19” task force (NCSS, 2021) outlined the task force’s recommendations on the strategic capabilities which 

the social service sector would need to build to emerge a stronger sector in the medium to long term. The recommendations 

were a result of several studies initiated by the task force to understand the challenges experienced by SSAs during the 

pandemic, including a survey with executive directors and social service professionals from the SSAs in Singapore.  

In the report, five key challenges faced by SSAs were identified: First, SSAs identified digitalization and IT infrastructure to 

support service delivery as a challenge in sustaining operations during the pandemic. An upside is that most SSAs see 

digitalization as an advantage and hope to maintain their organization’s digital transformations in service delivery. Manpower 

issues were the second challenge highlighted by SSAs. Staff and volunteer shortages, increased workload, and difficulties 

with hybrid work arrangements were mentioned. Third, fundraising and funding sustainability was also a challenge for many 

SSAs with the survey finding that 67% of SSAs in the sample reporting a decrease in cash donations and 41% incurring a 

deficit in the last three months. The last two challenges involved service delivery continuity and the lack of leadership and 

organizational management capabilities.  

These challenges faced by the SSAs caught the attention of the local news media and how the media portrays these 

challenges can construct public opinions to influence the role of SSAs. The aim of this study is to understand news media 

representations of SSAs and the challenges and issues experienced during the pandemic.  

News Media Representations of SSAs and its Impact on SSAs  

Why are news media representations of SSAs important? Understanding news media representations of social services and 

social service professionals has been an area of interest in many western countries such as the United Kingdom (UK), 

Sweden, Ireland, and the United States (Blomberg, 2019; Cordoba, 2017; Gaughan & Garrett, 2012; Leedham, 2021; Reid 

& Misener, 2001; Staniforth & Beddoe, 2017; Zugazaga et al., 2006). A positive media portrayal of social services could 
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influence SSAs’ effectiveness in service delivery and engagements (Reid & Misener, 2001), especially since most people do 

not often come into contact with social service professionals such as social workers and counsellors (Zugazaga et al., 2006). 

In Singapore, most people form their opinions or get information about SSAs through what they read or hear in online or 

printed newspapers, television, or word of mouth. The social work profession, for instance, has long been concerned with 

how it is represented in the media as this can potentially influence service effectiveness, their engagements with clients, 

staff retention, funding for services, and staff recruitment (Legood et al., 2016; Zugazaga et al., 2006). Media 

representations of the social work profession can have an impact on the conduct and professional practice of social work 

and influence the public esteem in which social workers are held (e.g., child protection services; Leedham, 2021). By 

informing and influencing the mood of public opinion, media portrayal may ultimately affect social policy concerning social 

services, social service professionals, and their clients. News media representations of SSAs could have an even greater 

impact during a crisis such as a pandemic. 

People’s Need for Orientation during a Crisis 

In times of crises, people turn to news sources because they feel the need for information to understand the causes and 

immediate consequences of the crisis and to know how to reach for safety (Van Aelst et al., 2021). For instance, Althaus 

(2002) found that in the week after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the USA, the amount of television network audiences 

doubled. Several other studies on a range of acute events confirm that people turn to the news in times of crises (see Van 

Aelst et al., 2021). The role of the news media is vital in crises because it can fill people’s needs with immediate and relevant 

information. 

Depending on the nature of the crisis, the news media can fulfil different functions. For sudden and acute events like natural 

disasters, people turn to news sources to get guidance on safety. For slower developing events like economic crises or 

pandemics, people desire news to understand the causes and long-term consequences for society (Van Aelst et al., 2021). 

The COVID-19 pandemic, scholars such as Van Aelst et al. (2021) had argued, created a need for both: people were 

anxious to know about the immediate dangers of this fast-spreading threat; there was also a surge in the need to know how 

the virus and its public health measures were impacting the society and the actions to mitigate the impact. This need among 

people for orientation in times of crises is explained in a concept in media studies known as the “need for orientation” (Van 

Aelst et al., 2021). In particular, people’s need for orientation would surge if the crisis was perceived to be of high relevance 

and high uncertainty.  

This need for available and immediate information, according to media systems dependency theory (Ball-Rokeach, 2010), is 

generally perceived as best satisfied by the mass media because it offers speed of transmission and structural 

connectedness to “expert” sources of information (Van Aelst et al., 2021). In other words, the news media is perceived as 

important by people as they are seen as a reliable source for swift and accurate expert information, especially in times of 

high uncertainty and unrest. In the COVID-19 pandemic, uncertainty about the virus and the health and socioeconomic 

consequences can trigger anxieties that people try to cope with by seeking for sense-making information and guidance by 

relying more than usual on local news media sources.  

Aims of the Study 

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, journalists in Singapore have shifted to a health crisis mode of news 

coverage. The COVID-19 pandemic in Singapore had been addressed and written about from almost every possible angle: 

family life, parenting, education, social welfare, health, economics, science, public health, sports, and even celebrity news. 

Given the scale of impact of COVID-19 in Singapore, this paper explored how local news media had reported about SSAs in 

Singapore during the COVID-19 pandemic. I took a broad descriptive approach in understanding the representations of 
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SSAs in the news during the pandemic rather than on specific cases or critical discourse analysis of the role of SSAs. This 

study used a methodology of corpus linguistics, that is, computer-based empirical analyses of language use by employing 

large collections of written text (Leedham, 2021), to quantitatively answer the following questions: 

1. What was the average amount of news on SSAs every month during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

2. What words and parts-of-speech such as verbs and adjectives were used in the news during the 

pandemic? 

3. What news topics about SSAs garnered more news attention during the pandemic? 

4. What client groups were featured in the news on SSAs during the pandemic? 

Method 

The analyses used a collection of text data from a total of 1,095 English-language newspaper articles published in the three 

main news sources in Singapore: The Straits Times, Today, and Channel NewsAsia. This section explains the process of 

building the corpus. Further descriptions on preprocessing and analyzing the text are in the appendix. Codes for replication 

are provided at https://github.com/gerardchung/ssa_covid_news. 

Building the Corpus 

The online database of newspapers in Nexis Uni was used to search for any print and online articles based on the following 

inclusion criteria: (1) published up to one year before 1st February 2020 (date of the first article published about COVID-19 in 

Singapore) and up to December 2021 (a period of three years from 2019 to 2021), (2) contained key phrases such as “social 

service*”, “community service*”, or “voluntary welfare” in the title or anywhere in the article, (3) Singapore-based news (i.e., 

news of COVID-19 not about Singapore are excluded), and (4) published in the English language.  

The initial search produced 1,435 articles. Based on the inclusion criteria and the removal of duplicates, the total number of 

articles was reduced to 1,095 (325 articles in the pre-COVID-19 period defined as one year before 1st Feb 2020; 770 articles 

in the COVID-19 period up to December 2021). Text from each article was also tokenized at sentence-level and only those 

sentences that contained at least one of the key phrases were extracted. This produced a corpus comprising of 1,993 

sentences out of the set of 1,095 news articles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://github.com/gerardchung/ssa_covid_news
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Findings 

Q1. What was the average amount of news on SSAs every month during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

 

Figure 1: Number of news every month 

Increase in news on SSAs during the pandemic compared to pre-pandemic.  

The number of news articles that mentioned “social service agencies” increased considerably from January 2020 after the 

first case of COVID-19 was detected in Singapore. As shown in Figure 1, this trend tapers off with the ending of the “Circuit-

breaker” partial lock-down in June 2020 and with the transition into Phase 1 Safe-reopening. The monthly number of news 

then showed a decreasing trend from Phase 2 Safe Transition to Phase 3 Safe Nation. But with the return to Phase 2 

(heightened alert) in July 2021, local media attention on SSAs picked up again and the number of news articles showed an 

increasing trend up to November 2021.  

These trends clearly show that the amount of media attention on SSAs was related to the tightening or loosening up of 

public safety measures for COVID-19. Despite the changing trends, subsequent calculations found that the average number 

of news published on SSAs every month was significantly higher1 during the pandemic period (mean, M = 33, standard 

deviation, SD = 14) compared to the pre-pandemic period (M = 25, SD = 10). This is equivalent to almost a 32% increase in 

the amount of news on SSAs published during the pandemic relative to pre-pandemic. I also examined the number of 

sentences mentioning SSAs in each article and found that on average, the number of sentences per article mentioning 

SSAs is significantly higher2 during the pandemic (M = 63, SD = 34) than in pre-pandemic (M = 42, SD = 21). Certainly, 

                                                           
1 Non-parametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated that this difference is statistically significant (p = .008) 
2 Non-parametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated that this difference is statistically significant (p = .02) 
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counting the number of news articles each month or the number of sentences in each article are not the most accurate 

metrics to assess the media influence of news. But increased reporting within a short period or a clustering of references to 

SSAs are likely to leave a stronger impression of SSAs on the newsreaders. 

In a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic where there is high uncertainty and wide-ranging effects, people’s need for 

information to understand the effects of the event and to know how to seek for help becomes greater. In later sections, I 

found that most of the news during the pandemic helped readers to know the kinds of help available and how to access the 

services offered by SSAs (e.g., essential services and help hotlines). Hence, there was an increase in the media attention 

given to SSAs because of the high media value of such news, which helped to meet readers’ “needs for orientation” during a 

crisis.  

Q2. What words and parts-of-speech such as verbs and adjectives were used in the news during the pandemic? 

 

Figure 2: Word stems used more during pandemic  

“Shelter*”, “support*”, “fund*”, and “senior*” word stems were used more in news during the pandemic.  

To identify the words that increased in use during COVID-19, the number of times that words3 appeared in the news were 

compared between the pandemic and the pre-pandemic period. Every word in the corpus was first reduced to its linguistic 

root form using word stemming (e.g., “families” and “family” will be reduced to “famili”; “addiction” and “addicted” to “addict”). 

Subsequently, each word stem’s frequency in the corpus was calculated. Figure 2 shows that word stems such as “shelter”, 

“support”, “fund”, “senior”, and “famili” (e.g., supporting, supportive, funds, funding, senior citizens, families) were used more 

                                                           
3 More accurately, I generated and analyzed n-grams phrases (1 to 3-grams; e.g., senior, activity, activity_centre, senior_activity_centre) since n-
grams better capture semantic contexts than single words (i.e., 1-gram). For instance, “domest_worker”  
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during the pandemic compared to the pre-pandemic period. The increase for “shelter”, “support”, and “fund” was close to 

100% more during the COVID-19 period relative to the pre-pandemic period.  

 

Figure 3: Word stems used lesser during pandemic 

On the other hand, some keywords were used lesser in the news on SSAs during the pandemic. In Figure 3, words related 

to word stems such as “addict” (e.g., addictions, addicted addicts), “disabl” (disability, disabled), “debt”, and “domest_worker” 

were less used in news during the pandemic compared to the pre-pandemic period. Notably, the word stem “addict” had a 

79% decrease in use during the pandemic indicating that less references were made of addiction in the context of news on 

SSAs. These results are again found in the next section where I examined the topics of the news. 

Verbs and adjectives that were used more in SSA news during the pandemic.  

A more informative way to understand how words are used in newspaper text is to tag each word in accordance with a 

particular part of speech (POS). In the English language, some of the main POS are adjectives and verbs. In this analysis, I 

used the Universal tagset for POS tagging and only tagged adjectives and verbs.  
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Figure 4: Adjectives used more during pandemic  

From Figure 4, we see that the adjectives (i.e., words that describe an attribute of a noun) that increased in news usage 

during the pandemic period include “national” and “essential”. Subsequent investigations indicate that the “national” 

adjective often refers to national entities such as National Council of Social Services or National Care Hotline while 

“essential” often refers to “essential aid” or “essential services”. Other popular adjectives used in the news described client 

groups. These include “senior”, “homeless”, “vulnerable”, and “rough” (e.g., rough sleepers). The three adjectives “near”, 

“additional”, and “more” were often used to describe social service delivery and availability such as “nearest family service 

centre”, “additional funding”, and “more support for families”. 
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Figure 5: Verbs used more during pandemic 

Verbs convey action. Thus, tagging words to verbs can help us to understand what actions were often referred to in the 

news on SSAs. The popular verb “say” was frequently used to quote or cite SSAs or social service practitioners when 

interviewed by journalists for their views of specific social issues (“social service agencies say the greatest need is tackling 

the isolation faced by vulnerable groups like the elderly”). In the next section, results showed that the “expertise of SSAs” 

was a popular news topic in news on SSAs. Other verbs (“continue”, “support”, “help”, “apply”) that increased in use during 

the pandemic referred to help schemes and services that families and individuals can use to cope in the pandemic. 
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Q3. What news topics about SSAs garnered more news attention during the pandemic? 

 

Figure 6: New topics percentages during pandemic 

 

Figure 7: New topics percentages comparing pandemic and pre-pandemic 
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News during the pandemic gave more attention to SSAs’ expertise role, collaborations,  

service suspensions, and funding.  

To understand what news topics were reported on SSAs, I manually read 1,470 sentences (from 829 articles or 75% of the 

corpus) and categorized news topic(s) for every instance. The classification was guided by existing studies that used 

qualitative thematic approaches to analyze news portrayal of social services (e.g., Leedham, 2021; Blomberg, 2019).  

Figure 6 shows that the most prevalent topic reported about SSAs in the news during the pandemic was focused on the 

expert role of SSAs. Instances of this include news citing social service professionals’ opinions and knowledge about a 

social problem (“social service agencies and befriending services told The Straits Times they are worried about the elderly 

like Mr Yuen during the pandemic”). Other news reported about social service professionals offering their expertise as 

members of task forces to tackle social problems in the community such as family violence. This media emphasis on the 

expert role of SSAs in Singapore contrasts with a recent study in Australia that found that the majority of news media 

content relating to social work did not cite social workers, concluding that there is an absence of social workers from the 

public image of the profession (Cordoba, 2017). 

Another prevalent news topic during the pandemic was the collaborations of SSAs with other stakeholders such as 

governmental agencies, corporate organizations, or the community. Besides participating in task forces, SSAs are also 

frequently reported in the news to be actively involved in collaborations to tackle diverse social issues including marriage 

preparations, poverty, ageing, family violence, and even neighbours’ disputes (“feuding neighbours living in Bukit Merah will 

be linked by a neighbourhood police centre to a social service agency at an early stage before the dispute escalates and 

ends up in court”). SSAs were often cited by the news on their desire to collaborate with the community (e.g., “neighbours 

can serve as the first line of help for people with hoarding problems, alerting social service providers to issues, Ms Goh said, 

adding: "we cannot do this alone."). 

The remaining topics reported in the news on SSAs were similar to the reported challenges described in the “Emerging 

stronger together” report by the Beyond COVID-19 task force. The COVID-19 pandemic and public health measures 

including the “Circuit-breaker” partial lock-down had led to challenges in service delivery for SSAs that include service 

suspensions, restrictions to services leading to higher service demands, funding difficulties, and manpower issues such as 

reduced staff hiring and volunteers, social service professionals’ burnt-out and mental health issues. A recent survey with 

frontline social workers from various SSAs across Singapore found that during this pandemic, a high percentage of social 

workers experienced symptoms related to depression, anxiety, and stress (Seng et al., 2021).  

When the percentage prevalence of topics during the pandemic period was compared to the pre-pandemic period (see 

Figure 7), it was, therefore, not surprising to see that relative to the pre-pandemic period, there was a large increase in 

percentage points for topics such as “service suspensions”, “service demands”, “helplines” (e.g., National Care Hotline), and 

digitalization in SSAs. However, it was surprising to find that there was lesser focus on SSAs’ role of expertise, 

collaborations, and future development plans for the sector during the pandemic relative to the pre-pandemic period. Though 

this study cannot adequately explain this, one possible explanation is that with the ongoing pandemic, journalists gave more 

editorial space to reporting news (e.g., service disruptions) on the immediate effects of the pandemic which had more media 

value. It is also possible that due to service suspensions or restrictions in the social service sectors, this resulted in fewer 

opportunities for SSAs to engage in collaborations and partnerships during the pandemic. 
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Balanced or mostly positive portrayals of SSAs. 

Overall, the news on SSAs during the pandemic has been mostly neutral or positive about the image or role of SSAs. While 

news on service suspensions or manpower issues may create public images of a social service-in-crisis, the majority of the 

news continue to emphasize the continued presence and the expertise of SSAs, their ongoing collaborations with 

stakeholders to tackle social issues, the availability of help despite restrictions (e.g., National CARE hotline and essential 

services), and funding support (e.g., NCSS’s Invictus pandemic fund) for SSAs to continue to deliver critical services. The 

media portrayal of SSAs in Singapore seem to be more balanced in presenting an image of the negative as well as the 

positive things that happen in the social service sectors. This has not been the case in other countries such as Sweden 

(Blomberg, 2019) where “social service-in-crisis” was the dominant theme in media portrayal of SSAs. Or such as in the UK 

where an analysis of 2,000 news articles of social services and social workers found them to be “overwhelmingly negative 

and critical”. (Franklin, 1998, p. 5) 

Q4. What client groups were featured in the news on SSAs during the pandemic? 

 

Figure 8: Client groups in news during pandemic 
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Figure 9: Client groups in news comparing pandemic and pre-pandemic 

Client groups reported in the news during COVID-19. 

In Figure 8, clients with financial difficulties, those with shelter needs such as rough sleepers, and elderly persons were the 

three client groups that were featured the most in the news during the pandemic. These three groups together garnered 

almost 40% of the news focus. Comparing these results with the pre-pandemic period give us additional insights (see Figure 

9). First, the three client groups increased in news focus during the pandemic when compared to pre-pandemic. Elderly 

persons and those experiencing financial difficulties had about 5 to 6% more attention in the news. Second, family violence 

had an increase of 2% compared to the pre-pandemic period. The risk for family violence was higher during the pandemic 

because as some studies in Singapore had found, there were increased marital conflicts, higher parenting stress, and 

increased use of harsh parenting during the pandemic (Chung, Chan, et al., 2020; Chung, Lanier, et al., 2020).  

Third, persons with addictions, those with mental health issues, youths, migrant workers, and persons with disabilities or 

special needs had the least media attention in news on SSA during the pandemic. This was even lesser relative to the pre-

pandemic period. In Singapore, the prevalence rate of persons with disabilities ranges from 2.1% to 13.3% depending on the 

age category of the population group (Ministry of Family and Social Development, 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic has the 

potential to significantly increase the daily challenges of people with disabilities and may have a greater impact compared to 

the general population. Partial lockdowns such as the Circuit-breaker and social distancing measures can also be risky for 

the development of individuals’ mental health issues. Substance use and addictive behaviours (e.g., overeating, gambling, 

alcohol) may increase as ways to cope with the stress, isolation, and anxiety wrought by the pandemic. I note that the 

smaller media attention given to these client groups in news about SSAs does not imply that SSAs did not engage these 

groups. Instead, the needs of these groups were not as publicized in the news on SSAs during the pandemic. Proactive 

media strategies should be considered by SSAs to improve public attention to these needs, to the appropriate services and 

to the role of SSAs in engaging these client groups.  
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Finally, the many client groups represented in the news – both in the pre-pandemic and pandemic period – represent the 

complexity of issues and the diverse client groups that SSAs in Singapore engage with and deliver services to. This 

challenges the conclusions present in other literature of other countries suggesting that media news were mostly focused on 

social services working with children, particularly of children in child protection situations (e.g., Leedham, 2021). 

Discussion 

What are the key findings from this analysis of news on SSAs in Singapore during the pandemic?  

 A significant increase (+32%) in the number of news on SSAs during the pandemic.  

 Increase in the use of words related to “shelter”, “support”, “fund”, “famili” and “senior”. 

 Increase in the use of adjectives that describe national entities (“National”; e.g., NCSS or National Care hotline), 

that describe client groups (“senior”, “homeless”, “vulnerable”), and those that describe accessibility to/availability of 

services (“more”, “near”, “additional”). 

 Increase in the use of verbs that describe actions about how client groups can access services and help given by 

SSAs (“apply”, “continue”, “help”, “support”, “receive”) and verbs related to the “voice” of social service professionals 

that demonstrate their expertise (“say”). 

 News topics about SSAs during the pandemic include service suspensions and restrictions, funding matters, 

manpower issues (staff recruitment, staff burnt-out, volunteers), and the digitalization of service delivery.  

 Two news topics with the highest prevalence were SSAs’ expertise role and collaborations with other stakeholders. 

Though, relative to pre-pandemic, these two topics were given lesser focus during the pandemic.  

 Client groups with financial difficulties, shelter needs, and senior citizens were the three most featured groups 

garnering almost 40% of the news’ attention during the pandemic.  

 Clients with addictions, mental health issues, and disabilities or special needs had the least news attention during 

the pandemic. This was also lesser compared to the pre-pandemic period.  

 The many client groups represented in the news represent the complexity of issues and diverse client populations 

that SSAs engage with. 

For many Singaporeans and residents living here, the local news are significant sources of information on the role of SSAs. 

The proliferation of online media opens up more opportunities for readers to access this news. News media are seen as a 

reliable source for fast and accurate expert information, particularly in times of high uncertainty. During the pandemic where 

there was high uncertainty about its development and effects, individuals’ need for information about SSAs becomes even 

more relevant and critical to make sense of the situation and to get guidance for help. What this study found is that the news 

media had uplifted the role of SSAs as experts to be trusted in times of anxiety. And despite the challenges, SSAs continued 

to provide critical services to diverse client groups, particularly those with financial difficulties or shelter needs, and the 

elderly. While news on service suspensions and manpower problems represented an image of social service-in-crisis, this 

was also balanced with positive news of SSAs such as new funding support for SSAs, expertise of SSAs, active 

collaborations, continuity of essential services, ongoing efforts to digitalize services, as well as future plans to develop the 

social service sector to meet future challenges. 
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News media and their journalists play an important role in shaping public opinions and understanding of the role of SSAs in 

Singapore. This has one important implication for SSAs. SSAs can consider a more proactive media strategy to promote its 

image and services, not merely for the sake of improving its profile, but to improve engagement with clients, service delivery 

as well as to advocate for the needs of clients. The media’s positive representations of SSAs can influence public 

acceptance of social service practices, improve social service professionals’ job esteem and their engagements with clients 

and colleagues (Legood et al., 2016). This, consequently, can affect people’s interests in joining the profession and also 

staff retention in the social service sectors. Negative portrayals of SSAs might affect clients’ motivations in using social 

services, especially in times of crises where people who need help have to trust in the SSAs. In this pandemic, the smaller 

media attention given to client groups such as people with addiction problems, those with disabilities, and those with mental 

health issues can limit public awareness and consequently, support for these groups. It might also reduce their willingness to 

get help.  

What does a proactive media strategy look like?  

This may include considering the material interests of news media companies, understanding the process of news creation, 

and building relationships with news journalists (Cordoba, 2017)4. Knowing what social service professionals think about 

public perceptions is also important. To my best knowledge, no study in Singapore has looked at how social service 

professionals experience public perception. One study in the UK interviewed social workers and they recommended that 

more needed to be done actively to identify and utilise success stories, and provide a more accurate insight into the role and 

the extensive training of those in the profession (Legood et al., 2016). A future study should be conducted to understand 

how social service professionals here experience public perception and explore what are the ways to promote SSAs and 

social service profession in Singapore. Brawley and Martinez-Brawley (1982)’s paper on teaching social workers to use the 

news media for public education purposes is old but remains a useful guide. They suggest that SSAs can take the initiative 

to establish contact with journalists to form a relationship for future productive communications. Social service professionals 

can learn to write press releases that journalists can then take and easily write the actual news. Beside news, online 

podcasts and forums, the radio, television shows, magazines, and editorials are also good avenues to comment on social 

issues, talk about their services, or to advocate for client groups. The belief is that SSAs and social work practitioners can 

and should play a public education role in the context of their own practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) in the US has often been cited as a case study of a successful proactive media approach 
where NASW developed the NASW’s National Communications Network and the SocialWorkersSpeak.org website. For many years, NASW has 
actively developed and maintained positive relationships with the media through different initiatives such as media monitoring, providing 
consultation, industry awards, and support for filmmakers and journalists.  
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Appendix 

Preprocessing the Text 

The text was preprocessed before executing any analysis. Text preprocessing is important in preparing the textual data for 

any computations5. I removed punctuation and numbers, converted all letters to lower case, and stemmed words by 

removing all prefixes and suffixes to reduce all the words to their root words (e.g., “talking” & “talks” become “talk”; addiction, 

addicted, & addicts become addict). Stop words (e.g., “and,” “the,” and “is”) were also removed from the corpus because 

they do not contribute to words’ contextual meanings or the identification of topics.  

In a “bag of words” approach in text-as-data analysis, words are analyzed as individual units, and their relationships to 

sentiments or to documents are examined. However, text-as-data analyses can also be based on the relationships between 

words, whether examining which words tend to follow others immediately, or that tend to co-occur within the same 

documents. N-grams is a technique in batural language processing (NLP) that can be used to investigate these 

neighbouring sequences of words in a document or sentence. N-grams are contiguous sequences of n items from a given 

sample of text. In this study, I used up to 3-grams allowing the analysis to capture up to a window of 3 words in a sequence 

(e.g., circuit_breaker, senior_activity_centres; national_help_hotline).  

Tokenization is another technique in NLP where words or text features are represented as numbers so that quantitative 

computations can be done. Depending on the specific analysis, the raw text in this study is either tokenized as words/N-

grams or as sentences. Parts of speech (POS) using the Universal tagset for POS in the SpacyR package in R was also 

used to tag words to whether it is an adjective or a verb.  

Additional preprocessing was done depending on the unique characteristics of the corpus. For instance, I converted all 

variations of COVID-19-related phrases (e.g., COVID, COVID19, coronavirus) to COVID19 for standardization. For certain 

analyses, the phrases “social service agencies”, “voluntary welfare organizations, and “community service agencies” were 

removed from the corpus because these phrases described a shared context for all the articles and thus would not 

contribute to answering the research questions.  

All text pre-processing and analyses were done in the R statistical software using the quanteda, spacyr, and tidytext 

packages. Visualizations were done with the ggplot package. Data cannot be publicly shared because of the intellectual 

property restrictions stipulated by Nexis Uni. All codes and detailed descriptions on downloading the data from Nexis Uni are 

provided at https://github.com/gerardchung/ssa_covid_news. 

 

 

                                                           
5 See discussion on text preprocessing in Chung, G., Rodriguez, M., Lanier, P., & Gibbs, D. (2021, May 11). Text-mining open-ended survey 
responses using structural topic modeling: A practical demonstration to understand parents’ coping methods during COVID-19 pandemic in 
Singapore. https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/enzst 

 

https://github.com/gerardchung/ssa_covid_news
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