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Grounded theory study on embitterment among labor-underutilized
adults during the COVID-19 pandemic
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Objectives: This study conceptualized how labor-underutilized adults in Korea experienced embitterment during the
COVID-19 pandemic and identified the social and psychological conditions and processes through which this state
of embitterment emerged and persisted. ~ Methods: A grounded theory approach was applied, wherein
semi-structured interviews were conducted with ten labor-underutilized adults recruited via a national panel service.
Data collected between November 2022 and February 2023 were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding
following Strauss and Corbin's procedures. Results: Analysis identified 56 concepts, 13 categories, and 33
subcategories. The core process showed a cyclical pattern of embitterment characterized by emotional eruptions,
resignation, and chronic emotional suppression. Causal conditions involved repeated invalidation between
employment and unemployment and identity erosion within stigmatizing relationships. Contextual factors included
workplace disruption, perceived labor injustice, and weakened social trust. Coping centered on self-blame and
emotional restraint, leading to social isolation and psychosomatic fatigue, while available supports provided
temporary relief. Conclusion: Embitterment among labor-underutilized adults functioned as a social emotion
reinforced by structural inequality and perceived injustice. These findings highlight the need for crisis preparedness
strategies that restore social trust and emotional well-being through relational and institutional interventions,
promoting recognition and reintegration of marginalized workers.
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(Table 1) Sociodemographic characteristics of study participants

. Monthly .
No. Gender Age Education blel household TyPe o Residential ~ Urban/ Hou.?ehold Children
(group) status ) residence area Rural size
income
o Jeonse
39 , ) 2-3 million B
1 Male (Young adult) Bachelor's  Single KRW (long term Seoul Urban 1 None
deposit lease)
2 Female (Youn?a duld) Bachelor's  Single 5_6K§u§gion Jeonse Chungbuk  Urban 3 None
3 Femal i Bachelor's Married o+ MO o ned h Inch Uban 5 Y
emale (Middle-aged) achelor's Marrie KRW ed house ncheon rban or more es
4 Male (Mid dlSeZ—age 9 Bachelor's  Single S_GKI;H\%OH Owned house  Gyeonggi  Urban 3 None
5 Female (Mid d14e4—age 9 Bachelor's Married 4—5Kr;{n\')1(}ion Jeonse Seoul Urban 4 Yes
6 Male (Youn2g7a Quld) Bachelor's  Single 2—3&11\'3;1011 Jeonse Gyeongnam  Urban 3 None
7 Female (Younggoa duld) Bachelor's Married 10—115<Rn\$lion Owned house Chungnam  Rural 2 Yes
8 Male (Mid d14e7—age 9 Master's  Married 7—1(I)<Rn;ivlhon Owned house Busan Urban 3 Yes
9 Male (Mid dlsez—age 9 Bachelor's Married 1 r?lieﬁisoflhaKr;{W Owned house  Daejeon Urban 5 Yes
40 High . 4-5 milli
10 Female (Middle-aged) sc}lf)ol Married Kr}guwlon Monthly rent Gyeongnam  Urban 4 Yes

Notes. Stratified random sampling was applied based on age group and gender when recruiting participants.
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Causal conditions

« Repeated experiences of invalidation at the boundary
between work and unemployment

« Erosion of self reinforced through relational contexts

|

Phenomenon

Contextual condition Intervening condition

«+ Circulation and overlap of negative emotions leading to | and social f facili
+ Positioning as a vulnerable group within an - the manifestation of embitterment _ . Pers(tn'na elm scicwtg actors that facilitate
; H emotional regulation
unjust social and labor structure + Chronic embitterment accompanied by helplessness 9

+ Reconfiguration of workplaces and deprivation + Collapse of psychological defenses following the loss of : PracTicaI engt;agemerlt W“th' yet limitations of,
of opportunities due to external factors \ direction and purpose / employment support systems

|

Action/Interaction
+ Chronic suppression of emotions
+  Self-attribution of failure

|

Consequence
+  Acceleration of social isolation and relational breakdown
« Deterioration of physical and mental health

[Figure 1] Conceptual model (coding paradigm) of the manifestation of embitterment among labor-underutilized adults
during the COVID-19 pandemic
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