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Preparing for a bibliometric study of environmental social work

ABSTRACT

This research note describes the processes undertaken in preparation for a bibliometric study
of environmental social work and the decisions made in selecting the literature that is relevant
to this domain of study. Given the conceptual breadth of the field, the first step involved the
clarification of epistemic boundaries as a prerequisite for meaningful cumulative knowledge
production in this area of research. The research note, therefore, outlines the search strategy,
scope of interest, rigorous inclusion guidelines, consequent exclusions and the main conceptual
categories in this broad, fragmented field of study.
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INTRODUCTION

This research note reports on the preparatory work undertaken for a bibliometric study of
environmental social work literature. It focuses on the processes undertaken to determine
inclusion and exclusion criteria to inform clear decisions on which articles legitimately belong
to this field. The first decision related to the keywords or search terms, given the expansive
range of topics relating to social work and the environment, shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Broad range of topics relating to social work and the environment
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Air Atmosphere Pollution
Animals Animal- Habitat Human bonds | Species
assisted destruction extinction
therapy
Bio- Biology Biodegradable | Biodiversity Biophysical Biosphere
Climate Adaptation Change Cooling Justice Variability Warming Weather
Community Action Capacity Development | Empowerment | Organising Policy Resilience
building Strengths
Conservation | Ecosystems Green spaces | Nature Non-human Parks Resources Wildlife
. life forms
Gardening
Disasters Drought Earthquakes Floods Hurricanes Tornadoes Tsunamis Wildfires
Landslides Typhoons Bushfires
Ecocentric Ecology Ecological Ecological Ecosystems Ecosocial Ecofeminis Ecospirituality
justice social work theory work m
Deep ecology
Economic Capital Capitalism Development | Neoliberalism | Productivity | Social Work — jobs
capacity Progress economy Industry
Emotions Eco-anxiety Grief Hopelessness | Loss Trauma
Energy Carbon Coal Fossil fuels Greenhouse Mining Renewable Transition
emissions . gas emissions
Oil
Environment | Biophysical Built Desertification | Deforestation | Overfishing | Preservation | Soil erosion
Protection
Environment | Activism Advocacy Degradation Hazard Justice Organising Social work
al
Food Availability Cooperatives | Justice Insecurity Production Security Sovereignty
Hazards Contaminants | Pesticides Pollution Toxins Waste
Human Anthropocentr | Development | Displacement | Needs Quality  of | Rights Wellbeing
ic life
Interventions | Animal- Community Crisis Policy Trauma Service Sustainable
assisted development intervention development counselling | provision development
therapy
Resources Energy Food Health Housing Land Transport Water
Social Development | Economy Investment Services Sustainabilit | Wellbeing Welfare
y
Solutions Conservation | Gardening Social ~ work | Reforestation | Renewable Sustainable Sustainable
interventions energy development | practices
Services Agricultural Education Employment Housing Welfare
Sustainable Agriculture Development | Economy Livelihoods Resources Services Social work
Vulnerable Groups Populations Disproportionately affected Bear the heaviest costs
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Conceptual breadth and epistemic dilution

Environmental social work has expanded semantically to enable it to encompass a broad range
of ecological, developmental, humanitarian and justice-related concerns. This reflects what
Rosenberg (1988) describes as ecologies of knowledge — fields in which conceptual boundaries
are fluid and mapping is necessary to impose analytical clarity (Taylor, 1990). While
intellectually productive, this expansion risks epistemic dilution, where the field becomes so
broad that its environmental core is weakened. Table 1 shows this conceptual broadening,
highlighting the diverse themes that have come to sit under the environmental social work
umbrella. This research note, therefore, clarifies what should legitimately count as
environmental social work in a systematic search: at a minimum, included articles needed to
explicitly engage with environmental conditions, benefits, risks, ecological justice or
environmental goals, rather than treat the environment merely as a social backdrop.

Epistemic dilution, as the term is used here, does not denote interdisciplinarity or thematic
plurality, but rather a loss of analytical coherence that occurs when a field’s core objects,
normative commitments and explanatory frameworks become insufficiently specified. As
concepts are extended to encompass an ever-wider range of phenomena, they risk what has
been described as conceptual stretching, reducing their explanatory power and theoretical
utility. In bibliometric research, such dilution has concrete methodological implications:
inflated corpora populated by conceptually adjacent but analytically irrelevant material can
obscure thematic structures, distort topic modelling outputs and, ultimately, undermine the
validity of field-mapping exercises. Clarifying epistemic boundaries is, therefore, not a
narrowing of the field, but a prerequisite for meaningful cumulative knowledge production.

SEARCH STRATEGY

Given the broad and fragmented nature of scholarship relating to social work and the natural
environment, an extensive mapping of potentially relevant environmental themes was first
undertaken. These themes ranged from climate change, ecology, disasters, environmental
justice, biodiversity, ecosystems and sustainability to community-based interventions and
environmental policy. From this broad thematic spectrum, the following search string was
developed:

‘Social work” AND (‘natural environment’ OR ‘environmental justice’ OR ‘ecological
justice’ OR ‘ecosocial’ OR ‘climate change’ OR ‘environmental sustainability’” OR
‘sustainable development” OR ‘SDGs’ OR ‘disaster’ OR ‘indigenous knowledge’ AND
(‘environment*’ OR ‘ecology’ OR ‘sustainab*’) OR ‘traditional knowledge’ AND
(‘environment*” OR ‘ecology’ OR ‘sustainab*’) OR ‘ecological social work” OR ‘green
social work” OR ‘environmental social work’” OR ‘environmental hazards’

The bibliometric analysis was conducted using the R Bibliometrix package, which
automatically retrieves records indexed in the Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus.
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Scope of interest

Only peer-reviewed journal articles published in English were included if they addressed at
least one of the following:

l.
2.

Benefits of biodiversity and the need for environmental conservation and protection;
Impacts of, and interventions following, climate change-related events and disasters on
animals and humans;

. Sustainability, sustainable development and sustainable development goals (SDGs)

pertaining to the environment.

Inclusion guidelines

Additional screening guidelines were:

Social work journals and environmental relevance: The study included full articles
published in social work journals that clearly addressed environmental aspects, even if
they were not explicitly framed as social work, as the journal context provided
professional grounding;

Non-natural disasters: Though the environmental social work literature tended to include
all articles related to disasters, this study excluded research on non-natural disasters such
as air and train crashes and 9/11;

Sustainability and the SDGs: The study included articles on sustainability and the SDGs
with a clear link to environmental issues, such as climate change, ecological justice and
environmental degradation. However, articles on poverty alleviation or general social
development did not fit the study’s environmental scope;

Person-in-environment with no natural environment focus: The study excluded articles
without an explicit connection to the natural environment;

Conflict and peace: The study excluded articles on peace and conflict that did not connect
directly to environmental dimensions, such as resource conflicts and climate-related
displacement;

Ecospirituality and ecosocial work: The study automatically included articles on
ecospirituality and ecosocial work tied clearly to social work practice.

Exclusions

These inclusion guidelines led to the following exclusions:

1.

Editorials, practice forum, letters to the editor, brief notes, teaching notes, book reviews,
and invited commentaries;

. Articles on:

COVID unrelated to environmental issues;

Indigenous knowledge unrelated to the environment, e.g. Chilvers (2022);

The person in the social environment, e.g.; Lei et al. (2021); human-animal interactions
within the social environment (e.g. Arkow, 2020);

Sustainable social development and sustainable livelihoods related to poverty and its
social consequences unrelated to environmental concerns (Skhosana & Nel, 2024);
Social work interventions unrelated to environmental SDGs, e.g. Addo et al. (2022);

Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk, 2026: 62(2)



427

= Aligning the SDGs and Global Agenda that mainly concerned policy and added nothing
to advance understanding of sustainable development vis-a-vis the environment;

= Sustainability used semantically in ways unrelated to the environment, e.g. the
sustainable development of social work (Colnar et al., 2019) and the sustainability of
field education (Neden et al., 2018);

= Individual therapeutic benefits of animals and nature, as this was a specialist field using
animal-assisted and nature-based interventions without discussion of environmental
concerns.

PRISMA flow summary

A total of 1,120 records were retrieved from the WoS, Scopus and Google Scholar. Titles and
abstracts were screened to assess relevance to environmental social work. During this stage,
359 records were excluded for lacking an explicit environmental focus. The remaining 761
records were assessed for full-text eligibility. This screening process, shown in Figure 1,
produced the final bibliometric corpus covering the years 1966-2025.

Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram

PRISMA Flow Diagram

Records identified through database search
Web of Science. Scopus, Google Scholar (n = 1120)

Records excluded
— Not meeting inclusion
focus (n = 359)

Records screened (Title & Abstract)
n=1120

Records assessed for eligibility
n=761

Further processing then followed for the subsequent structural topic modelling (STM) analysis
using optical character recognition (OCR), the technology that converts scanned documents
into editable, searchable, machine-readable data. This OCR screening process enabled the
retention of a full-text corpus of 716 articles published between 1972 and 2025 for the full-text
STM analysis, as shown in Figure 2. Since the OCR process was conducted only after the
completion of bibliometric corpus selection, it was, therefore, not part of the PRISMA
screening process.
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Figure 2: Analytical workflow for structural topic modelling

Structural Topic Modelling
Final Corpus (n = 716) ] (STM) "
in R (stm package)

Topic Extraction & Thematic Insights &
Analysis Trends

CONCEPTUAL CATEGORIES

In making decisions on inclusion/exclusion criteria, the researchers were mindful of three broad
categories in the environmental social work literature:

1. General empirical and theoretical literature on environmental and eco-theories;
2. Disasters and climate change;
3. Environmental sustainability, sustainable development and the SDGs.

Two areas, in particular, exemplify the selection dilemmas the researchers faced. First, though
the environmental social work literature includes the SDGs and sustainable development,
especially in copious discussions on the Global Agenda, many of the articles in this category
did not address environmental issues, but rather focused on poverty alleviation. While it was
possible to link poverty and the environment, as Dominelli (2012) did, by construing poverty
as a social disaster requiring urgent attention, environmental social work implies interventions
that directly address environmental issues within poverty-alleviation efforts. The researchers,
therefore, excluded articles that addressed social consequences but did not mention
environmental implications.

A fitting example in relation to sustainable development was food security, where much of the
literature discussed this topic mainly as a social issue relating to poverty and pressures to
transition to industrial agriculture (Ku & Kan, 2020). Few articles discussed food security in
relation to environmental transformation, e.g. deforestation, desertification and overfishing,
especially industrial fishing that not only robbed local people of their livelihoods, but was also
extremely damaging to marine life (Jonsson, 2019; Rambaree, 2020). The researchers
consequently excluded articles on food security that did not mention environmental issues, but
related it to poverty, including low-income households’ use of food banks or receipt of food
relief. Articles that discussed food security in relation to Indigenous peoples and food
sovereignty, and those that dealt with food insecurity following disasters or in relation to
climate change, fitted the inclusion criteria, since they related directly to environmental issues.
Articles on the availability and accessibility of food security, consumption and nutritional
wellbeing also fitted the environmental sustainability mould. For example, “the long-term
sustainable management of natural resources and elimination of unsustainable modes of food
production and consumption ... [such as the] decreased viability of the agricultural sector, due
to the disappearance of farming areas” (Arkert & Jacobs, 2023, p. 131) was a sustainability
issue.

Secondly, there was also a substantial amount of literature on human-animal and human-nature
interaction for therapeutic purposes that largely centred on individuals in their familial and
social environment, and concerned the value of animal companionship, outdoor adventure
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activities and wilderness exploration for human health and wellbeing (Duvnjak & Dent, 2024).
These articles did not, however, discuss the natural environment but rather focused on what
many termed veterinary social work and animal-assisted interventions that used trained therapy
animals to provide therapeutic comfort. The researchers, instead, included articles in this
category that focused, for example, on the interconnectedness between human-animal relations
in the web of life (Faver, 2009); animal-assisted activity focused on sustainability (Eaton-Stull,
2024); and companion animals (pets), farmed animals (livestock), and free-living animals
(wildlife) as oppressed populations (Fraser et al., 2021).

CONCLUSION

The carefully defined search strategy, combined with rigorous inclusion and exclusion
guidelines discussed in this research note, ensured that the dataset authentically represented
environmental social work scholarship rather than adjacent, tangentially related social
development literature. This clarity strengthened the validity of subsequent bibliometric and
structural modelling analyses and contributed to the establishment of more precise conceptual
boundaries within the environmental social work field. Thus, this research note provides a
transparent methodological foundation for future bibliometric and conceptual work on
environmental social work.
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