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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Emerging opportunities for relationship-based social work?
Finnish social workers’ reflections on utilising digital
environments during two phases of the COVID-19 pandemic

Mahdollisuuksien avautuminen suhdeperusteiselle sosiaalityölle?
Suomalaisten sosiaalityöntekijöiden pohdintoja digitaalisten
toimintaympäristöjen hyödyntämisestä kahtena ajankohtana
COVID-19 pandemian aikana
Marjo Romakkaniemi, Kivistö Mari, Harrikari Timo, Fiorentino Vera, Leppiaho Tuomas and
Hautala Sanna

Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Lapland, Rovaniemi, Finland

ABSTRACT
Social work focuses on the social relationships, which the COVID-19
pandemic had a major impact. The article explores Finnish social
workers’ reflections on utilising digital environments in client
relationships during the pandemic. The article is framed by relationship-
based social work. The data consist of two datasets that together form
a continuum: Finnish social workers’ personal diaries from mid-March to
the end of May 2020, and interviews with 17 diary writers conducted in
April and May 2021. The research questions are: What kind of
challenges related to relationships can be identified in the early phase
of the pandemic? What were the facilitators for conducting
relationships as the pandemic continues? What kind of practice began
to emerge as the pandemic proved to be long-standing? The diaries
and interviews were analysed using thematic analysis. Three themes
were identified: relationships drifting into danger, reconstitution of
relationships and emerging opportunity for relationship-based social work.
The results demonstrate serious challenges, but also new opportunities,
as well as temporal variation and contextual change related to
relationship-based social work during the pandemic.

TIIVISTELMÄ
Sosiaalityön fokus on sosiaalisissa suhteissa, joihin COVID-19-pandemia
vaikutti merkittävästi. Artikkelissa tutkitaan suomalaisten
sosiaalityöntekijöiden kokemuksia digitaalisten toimintaympäristöjen
hyödyntämisestä asiakassuhteissa pandemian aikana. Tutkimuksen
kehyksenä toimii suhdeperustainen sosiaalityö. Kaksiosainen aineisto
muodostaa jatkumon: suomalaisten sosiaalityöntekijöiden maaliskuun
puolivälistä toukokuun loppuun vuonna 2020 pitämät päiväkirjat ja
päiväkirjaa pitäneiden 17 sosiaalityöntekijän haastattelut, jotka
toteutettiin huhti-toukokuun aikana vuonna 2021. Molemmat aineistot
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analysoitiin hyödyntäen temaattista sisällönanalyysia, jonka avulla
paikannettiin kolme teemaa: asiakassuhteiden vaarantuminen,
asiakassuhteiden uudelleen rakentuminen ja uusien mahdollisuuksien
ilmaantuminen suhdeperustaisessa sosiaalityössä. Tulokset osoittavat
suhdeperustaiseen sosiaalityöhön pandemian aikana liittyneitä
merkittäviä haasteita, mutta myös uusia mahdollisuuksia, sekä aikaan ja
paikkaan sidoksissa olevaa muutosta.

Introduction

Social work focuses on the social relationships, connections and people in relation to their environ-
ments. Reflections on relationship-based social work have deep roots (Howe, 1998; Ruch, 2005; Tre-
vithick, 2003), but in the COVID-19 pandemic, restrictions regarding face-to-face contacts were
recommended to be avoided as much as possible. The solution was to utilise digital environments,
raising the question of the possibilities of building relationships digitally (Banks et al., 2020; Pascoe,
2022). In the current article, we explore Finnish social workers’ reflections on utilising digital environ-
ments in building relationships with clients during the pandemic. In Finland, the digital leap was
extensive (Fiorentino et al., 2022), making the Finnish context interesting to analyse. The present
study covers two empirical phases of the pandemic: the springs of 2020 and 2021.

There is always a relationship between a practitioner and client that is contextual by nature,
regardless of the issue discussed or technique used (Howe, 1998; Ruch, 2018). However, the
status of relationship-based social work has tended to rise and fall with wider contextual, for
example, administrative and political, changes (Howe, 1998). In recent years, there has been a resur-
gence of interest in relationship-based social work practice (Järveläinen et al., 2021; Murphy et al.,
2013), but relationship-based social work has also been challenged in the context of neoliberalism,
outcome-driven practice and austerity, indicating that some social workers have acted more as
techno-bureaucrats than relationship-based practitioners (Hingley-Jones & Ruch, 2016). In Finland,
the field of relationship-based social work can be described as tensioned. Heavy workloads, juridifi-
cation, bureaucratisation and administrative pressures related to managerialism, such as increasing
reporting tasks, have challenged the promotion of relationship-based social work. At the same time,
there is a strong tradition in Finland both in researching and conducting relationship-based social
work, reciprocity and partnership in social work–client relationships and creating a dialogue in
this relationship (Hall et al., 2014; Järveläinen et al., 2021; Vornanen & Pölkki, 2018).

Information and communication technology (ICT) is currently utilised broadly and has become
more extensively used in social work during the COVID-19 pandemic (Fiorentino et al., 2022;
Mishna et al., 2021; Pink et al., 2022). However, the utilisation of ICT has been initiated slower in
social work than elsewhere in society, and the potential benefits of ICT in social work have not
been fully acknowledged (Harrikari et al., 2021; Pink et al., 2022). In Finnish social work, ICT has
been utilised mainly in managerial work, communication between professionals and documen-
tation. Other forms of digitalisation, such as video conferencing with clients, were quite rarely
used before the pandemic, but the COVID-19 pandemic brought with it a digital leap (Pyykönen
et al., 2022).

Both opportunities and risks are present when discussing digitalisation and social work (Steiner,
2021). Although social workers have expressed their technological optimism (Nordesjö et al., 2022),
digital tools are simultaneously viewed as a threat to social work relationships (Pascoe, 2022; Steiner,
2021). Digitalisation has been seen as offering new opportunities for social work in establishing and
maintaining relationships. However, according to Steiner (2021), applying technologies requires con-
tinuous ethical discretion because digital environments are not passive tools, and their implemen-
tation has effects on social work contexts. ICT should not reduce responsibility, neglect basic
humanity or exclude people from social work. Also, a lack of adequate training, confidentiality,
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professionalism and resources have been regarded as the challenges of digitally mediated social
work (Boddy & Dominelli, 2017; Goldkind et al., 2019; Pascoe, 2022). According to Pascoe (2022),
the core principles of social work, such as active partnership between social workers and clients
and a holistic approach to clients’ life situations, are disrupted by technology. ICT creates a new
realm of spatial possibilities when it comes to forming relationships (Fiorentino et al., 2022) com-
pared with traditional home visits, where corporeality, senses and intuitions are present (Manthorpe
et al., 2021; Pink et al., 2022). Critical and creative ways of perceiving, thinking and acting related to
client relationships and digitalisation have been called for both prior to (Goldkind et al., 2019) and
during the pandemic (Ferguson et al., 2022).

Several studies on the COVID-19 pandemic and social work have made it evident how extensive
and drastic the impact on societal restrictions has been on both working and everyday lives (e.g. Fer-
guson et al., 2022; Harrikari et al., 2021; Manthorpe et al., 2021; Ross et al., 2021). During the first
months of the pandemic, the recommendations for social distancing forced social work to take a
digital leap. Social work has faced significant challenges during the pandemic, but it has also demon-
strated its capacity to adapt, mobilise resources and develop new practices (e.g. Ferguson et al.,
2022; Harrikari et al., 2021). In the current article, we take part in these discussions in the frame of
relationship-based social work in an increasingly digitalised environment. Technologies, as such,
are not in our focus but are viewed more as establishing spaces for relationship-based social work
through their enabling and constraining elements (Fiorentino et al., 2022). The goal is to shed
light on social workers’ experiences of how relationships with clients changed and were constituted
when utilising digital environments during different phases of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The data were collected in two phases of the COVID-19 pandemic: the first phase focuses on the
beginning of the pandemic in the spring of 2020 and the second phase one year later, in the spring
of 2021, where the pandemic was proving to be long-standing and new practices emerged in social
work. We seek to answer the following questions: What kinds of challenges related to relationships
can be identified in the early phase of the pandemic? What were the facilitators for conducting
relationships as the pandemic continued, and what kind of practices began to emerge as the pan-
demic proved to be long-standing? The data consist of 33 personal diaries that social work pro-
fessionals created from mid-March to the end of May 2020 and interviews with 17 diary writers
conducted in April and May 2021. The diaries and interviews were analysed using thematic
content analysis.

Relationship-based social work and digitalising environments

Theoretical conceptions of relationship-based practice vary, referring to the different ways of
working (Hingley-Jones & Ruch, 2016; Murphy et al., 2013). Usually, psychodynamic and system-
based approaches have been highlighted (e.g. Howe, 1998; Ruch, 2018; Vornanen & Pölkki, 2018).
Trevithick (2003) views relationship-based practice in relation to an assessment from a psychosocial
perspective, and Ruch (2018) suggests that relationship-based social work is not only about
empathy, respect, reliability, engagement and partnership but that it is also antioppressive practice
in which inclusiveness is an integral component of professional intervention. Empirical studies have
focused on professional relationships as enabling and promoting change and alleviating distress
(Rollins, 2020).

We see relationship-based social work, such as that by Ruch (2005), as highly multifaceted and
complex by nature and grounded on humanistic principles and reflectivity (also Rollins, 2020).
The relations of power are always present in terms of the assignment of the organisation and
environment in which the encounter occurs. Social workers should be aware of that and use their
power in an empowering way. We understand the relationship between client and social worker
as a negotiable, contextual and temporal phenomenon. Encounters between social workers and
clients include and manifest beliefs, assumptions, interpretations, understandings and misunder-
standings and monologues and dialogues (Hall et al., 2003; Parton & O’Byrne, 2000). We see creating
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a working alliance, confidentiality, mutual respect and social presence between the social worker
and client as a basis of relationship-based social work. By ‘social presence’, we mean the experiences
of the partner of the communication being fully present, salient to the person and encountering
responsibility (LaMendola, 2010). Social presence is created through responsiveness, open communi-
cation and dialogue (Fiorentino et al., 2022). The digital environment alters the encounter: the social
presence and confidential atmosphere must be created through digital devices, without traditional
face-to-face contact.

Relationship-based social work practice is, at the same time, a goal and tool for promoting
change. The importance of relationship-based social work and social workers’ communication
skills has been highlighted by empirical studies conducted among service users (Beresford et al.,
2008; Simpson, 2017). Fostering trust, communicating effectively, making appropriate assessments
and synchronising interventions can lead to better results from the service users’ point of view
(Simpson, 2017). In the context of digital social work, it is essential to consider how these elements
become realised while utilising digital environments and remote connections.

The research on online therapy has demonstrated that forming alliances between professionals
and clients in online services is possible and that online relationships can be convenient, safe and
empowering (van de Luitgaarden & van der Tier, 2018). However, van de Luitgaarden and van der
Tier (2018) point out that applying mental health research to the social work field can be problematic
because the emphasis in social work lies more on contextual and psychosocial issues. Therefore,
more analyses are required in social work research on the role of communication, forming
working alliances and conducting assessments in digital environments.

There have been some debates in the literature regarding whether ICT alters interpersonal inter-
actions (Byrne & Kirwan, 2019) and what follows from the lack of physical proximity. These concerns
are particularly justified when it comes to relationship-based work with vulnerable groups. Emma-
nuel Levinas suggests that the ‘face speaks’ and that ‘the face’ is a foundation of ethics (1995,
p. 87) while responsibility emerges in face-to-face contact; that is, by encountering a face, a
person becomes aware of the other’s vulnerability (Domrzalski, 2010). Responsibility is an inevitable
part of authentic relationships, and seeing another face increases one’s responsibility; hence, face-to-
face contact can be viewed as a cornerstone of moral and ethical agency (Levinas, 1995). We may,
however, ask what the ‘imperative of responsibility’ (Steiner, 2021, p. 3365) is now because it
seems that the social, spatial and temporal effects of digital technologies extend to all areas of
society. The question remains regarding how ICT technologies can be used to empower service
users in social work. ICT forms a special space for encounters between professionals and clients (Fior-
entino et al., 2022; Granholm, 2016; Nordesjö et al., 2022). Thus, one of the key questions is how the
ICT infrastructure can enable encountering and promoting dialogue.

Materials and methods

The data consist of two datasets that together form a continuum. Data collection began right after
the Finnish government applied the Emergency Powers Act on 16 March 2020 and declared lock-
downs. We recruited social workers from a closed Facebook group (more than 3,000 professional
Finnish social workers as members) to write diaries about the observations, thoughts, experiences
and feelings they faced during the first wave of pandemic. The diaries were written from 19
March 2020 to 31 May 2020. We asked the social workers to write about the following: (1) ‘What
kinds of observations and experiences do you have about the phenomena and challenges that
occur in the lives of social work clients during the pandemic?’ (2) ‘What challenges do social work
and its practices face during a pandemic?’ (3) ‘What kind of thoughts does the pandemic period
evoke in you as a social work professional?’ The social workers pondered about creating and main-
taining relationships with clients, as well as the challenges and opportunities related to relationships
in these exceptional circumstances, which enabled us to analyse the data through relationship-based
social work. In total, 33 diaries (93,292 words) were returned in digital form via secured email. The
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participants were all women, aged 30–53 years, working in different areas of social work (adult social
work, elderly care, child protection, disability services, services for immigrants and substance users).

The second dataset, collected from 4 March 2021 to 25 May 2021, consists of personal interviews
(154,064 words) of the same social workers who had written the diaries. A request to participate in an
interview was sent to all of them; however, only 17 diary writers signed up, and reminders were not
sent because participation was voluntary and the number of interviewees and information they pro-
vided was regarded as sufficient. The profiles of the interviewed social workers were similar to that of
the diary writers regarding age and areas of social work. The personal interviews were conducted
through MS Teams and audio-recorded. In the interviews, we asked the social workers to reflect
on their experiences of the effects of the pandemic on their work, what kind of changes have
occurred since the beginning of the pandemic and what they had learned from working in pandemic
conditions after one year. One of the main themes we asked was the relationships between clients
and social workers in digital environments. Moreover, we asked the interviewees to reflect on the
early phase of the pandemic, how practices were adapted to the new circumstances and how
they viewed their clients’ situations. The interview data allowed us to establish a comparative
follow-up setting, analyse temporal variations and shed light on the changes in building and main-
taining relationships as the pandemic progressed.

In terms of data analysis, we combined data-driven and theory-informed qualitative thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2017), which provided a flexible approach for devel-
oping themes and allowed for an active researcher role. The reading of the data was framed by our
preunderstanding of relationship-based social work from the literature. We first familiarised our-
selves with the data and then extracted, both from the diaries and interviews, data samples
where the relationships between social workers and clients were described. The samples were
divided into rough thematic groups in a preliminary sense and set on a chronological timeline.
Second, we refocused on our research questions based on the preliminary findings, and as the analy-
sis progressed, we identified certain patterns of meaningful themes (e.g. Clarke & Braun, 2017):
relationships drifting into danger, reconstitution of relationships and emerging opportunities for
relationship-based social work. Finally, the themes were reviewed against the data (Clarke & Braun,
2017), and the analysis ended in a dialogue between the data and literature. Hence, the data analysis
phases overlapped. The quotations from the diaries are marked with the first letter D and interviews
with the letters ‘Int’ before the date.

Ethics

In terms of research ethics, the guidelines of the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (TENK,
2019) were followed. Detailed information about the research project was delivered to the partici-
pants. The participants were informed of the voluntary nature regarding their writing the diaries
and participating in the interviews. Regarding the diaries, the participants were informed that
sending a diary meant giving one’s consent. Likewise, giving an affirmative answer to the interview
invitation meant a consent to the interview. The background information was kept minimal: age,
gender, professional title, education and the main client group were asked. Social workers partici-
pated in the study as individual licenced professionals, and the organisations they worked in
were not known. If the diaries or interviews contained any identifiable information, the research
teams anonymised the data.

Results

Relationships drifting into danger

In terms of conducting relationship-based social work in the context of the first weeks of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the following question arose: How would it be possible to maintain and
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start relationships with clients? Successful implementation of relationship-based social work requires
a supportive organisational base, as well as training, supervision and leadership (Ward et al., 2018).
When the pandemic started and restrictions were put into place, it soon became obvious that both
the social work organisations and their workers had different capabilities and orientations to work
remotely (also Pascoe, 2022; Pink et al., 2022). The readiness for the transition and change in
working culture seemed to vary. Our data suggest that there were no overall guidelines or organis-
ational instructions to utilise digital environments, which, in turn, led to chaotic and puzzling times,
thus endangering the maintenance and formation of relationships with clients. In addition, during
the first weeks of the pandemic, many meetings with clients were cancelled by social workers or
the clients themselves:

The past week was marked by confusion, chaos and cancellation of appointments. (D4/20/03/25)

In particular, the beginning of the pandemic was painful for most social work organisations because
they did not have the proper digital devices and applications (e.g. data-secure, video conferencing
software), and some social workers had deficient skills in the use of technology (also Pascoe, 2022).
Even if digital devices and applications were available, basic knowledge of how and when to perform
digitally mediated social work was sometimes missing:

I am confused by how poorly social workers perceive the contexts, whether remote connections are suitable or not.
(D29/20/03/30)

From the very beginning of the pandemic, the social workers were obliged to use their professional
judgement and discretion while reflecting on the possibilities and risks in a new situation (also Man-
thorpe et al., 2021). Professional discretion was required to decide which of the clients’ appointments
could be cancelled or postponed and who would be encountered in a face-to-face setting, despite
the physical restrictions (Manthorpe et al., 2021). Even if there were strong recommendations to
work remotely, the social workers used their discretion and experience when deciding on modes
of interaction with clients. Some experienced using personal discretion as overwhelming or as a
risk for ethical practice:

Each social worker has been left to their own discretion on assessing the necessity of contacts. Some employees think
that all appointments can be handled online and do not have any necessary contacts. How equally are clients being
treated? (D7/20/04/04)

According to the social workers’ reflections, many were against utilising digital devices and software
in client relationships before the pandemic (also Goldkind et al., 2019; Mishna et al., 2012; Steiner,
2021). They were suspicious about how to form a confidential relationship in a digital environment
with a client without perceiving nonverbal communication, being able to touch or knowing how to
convey empathy and feelings. The ‘face’ (Levinas, 1995) was often missing, and this was seen as a
problem. In their diaries, the social workers expressed their concerns: ‘the interaction is not as
genuine as in face-to-face contact’ (D29/20/03/30), ‘how to interpret the situation without seeing
the face’ (D22/20/03/30), ‘how to promote inclusion’ (D22/20/03/26), ‘difficulty to maintain open dia-
logue’ (D30/20/04/03), ‘difficulty to create confidential relationships with new clients’ (D6/20/03/19)
and ‘emotions will be ignored’ (D2/20/05/25). Hence, missing nonverbal interactions, not being able
to touch or hug, not being able to sense the atmosphere and missing the sensory experience were
the most frequently mentioned threads (Manthorpe et al., 2021; Pink et al., 2022). The setting was
viewed as acting against the ethics of social work.

Relationship-based social work can be seen as a primary tool for social work assessment (Ruch,
2018). The social workers regarded digitalised environments as something that made the assessment
more complicated. Some social workers suggested that remotely conducted assessments can lead to
wrong situational analyses and a deficient holistic picture (see also Pascoe, 2022). In the early phase
of the pandemic, debates on the risks concerning digital devices and environments were frequent,
especially because of a lack of organisational instructions. The diaries demonstrated – sometimes

6 M. ROMAKKANIEMI ET AL.



even excessively so – the responsibility of an individual social worker to judge how to conduct client
relationships:

At the same time, we are instructed to work remotely but are still forced to take responsibility for all clients and meet
them face to face without any protective equipment or the possibility of being tested. The employee is left alone to
decide what encounters are necessary and what are not. (D7/20/04/04)

Many social workers resisted the transition towards digitally mediated social work in the early phase
of the pandemic, highlighting the fundamental elements of relationship-based social work: face-to-
face contact with clients, interaction going beyond the words, commitment, being present,
interpretation of the situation and the atmosphere. These key elements can be applied to every
encounter and circumstance in social work, but digitalising environments formed a specific space
for interaction. This raised questions, concerns and anticipation of risks in social workers’ reflections.
On the other hand, social work is a societal actor and human profession with an obligation to act in
the best interests of its clients, regardless of the context and challenges.

Reconstitution of relationships

Our data demonstrate that, to uphold relationships with clients, the use of digital tools increased as
the COVID-19 pandemic continued, but it did so at a varying pace in different organisations and
locations. One of the earliest mentions of this change in social workers’ attitudes towards the adop-
tion of digital tools was at the end of March 2020; this reflection came from a social worker who had
already developed digitally mediated social work before the pandemic. She described how there was
suddenly a huge need for their pioneering working methods:

We don’t have to give any justifications for doing social work digitally [anymore]. Now, everyone wants to know how
to do it. (D29/20/03/30)

There were not many mentions like this in our data. From the point of view of digital social work and
its development, the comments were mostly critical. However, if there were at least a few social
workers in the work community who were ready to change their working methods or had
open-minded attitudes towards digitally mediated social work, the reorganisation was easier. The
‘pioneers’ expressed their willingness to support and help their workmates and work communities
in these exceptional circumstances:

I tried to get instructions from the supervisor, but we all were equally clueless, so I also tried to keep the superior
informed of the current news. Some employees haven’t yet acquired equipment to work remotely, so I try to
promote that as well. (D4/20/03/25)

Reflective responses to environmental changes are at the heart of social work. Critical reflection,
ethical thinking and the mission of social work to take care of those in the most vulnerable positions
guided the social workers’ decision making on the clients’ needs in a new, hazy and uncertain
environment. After the confusion at the very beginning of the crisis, the social workers were
‘experts of challenging interaction, and that competence can easily be adapted to online environ-
ments as well, as long as there is room to reflect one’s competence for a moment’ (D29/20/4/1).
The fundamental task was to maintain relationships with clients:

We were obliged to find creative ways to help people. We realised that this would all be hard, especially for those
already in weak positions. This is a really difficult situation. We figured out that this was the time to roll up our
sleeves and get to work. (Int5)

Receiving proper digital devices enabled and accelerated the shift towards work in digital environ-
ments. The shift was framed by familiarising oneself with new technical solutions, desktop and
mobile applications and security software: ‘piece by piece, the technical barriers began to alleviate’
(D24/20/04/03). Thus, developing digital skills and competencies began in a context where the
boundary conditions gradually turned into ideal ones. In this sense, the pandemic conditions also
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forced social work to expand its role and responsibilities (also Ross et al., 2021). For example, some
social workers taught their clients how to use digital devices if such a need arose, which is meaning-
ful in terms of conducting relationships. Regarding the digital leap taken, the social workers demon-
strated their flexibility and adjusted to the change and found new ways of being connected with
clients. New innovations increased feelings of success and brought new insights to their work:

The digital connection functioned surprisingly well. The client could stay at home and control the situation more
than in my office. This made the setting more equal. (D17/20/04/16)

Some social workers reflected on how they had stood for face-to-face meetings before the
pandemic. Some still stood their ground, at least through the first wave of the pandemic, speaking
about the importance of face-to-face meetings. However, after the experiences of meeting clients in
digital environments, some stated that they had changed their former opinion or at least mitigated
it. The digital environment was now assessed as usable and even desirable, and the benefits of digital
encounters were perceived instead of being seen as a one-sided view of threats:

For some clients, this seems to fit surprisingly well. Some are more active and participative. It seems easier to focus on
the agenda. This has been a huge insight for me, who has always sworn in the name of face-to-face meetings. (D30/
20/03/23)

As the pandemic continued and new experiences accumulated, it became more evident with which
of the clients and in what types of settings using digital devices would be applicable. In their diaries,
the social workers named several client groups and contexts where using digital devices or inter-
actions through remote connections would not be applicable (e.g. older people in vulnerable pos-
itions, victims of human trafficking, persons with severe mental health problems, especially
psychotic persons, situations with deep emotions, situations of domestic violence, situations with
decisions concerning foster care and assessing the needs of little children or suicidality). However,
they also understood that decisions were to be made situationally. A refined idea about who they
could work within the digital environment and the situational nature of the utilisation of digital
devices was better understood. It was essential that the social workers saw it possible to create confi-
dential encounters with clients in digital environments and find ways to build social presence.

Emerging opportunity for relationship-based social work?

The interviews conducted a year after the diary writing indicated some changes in utilising the
digital environment in client relationships. Not only the social workers, but also many clients were
now more familiar with digital environments and devices. The pandemic era brought many chal-
lenges, but it also offered emerging opportunities for relationships and relationship-based social
work. New ways of doing the work were developed, which some of the interviewees called the
‘new normal’ (Int7). The benefits of working remotely with clients were seen as ‘a possibility’ (Int9)
because it saved time on travelling, fostered flexibility in planning work and allowed working
hours to be used more efficiently:

With clients living 200 kilometres away, you ask if it is worth travelling as matters can be handled remotely. At the
same time, you can save nature, work time, people and everything. (Int1)

The interviewed social workers highlighted that digital environments were utilised for maintaining
relationships with clients. ‘Without flexibility, the appointments would be cancelled’ (Int2). Some clients
preferred an opportunity to participate in meetings from home remotely and more ‘anonymously’. In
addition, some new digitally mediated practices, even hybrid interventions, with the aim of promot-
ing interactions and client engagement, emerged:

A digital service path with a chat feature, different tests, and home tasks were introduced. – Clients do indepen-
dent tasks in betweenmeetings, and the meetings vary between face to face, digital encounters and phone calls.
(Int12)
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The interviews demonstrated that the social workers could decide how to act in client relations
and how to form and maintain relationships. Practical knowledge accumulated gradually: there must
be face-to-face contact at least once in the early phase of the relationship; ‘otherwise something will
be missing’ (Int1). The negotiations between the social worker and client became the key element in
assessing and deciding how the relationships would be maintained and which methods would be
applied. ‘We had to and wanted to leave it to the social workers’ discretion’ (Int7). It has been fre-
quently suggested that face-to-face encounters and remote meetings through digital devices
could be applied as a hybrid model (see Pink et al., 2022). The hybrid model gave room for pro-
fessional discretion to decide whether to meet face-to-face or remotely, which of the options
would work best and how to apply the digital devices in each situation (also Manthorpe et al.,
2021; Pink et al., 2022). However, the decision should be made together with mutual understanding:

Remote meetings suit some client situations but must be discussed with them. It must be a mutual decision whether
to meet face to face or remotely. Remote meetings are okay, but every now and then, you must see the client face to
face. (Int3)

In our interviews, there were social workers who felt relieved when they could meet clients face to
face after the restrictions, but for some, working in a digital environment had become a more natural
choice. Many interviewees highlighted their expertise in creating interactions and the realisation that
dialogue can be created in many ways, also digitally: ‘After all, we are in the same space, or same air
space with them’ (Int1). The use of digital connections and reciprocal digital learning between social
workers and clients during the pandemic was represented as an important shared experience that
could lead to better collaboration and dialogue in relationships:

The pandemic is a shared experience. [–] And this could be used in creating interactions. (Int4)

On a larger scale, it is challenging to say how remote connections and digital devices should be uti-
lised in relationships with clients because it is always a question related to the client’s situation and
social workers’ discretion and skills (Fiorentino et al., 2022; Granholm, 2016). Both theoretical frames
and contextual intuition are needed to promote relationships in social work (Ward et al., 2018). Social
work practices also require reflectivity in digitalising environments (Pink et al., 2022). Face-to-face
and online practices must be viewed as a continuum where it is important to keep the possible con-
sequences of the choice in mind (Granholm, 2016). The hybrid model of social work, which combines
in-person visits, video calls and other digital practices in a flexible way, is an opportunity for social
work in the postpandemic world (also Pink et al., 2022).

Discussion

The current study has focused on social workers’ reflections on utilising digital environments in their
relationships with clients in the context of the COVID‒19-pandemic. We analysed Finnish social
workers’ reflections based on two sets of data covering two stages of the pandemic: the early
phase of the pandemic in spring 2020 and one year later. The goal has been to understand the
relationship between digitalising environments and relationship-based social work.

At the beginning of the pandemic, the client relationships in social work were largely in danger
because of the restrictions to face-to-face contacts and varying abilities to utilise digital environ-
ments. The organisations were unprepared because of a lack of procedures, leadership, equipment
and digital skills (Figure 1). Some of the social work organisations decided to stop all face-to-face
meetings with clients, while other units and employees were capable of utilising digital tools or
decided to continue face-to-face meetings, especially with the most vulnerable clients. In addition
to risks, the facilitators for relationships in digitalising environments and for change were also ident-
ified, such as social workers’ resilience, a solution-focused approach and increasing digital compe-
tence. Support from the organisation and work community was also needed. Ethical agency,
professional discretion and critical reflection, which are at the core of relationship-based social
work, gave reassurance to implement digital environments as a part of encountering clients.
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At the beginning of the pandemic, the same ethical, practical and organisational critiques were
presented as in Pascoe’s (2022) study in Northern Ireland context. Her findings highlight negative
outcomes of technology on relationship-based social work. In the Finnish context, as the pandemic
continued and proved to be long-standing, new practices to maintain and form relationships with
clients emerged and became established. The results demonstrate how the contextual change of
social work during the COVID-19 pandemic brought not only serious challenges, but also new oppor-
tunities to relationship-based social work and options to diversify, add flexibility and even
strengthen relationships with clients. However, in terms of the quality of relationship-based social
work in the postpandemic period, the balance between challenges and opportunities depends on
how social work will be capable of making this change.

The drastic change in the social work context caused by the COVID-19 pandemic raised the ques-
tion of how to conduct, start and maintain meaningful and effective social work relationships. The
results suggest that, more than just the technique, conducting social work relationships in digital
environments requires special orientation, sensitivity, knowledge and skills in communication and
interaction (e.g. Byrne & Kirwan, 2019; Howe, 2018). Our data indicate that social workers have
the opportunity to hybridise interactions with clients because of their expertise in relationships.

Social work professional discretion was used when the ways, methods and techniques to conduct
relationships with clients were considered (also Manthorpe et al., 2021). Some of the social workers
were pleased to find new opportunities to work with clients, and negotiations with clients were

Figure 1. Challenges and facilitators of relationship-based social work in digitalising environments.
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highlighted. Using various channels to maintain and form relationships can, at its best, lead to more
intensive communication, and digital devices can boost social presence quite well (Simpson, 2017).
Although face-to-face contact was preferred in many cases, social presence was seen as possible to
gain with appropriate devices, learning to utilise digital environments and professional skills in inter-
action. The same skills in interaction can be utilised in digital environments with creativity and over-
coming both technical and attitudinal barriers. On the other hand, social workers’ partly differing
preferences on conducting client relationships need to be critically scrutinised. It is crucial to
reflect on whether the utilisation of digital environments is based on their convenience from the per-
spective of a social worker, on their efficiency related to organisational goals or on the client’s situ-
ation and need (Granholm, 2016; Ross et al., 2021). The basis for relationship-based social work lies in
organisational facilities and culture and in the social workers’ and clients’ skills to create interaction
and dialogue in digital environments while attempting to understand how digitally mediated com-
munication can support relationship-based social work (see Byrne & Kirwan, 2019).

The COVID-19 pandemic has offered a fundamental lesson for social work (Manthorpe et al.,
2021); the pandemic has created a space for social work to reflect relationship-based social work:
what its current position is and how it can be utilised in different situations and environments. In
our data, some social workers reflected on ‘waking up’ with traditional relationship-based social
work, for example, that related to the significance of encounters and face-to-face interactions
with clients. On the other hand, it has been learned how relationships with clients can be effectively
conducted in specific contexts in digital and remote environments (also Pink et al., 2022); these
insights related to the possibilities of hybrid relationship-based social work are worth taking advan-
tage of.

As for the limitations of the current study, participation during the COVID-19 pandemic likely
required special effort, and it is possible that the participants who attended this research were excep-
tionally active social workers. When applying the results, it must be noted that the participants
worked in different social work areas where the role of relationship-based social work may vary.
However, our aim was to obtain a holistic picture of relationship-based social works’ relation to
digital environments in a pandemic context, not compare different fields of social work. In terms
of digital techniques, it must be kept in mind that remote work was conducted not only through
video conferencing, but also by phone, which contains a different interacting environment. In
addition, the study is framed by the Finnish welfare system. However, despite these contextual differ-
ences, the reflections of Finnish social workers in the present study are relatively similar to research in
different contexts (e.g. Manthorpe et al., 2021; Pink et al., 2022; Ross et al., 2021).
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