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Abstract

Ever since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, the specialized health-care
resources have been the main focus of political attention in any country. However,
the pandemic and subsequent lockdowns have also had a major impact on social
services. The pandemic increased service needs among those who were already
adult social work clients before the pandemic; it also created needs among new
groups of clients, while the operating environment for service provision changed

dramatically.

In our study, we examine social workers’ perceptions on: 1) how well social services
were able to respond to clients’ needs during the pandemic; and 2) examine
practices in adult social work that were used and developed during the outbreak of
the pandemic. For the analysis, we use national survey data obtained from social
workers in the Social Barometer survey collected in May 2020 (n=496) and in
January 2021 (n=412). The findings show that according to social workers, during the
first year of the pandemic social work in Finland succeeded in responding to clients’
rather clear and concrete problems, such as difficulties in applying for social benefits
and a lack of housing, while more complicated problems, such as unmanageable
debts, loneliness and mental health problems, were not adequately responded to. At
the same time, social workers assessed that people suffering from these problems
were the most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: social work, Covid-19, access to services
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Introduction

Ever since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, the specialized health-care
resources have been the main focus of political attention in any country. However,
the pandemic and subsequent lockdowns have also had a major impact on social
services. The pandemic increased service needs among those who were already
clients before the pandemic, and has created needs among new groups of clients,
while the operating environment for service provision changed dramatically. In many
countries, social services were closed or remained open with limited access, and

community and group activities were discontinued.

In this study, we examine the situation of adult social work and its clients during the
COVID-19 pandemic in Finland in 2020. In terms of social vulnerabilities Finland was
perhaps better prepared than many other countries. Finland is characterized by the
Nordic welfare state model, known for low levels of poverty and high levels of well-
being, as well as its universalistic and all-encompassing approach to welfare. Unlike
many other countries around the world, Finland did not go under total lockdown at
any point of the pandemic. Nevertheless, the restrictive measures related to social
distancing during the first wave of COVID-19 created serious challenges for public
services, including social work, to provide services for all citizens in need of support
in a situation where face-to-face services were unavailable, or strictly limited.
Subsequently, Finland has gradually transferred to a “hybrid strategy”, referring to a
move from extensive restrictive measures to enhanced management of the epidemic
(Tiirinki et al., 2020).

The massive lockdown during the months of March and April 2020 decreased the
number of new infections, and dampened economic activity in Finland.
Unemployment and layoffs rapidly increased. The number of applications made to
the Social Insurance Institution (Kela) for basic unemployment benefits doubled, and
applications for housing allowances increased by more than one-third (Kangas
2020). A previous report on the social work response to COVID-19 highlighted the
role of digital tools (remote and digital meetings with clients), disruptions of some
non-urgent social services (including voluntary sector services, such as daily groups
for older people, peer support groups for people with mental health problems), loss of

contact with basic services (such as schools, school nurses, mental health services,

11



Journal of Comparative Social Work 2021/2

homeless shelters) and an accumulation of service debt which will become visible
after the pandemic (Tiitinen et al., 2020). In Finland, the social assistance spells
among young adults were longer in 2020 than in previous years, with the prevalence
of social assistance receipt particularly increased among young women (Jokela et al.,
forthcoming). In addition, COVID-19 restrictions in Finland seem to have had a
negative impact on young people with the weakest social resources, who are shown

to suffer from loneliness more often than others (Haikkola & Kauppinen, 2020).

Several studies have measured the economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on
families in different countries (e.g. Power, 2020; Martin et al., 2020), whereas some
have also focused on the ability of social security systems to respond to families’ and
individuals’ income losses (e.g. Dutta & Fischer, 2021; Jamaluddin et al., 2021).
However, knowledge on the use of services, particularly for the most vulnerable

groups of population, has been less studied.

This study aims to fill the gap by concentrating on social workers’ perceptions on: 1)
how well social services were able to respond to clients’ needs during the pandemic;
and 2) the practices in adult social work that were used and developed during the first
year of the pandemic. Social workers’ views on their clients’ situation and the
functioning of social services provides valuable information on how well the welfare
state can take care of its citizens who are in the most need of support in times of
crisis. For the analysis, we use national survey data obtained from social workers in
the Social Barometer survey collected in May 2020 (n=496) and January 2021
(n=412).

Adult social work in Finland

Finland has a long tradition of strong egalitarian approaches. Finland is often
promoted as a welfare state with qualities such as non-discrimination and equality,
services in health, well-being and education financed by means of tax revenue, high
social mobility and an active civil society (Prime Minister’s Office, 2019.) However,
Finland does have a severe social division affecting people in many ways, including
poverty and a prolonged need for social assistance (Grekula et al., 2020). Inequality

is also reflected in the differences in health and social inclusion between population

12



Journal of Comparative Social Work 2021/2

groups, and in the percentage of young people who are not in education,

employment or training (NEET).

This study focuses on adult social work, which covers clients among the working age
population. In Finland, adult social work is used as a broad category for clients over
16 years of age. Adult social work is generally divided into two target groups, but age
categories vary between municipalities. Young adult social work clients are typically
between 16 and 29 years of age. Clients with children usually visit family services,
and not adult social work, despite their age.

Adult social work services are organized at the local level, and are used by around
5% of the adult population in Finland (Finsote, 2018). The primary client groups in
adult social work are people who suffer economic problems and difficulties in life
management. Many clients also have mental health problems, and a weak and
limited work ability (Jokela & Kivipelto, 2021; Koponen 2020, pp. 103-104). Most
clients are long-term unemployed or NEET youth, i.e., young people who are outside
the labour market or without training (Blomgren & Kivipelto, 2012; Holte et al., 2019).
Due to their complex life situations, clients in adult social work are generally in
situations with reduced employment opportunities. Social work is a multidisciplinary
profession, in which processes must be client-driven and based on the clients’ own
goals (Karjalainen et al., 2019). Most common methods in Finnish social work are
supportive discussions with clients, social assistance and delivering suitable services
for clients. Even so, social work methods are not clear-cut, and different

methodological interventions are mixed (Kivipelto et al., 2013, pp. 25-26.).

Since most social work clients are in need of financial support, social assistance
plays a key role in adult social work. Basic social assistance can be provided to
individuals or families living or residing in Finland, whose income and assets do not
cover their essential daily needs, such as food and medicine (Social Insurance
Institution of Finland [KELA], 2020). One-third of social assistance clients are in need
of social services (Jokela & Kivipelto, 2021). Basic social assistance, the last-tier
means-tested minimum income benefit, is centralized and administered by the Social
Insurance Institution, Kela. Municipal social services are only responsible for the

discretionary elements of social assistance, and preventive and supplementary social
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assistance, whose expenditure corresponds to approximately 10% of total social

assistance costs.

Responding to service needs of vulnerable groups during the COVID-19
pandemic

Challenges in accessing services during the pandemic

As the pandemic continues, the social and economic inequalities related to its
consequences become more visible. A number of studies find that the economic
consequences of the pandemic have been most severe among young people and
low-income earners (Adams-Prassl et al., 2020; Alstadseeter et al., 2020; Lee et al.,
2020), and particularly female and migrant workers were more likely to lose their jobs
during the pandemic (Oreffice & Quintana-Domeque, 2020; Platt & Warwick, 2020).
In addition to job and income losses, the COVID-19 crisis has increased the
psychological burden of individuals, who are attempting to cope with social distancing
measures and increased care responsibilities due to the closure of schools and
kindergartens and other public spaces (Kestila et al., 2021; Salin et al., 2020). Crises
give also rise to new types of vulnerabilities (Napier, 2020).

The rapid increase of remote services due to the restrictive measures have created a
discussion on public institutions’ ability to deliver services during the crisis, and how
well different groups of population have access to them. The digitalization of services
was already a widely debated issue in social work prior to the pandemic. In many
European countries, the recent trend has been to digitalize social services, which has
created challenges for social work practices, as face-to-face services are reduced
and clients’ own responsibility and online practices take on a greater role (Schou &
Pors, 2018). Not all citizens are equal in terms of access to electronic devices, or the
skills required to navigate computerized spaces optimally (Beaunoyer et al. 2020;
Tuikka, 2019; Van Winkle et al., 2017). The shift towards ‘e-social work’ (see
Devlieghere & Moore, 2018; Pelaez et al., 2018) is said to particularly affect the most
vulnerable groups of social assistance recipients, who apart from benefits need social
services and individual counselling. On the other hand, digitalization is viewed as a
positive development, as it may help to get in contact with clients residing in more

remote areas. (Misha et al., 2020).
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Social services play a crucial role in economic crises, insofar as supporting the most
vulnerable groups of the society. However, according to lain Ferguson (2020), social
work is being blamed as ‘invisible’ in the current crisis. He argues that the limited role
of social work is not the fault of individual social workers, or even of individual
managers. Instead, it reflects the dominance of the market-driven ideology that
emerged in the 1990s, sometimes called New Public Management (NPM), or
managerialism. Ferguson suggests that this has resulted in an increased
bureaucracy, with social workers often spending more time in front of computers than
with their clients (see also Christensen & Laegreid, 2007). A similar trend has been
described to happen in Finland, where publicly funded services have been opened
up to be provided by private and third-sector actors, as municipalities have gained
more autonomy in deciding how to provide their services, with the increased
bureaucracy having led to social workers doing more and more administration and
documentation work, instead of direct face-to-face interaction with clients (Marjanen
et al., 2018).

In any case, social distancing measures are particularly affecting the livelihoods of
those who cannot work remotely, and thus either run the risk of exposure when going
to work or lose their income if they stay at home (see Patel et al., 2020). For many
households, the possibilities to choose between work and staying at home are small
if they do not even have savings to cover one month’s income. The potential of
buffering incomes within household also depends on the spouse’s income (Platt &
Warwick, 2020). The consequences of the pandemic not only affect adults, but are
also reflected in children’s well-being. A review of 12 studies concerning the effect of
the pandemic on vulnerable children showed increased levels of distress and
problems in accessing necessary services (Nelimarkka et al., 2021). In addition,

policy reports indicate an increase in domestic violence during the pandemic.

Policies to address the service system during the COVID-19 pandemic in Finland
The comprehensive nature of the Finnish social protection system was reflected in
the fact that not many changes were made to the existing benefits schemes as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The existing system already covered risks
actualized by the COVID-19 crisis, such as loss of income due to a furlough or in the

case of an infectious disease, and unemployment and sickness. Temporary changes
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were made to unemployment benefits available to employees and self-employed
persons, including increases in benefit levels and looser eligibility criteria. For
individuals who were laid off temporarily, it became possible to receive
unemployment benefits while studying (Social Insurance Institution of Finland,
2020a.).

A temporary compensation due to an epidemic outbreak for basic social assistance
clients was introduced for four months (September to December 2020) to support the
most vulnerable persons and families who incurred extra costs as a result of the
restrictions imposed due to the coronavirus epidemic. The temporary compensation
(75 Euro per person) was granted to persons who received basic social assistance
for part of the time, or for the entire time that the restrictions due to the coronavirus
epidemic have been in force (Social Insurance Institution of Finland, 2020b).

In addition, the Ministry of Social affairs and Health gave instructions to the
authorities providing social assistance to ease the process of applying for the
assistance. These included simplifying means-testing during the first months of the
crisis, and removing sanctioning (Social Insurance Institution of Finland, 2020a). The
instructions were still followed during the autumn of 2020, but in 2021 most of the old

practices, including sanctioning, were in use again.

A study based on the diary entries of 33 Finnish frontline social workers between
March and May 2020 showed that although social workers were unprepared for the
situation, they adapted to it quickly, and adopted adequate ways of working (Harrikari
et al., 2021). A report by Tiitinen et al. (2020), describing the situation as of July 2020
in Finland, noted that social workers were worried about older people in general, and
those in care homes in particular. According to the report, the daily groups for older
people and other daily services had been closed; consequently, the relatives caring
for them had no opportunities to rest and/or take time off. A report by Tiitinen et al.
(2020) pointed out that the social workers experienced obstacles in approaching and
supporting communities and clients/service users, resulting from the fact that during
the lockdown the basic services such as schools, school nurses, mental health

services and homeless shelters were closed. The closure of services also
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complicated the information flow to social services regarding the people in need of

help.

Data and methods

In this research, the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on social services are
examined from the perspective of social workers. There are several reasons for this.
First, surveying professionals allows us to obtain information on the situation of social
services in Finland during the COVID-19 crisis shortly after it started, which also
served policymakers and other actors working in the field. Social work clients’ contact
information in municipalities is confidential; thus, a survey on social work clients is
time consuming, and requires additional resources that were not possible to acquire
within the timeline of this study. In previous studies, apart from recruiting client
respondents through social work, service users’ perspective has also been studied
via essay competitions (Kuuskoski, 2020; Kulmala, 2006) and food aid (Linnanvirta et
al., 2020; Ohisalo & Saari, 2014). It should be considered that no research method is
free from the use of power. For instance, all vulnerable clients are not readers of
newspapers; they do not all use social media or are not seeking food aid. This leads
to the fact that respondents or interviewees are always selected, in one way or
another. However, we are aware that our research design is limited in the sense that
it does not allow to analyse social work clients’ position from their own perspective.

In addition, when analysing the results, we are conscious of the fact that social
workers’ views are transmitted by their own experiences, contexts and cultural and
social backgrounds (Healy, 2001). It is evident that there are un-symmetric power
relations between professionals and service users that affect respondents’ opinions
and interpretations (Lipsky, 2010). Nevertheless, it is not known whether social
workers concerns are built upon their observations of social work practice, or if they
reflect more the general concerns on how the pandemic affects the most vulnerable

groups of the population.

For the analysis we use Social Barometer, a national survey collected in May 2020
(N=776) and January 2021 (N=1241). Social Barometer is an annual survey
managed by SOSTE (Finnish Federation for Social Affairs and Health), which has
been collected since 1991 from public welfare institutions, such as employment

agencies, social services and the Social Insurance Institution of Finland. The
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respondents include both managers and street-level workers. The survey covers
topics related to the well-being of citizens, the functioning of the health and welfare
services and the position of the most vulnerable citizens in welfare services. For the
purpose of this study, we focus on social workers’ responses (n=496 in 2020 and
n=412 in 2021) that were collected through municipalities and local government joint
services areas. They forwarded the questionnaire to social workers working in adult
social work in their area, who then replied to the questionnaire online. In the first
survey, the respondents were asked to reflect on the situation during the spring of
2020, while in the next round they were asked to reflect on the situation during a
period from September to December 2020. The survey includes both structured and
open-ended questions. In this study, we primarily use the responses of the structured
guestions. Some of the structured questions include an option for the respondent to
specify their response with their own words, and we use these open-ended
responses to complement our analysis. Unfortunately, the questions were not
included in the rounds predating the pandemic, which is why we cannot make a

comparison to previous years.

First, we examine social workers’ views on the ability of social work to respond to
clients’ needs during the pandemic by studying what kind of challenges they found
that the clients faced, and how well social work in their opinion was able to respond
to these challenges. This was done by utilizing the following questions:

In your opinion, what are the main challenges among clients during the COVID-19
pandemic in September/December 2020? You may choose up to three main

challenges.

In your opinion, to what degree is social work able to respond to the needs of the

following groups (scale 1-5).

Moreover, the questions included an option of “other”, in which the respondent could

provide an answer in the form of an open response.

Second, social workers’ experiences on the impact of COVID-19 on social work

practices are analysed using the following question:
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Which work practices did you improve/add in September/December compared to the

spring in order to help the clients?

Unfortunately, there is no information about the number of social workers to whom
the questionnaire was sent, which is why it is not possible to calculate the response
rate. However, according to the documentation of the survey, responses were
received from 64% of the total number of municipalities and local government joint
service areas in May 2020. The corresponding figure in January was 53%. All in all, it
may be concluded that the responses represent different types and sizes of

municipalities from all regions of the country (Sosiaalibarometri, 2021b).

The background characteristics of the respondents are presented in Table 1. The
majority of the respondents in both survey rounds were social workers, followed by
social counsellors, social work managers and other counsellors, such as housing
advisors or rehabilitation counsellors. Most of the respondents hold a Master’s
degree in social work. The education level among the respondents in May was a bit
higher than in January (share of licenced social workers was 75% vs. 65%). In both

data sets, the proportion of workers with over five years of work experience was 36%.
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Table 1: Title, education and work experience of the respondents, %

2020 2021
(n=496) (n=412)
Title
Social worker 68 59
Social work manager 11 16
Social counsellor 13 19
Other counsellor (e.g. housing/rehabilitation adviser) 8 6
Total 100 100
Highest degree obtained
Licenced social worker (Master's degree) 75 65
Other university degree 7 6
Bachelor/Master of Social Services (University of Applied 15 23
Sciences)
Other Bachelor/Master degree from University of Applied - 4
Sciences
Secondary education - 1
Other degree(s) 3 1
Total 100 100
Work experience in current job in years
Less than a year 23 16
1-5 years 41 48
510 years 17 16
10-20 14 13
Over 20 years 5 7
Total 100 100

Results

Responding to clients’ needs in social work

During the first lockdown period in spring 2020, the restrictions caused by the
pandemic led to a general concern about the well-being of the most vulnerable
groups in society. This was also the experience of the social workers who responded
to the survey: 45% mentioned loneliness as social work clients’ greatest problems
during that time (Figure 1), followed by challenges related to life management and
financial issues. Once most of the restrictions were lifted in the summer of 2020,

most of the social work practices resumed. At the end of 2020, social workers were
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mostly worried about clients’ mental health; as many as 48% of workers mentioned
this as one of the primary challenges among their clients. More importantly, clients’
mental health was mentioned as a main challenge approximately four times more
frequently in fall 2020 compared to spring 2020. In addition, concerns for securing
housing and problems associated with substance abuse were more pronounced in
the fall of 2020.

In both surveys, social workers were worried about clients’ financial problems and
debts. Altogether, 42% of workers mentioned financial problems and debts as being
among the key challenges among their clients in the spring. The situation did not
change for the better in the fall, when 42% of social workers mentioned this as one of
the biggest problems among their clients. Also, clients’ life management and
problems in everyday life, as well as problems with alcohol, were mentioned. The
limited access to services, particularly among clients with multiple problems, raised
concerns among social workers, who described the situation in open-ended
guestions as follows:

Those who have problems with alcohol or mental health are often people with a low
income who need more help. Has there been enough possibilities to support them — |
doubt that? Services brought to [clients’] homes have been transformed to remote
services, which has probably increased financial difficulties. The support provided by
phone does not replace personal contact.

Unemployed job seekers needed help with benefit applications, a personal contact.
They do not get enough guidance and advice online or over the phone.
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Insecurity i—
Situations of close ones  Somsm

Loneliness, lack of social contacts

Financial concerns, debts

Violence or fear of violence

Life management and daily rhythm

Coping as a parent

Mental health problems

Problems associated with substance use

Concem about getting the COVID19-virus/getting sick

Lack of hobbies and activities

Unemployment, lay-off or threat of themn e ——

Securing housing (e.g. handling the rent, getting an apartment) T ————

0 10 20 30 40 50 60
Sep-Dec 2020  mSpring 2020

Figure 1: Clients' main challenges according to social workers in March-May 2020 and
September-December 2020, %, (n=377-440)

In the spring, nearly half the respondents viewed the clients’ lack of social contacts
as a huge challenge; nonetheless, at the end of 2020 the issue was reported by only
one-third of the respondents. Concerns about getting the COVID19-virus, coping as a
parent, a lack of hobbies and activities and the threat of unemployment and lay-offs
decreased from spring 2020 to autumn 2020. Comparing the results from the spring
and fall of 2020 shows that the COVID-19 pandemic seems to have mostly affected
social work clients’ lives in terms of financial situation, life management and mental

health problems. The results point to an aggravation of problems in these areas.

In September to December 2020, social workers felt that they were able to respond
well to concrete service needs, such as food aid, benefits or subsidies or clients with
general life management problems (Figure 2). The notion is supported by evidence
from other sources. In particular, social assistance has been flexible, and the number
of clients has not increased drastically during the epidemic (Jokela et al.,
forthcoming). According to other studies, the situation of food aid clients was worse in
larger than in smaller municipalities, but generally, the needs were well met
(Alppivuori, 2021; Laihiala & Nick, 2020). Other issues that were responded to fairly
well according to social workers included families’ needs related to preventive or

rehabilitative child welfare and shopping assistance.
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Evidently, social workers were not able to respond to all client groups’ service needs
satisfyingly during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the results, social workers
felt they were least capable to respond to service needs of clients waiting for access
to mental health services, clients who had a weak functional capacity and those
lacking the ability to use remote or digital services. The situation was not better for
the lonely or people living in isolation due to the COVID19. Also, service needs of
substance and drug users, as well as the indebted, were met weakly or fairly weakly
(see also Kestila et al., 2021). The analysis of the results by educational background
and length of work experience (not shown here) indicates that social counsellors
tended to be more critical in how well the clients’ needs were responded to compared
to social workers. No significant differences were found between workers with shorter

and those with a longer work experience:

Waiting for access to mental health services
Not able to use remote/digital services
Weak functional capacity

In isolation, due to the COVID-19
Loneliness

Indebted

Substance users

In need of shopping assistance

In need of rehabilitative child welfare

In need of preventive child welfare

In need of benefits/unable to take care of own affairs
Under threat for losing an apartment

In need of food-aid

0% 10 % 20 % 30 % 40 % 50 % 60 % 70 % 80 % 90 %100 %
m Good / Fairly good Not good, not well ~ mWeakly / Fairly weakly ~ mCannot say

Figure 2: Responding to the service-needs of different client groups, according to the social
workers, September-December 2020 (%) (N=379).

The respondents were asked in a separate question about the ability of the Social
Insurance Institution to respond to the service needs of clients in need of basic social
assistance during the COVID-19 pandemic. Approximately 40% of social workers
viewed the response to service needs as positive, while roughly one-fifth rated the
response to service needs as negative. The open-ended responses of social workers
highlighted the problems faced by the most vulnerable groups who do not possess

the skills to use digital devices, or do not have access to them or those with limited
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language skills. These population groups include the elderly, migrants with limited
language skills and persons with mental problems:

[Problems most severe] among those who have nothing. Especially since they cannot
take care of their matters online. This client group will always need face-to-face
service.

Clients do not have access to Kela [Social Insurance Institution of Finland]; it is
difficult to understand advice on the phone. It is especially difficult for immigrants who
do not speak Finnish.

The social workers also reported that public services are increasingly replaced
through services provided by faith-based organizations and NGOs. Their role was
estimated to have grown considerably during the pandemic. Much of the non-
statutory support focused on offering practical help, such as food assistance, as well

as providing counselling and psychological and social support.

In comparing social workers’ assessment of those mostly affected by the crisis, and
the success in responding to the service s of different client groups, it appears that
social work failed to meet the service needs among those who have suffered the
most from the crisis. These groups include people with financial needs and debts,
people suffering from loneliness and people with mental health problems (see also
Knop, 2021; Kivipelto et al., 2020). The survey results highlight that during the
COVID-19 crisis the Finnish welfare system was clearly able to meet relatively
targeted needs, such as the need for food aid, housing or social benefits. On the
other hand, for those with more complex issues, for instance, life management or
mental health problems, help has often not been as easily accessible. It therefore
seems that the Finnish social security system is failing at what should be the core of

social work: helping those most in need.

Social work practices during the COVID19-pandemic

Before the COVID19 pandemic, on-site and outreach work were not widely used in
Finland. Resources and organizational practices were often cited as reasons for not
using them, and instead, social workers mostly met their clients at social services
(Author, 2016). During the pandemic, a change in practices became imminent when
face-to-face interaction had to be discontinued. In spring 2020, respondents reported
that clients were met during outdoor activities and walks. According to the

respondents, home visits and outreach work were done more than usual. In spring
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2020, social workers felt that the development of new working practices was very
positive. The need for changes brought by the pandemic introduced a view that work
methods could, and had to be changed, in order to correspond with the
circumstances. In a way, the situation empowered social workers, and gave them a

mandate to work differently.

In fall 2020, 66% of social workers reported that contacting the clients by phone had
increased (a lot or quite a lot) from spring 2020 to autumn 2020 (Figure 3). Almost
half of the respondents reported that contacting clients by video applications, such as
Teams or WhatsApp, had increased a lot or quite a lot. Use of preventive or
supportive social assistance increased, as well as helping the clients with applying for
basic social assistance. However, the response to the new practices varied among
the clients as one of the respondents described:

Some do not have the equipment or skills. Some do not find remote connections
appropriate for several reasons. Building trust requires more when you are trying to
do so remotely. On the other hand, some are able to interact better than face-to-face.

Outdoor group activites
Group work (online)

Transaction assistance

Other

Email to the clients

Cooperation with parishes and associations
Food aid and other material aid

Support in applying for a basic social assistance

Information & guidance on the municipality's website

Contacting the client by phone

0,00 10,00 20,00 30,00 40,00 50,00 60,00 70,00 80,00
Little /notatall ~mA lot/ quite a lot

Figure 3: Social workers’ perceptions on which social work practices were more used in
September-December, compared to spring 2020, %, (n=372)

While practices for remote services were developed quickly, social workers did not
report any increase in contacting clients outside the office between spring 2020 and
autumn 2020. For instance, only 13% of social workers brought up that outdoor

meetings with clients increased significantly since the spring. In addition, outreach

25



Journal of Comparative Social Work 2021/2

work, dismounted social work and outdoor group activities increased only slightly

compared to spring.

Interestingly, a comparison of the results between the different professions and work
histories (not shown here) suggests that there was some variance in using different
methods among different groups of social workers: Generally, it may be said that
those with a shorter work experience (less than 5 years) tended to increase the use
of different work methods as the pandemic continued, compared to those with a
longer work experience. Moreover, social counsellors reported an increase in the use
of different methods more frequently than social workers. However, we do not know
whether the latter is because they used fewer methods prior to the pandemic
compared to social workers and the pandemic “enriched” their work methods, or
whether they were more active in adopting other methods compared to social

workers.

Discussion

Aligning with earlier research (e.g. Harrikari et al., 2021), we show that from the
perspective of social workers, social work in Finland responded quickly to difficult
problems and situations risen from the changing needs of clients. The results of this
study suggest that social work succeeded in responding to clients’ needs in case they
were quite concrete or clearly defined, such as applying for social benefits or a lack
of housing. Yet, social workers felt that more complicated problems, such as clients’
financial situation and unmanageable debts, loneliness and mental health problems,
were not adequately responded to. At the same time, social workers assessed that
people suffering from these problems were the most affected by the COVID-19

pandemic (see also Lavalette et al., 2020).

The COVID-19 crisis acted as a “stress test” for the Finnish welfare state (Kangas,
2020). The preliminary result of the stress test was that the Finnish social security
system performed well in buffering the negative economic effects of the pandemic for
the general population (Greve et al., 2020; Jokela et al., 2021), although
marginalized groups have been disproportionally affected by the crises. This is most
visible among social work clients. There are several explanations for this worrisome

development. First, as illustrated above, in Finland, as in many other countries, social
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work methods were significantly affected by the lockdown measures. Self-directed
digital services were strongly introduced in social work and health care. While the
digital services seem to have worked well for some clients, some of the most
vulnerable people slipped through the safety net, as they were not able to use the
remote and digital services offered.

Second, the clients had to struggle, and to be patient, while waiting for access to
services, especially for mental health services. In Finland, there is no guarantee for a
personal meeting with a social worker. In basic mental health services, records
without meeting a client increased sharply at the end of 2020 (THL, Avohilmo). In
December 2020, an average of 30% of adult psychiatry visits took place as remote
visits (Suvisaari et al., 2021). As noted, a lack of personal contacts and face-to-face
meetings caused hardship for those who suffered mental health problems. The new

social work methods adopted in 2020 will therefore also be useful after the epidemic.

The results of this study showed that social work failed to meet the service needs
among those who have suffered the most from the crisis. Community and group
activities were discontinued, which weakened social work clients’ agency. Previous
research has demonstrated that access to social services depends on the client’s
own activity, which might be weak (Blomgren et al., 2016). Borrowing Amartya Sen’s
(2001) phrasing, this increased unfreedom left vulnerable persons with little choices
and little opportunities for exercising their reasoned agency during the COVID-19
crisis. As proposed by the European Social Services (2021), public social services
play a vital role in the recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic through supporting the
employment, health and social inclusion of the most vulnerable in local communities
across Europe. Hence, more transparent, expedient and easily accessible social
services and activities are needed. Gaining and maintaining clients’ trust is also vital
for the success of these services. It is also worth considering whether it is appropriate

that legislated public services are replaced through services provided through NGOs.

Surveying social workers during the first year of the pandemic offered an opportunity
to quickly collect information on the changes in clients’ needs and new ways to
respond to them. Unfortunately, we were not able to collect data from the same

individuals, so we cannot therefore study changes in perceptions on the individual

27



Journal of Comparative Social Work 2021/2

level. As for the results concerning the service needs of the clients, it is necessary to
note that we had no information on how the clients themselves experienced the
situation. It is possible that social work clients have encountered problems and
experienced service needs which have not been recognized by the social workers. In
interpreting our results, it is also important to acknowledge that they reflect the
situation in 2020. The total social, mental and economic costs of COVID-19 in

Finland are still unknown.
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