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ABSTRACT: The article presents the results of an empirical study conducted by the authors
according to the method of an online questionnaire survey (n = 157) in 2020. The respondents
are Russian social workers. The study is aimed at identifying the specifics of the use of digital
technologies in the professional activities of social workers and managers in the social sphere.
The article analyses the effectiveness of the use of digital tools and highlights the problems in
this activity. The authors also try to identify ways of solving these problems for the possible
increase of the efficiency of digitalization in social work. The analysis of the respondents’
opinions has shown that among the main advantages are the increase in the efficiency of a
labour organization (acceleration of data processing, automation of document management,
online purchases and delivery) and obtaining the necessary information, including from other
departments.
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RESUMO: O artigo apresenta os resultados de um estudo empirico realizado pelos autores
de acordo com o método de um questionario online (n = 157) em 2020. Os entrevistados sdo
assistentes sociais russos. O estudo visa identificar as especificidades do uso das tecnologias
digitais nas atividades profissionais de assistentes sociais e gestores na esfera social. O
artigo analisa a eficacia do uso de ferramentas digitais e destaca os problemas nessa
atividade. Os autores também tentam identificar formas de resolver esses problemas para o
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possivel aumento da eficiéncia da digitaliza¢dao no servico social. A andlise das opinides dos
respondentes mostrou que entre as principais vantagens estdo o aumento da eficiéncia de
uma organizagdo trabalhista (aceleragdo do processamento de dados, automacgdo da gestdo
de documentos, compras e entregas online) e a obtengdo das informagoes necessarias,
inclusive de outros departamentos.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Tecnologias digitais. Digitalizacdo. Trabalho social.

RESUMEN: El articulo presenta los resultados de un estudio empirico realizado por los
autores en una encuesta de cuestionario en linea (n = 157) en 2020 con trabajadores sociales
rusos. El estudio tiene como objetivo identificar las especificidades del uso de las tecnologias
digitales en las actividades profesionales de los trabajadores sociales y administradores en el
ambito social. El articulo analiza la efectividad del uso de herramientas digitales y destaca
los problemas en esta actividad e intenta identificar formas de resolver estos problemas para
el posible aumento de la eficiencia de la digitalizacion en el trabajo social. El andlisis de las
opiniones de los encuestados ha mostrado que entre las principales ventajas se encuentran el
aumento de la eficiencia de una organizacion laboral (aceleracion del procesamiento de
datos, automatizacion de la gestion documental, compras y entregas en linea) y la obtencion
de la informacion necesaria, incluso de otros departamentos.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Tecnologias digitales. Digitalizacion. Trabajo Social.

Introduction

The integration of all social strata and groups into the digital space has become an
urgent task in the transforming world. Not all people have the same starting opportunities for
this, more attention should be paid to supporting socially vulnerable groups of the population.
This 1s what social work is supposed to do.

The cultural transformation caused by the spread of digital technologies is challenging
the practice of social work at the macro-, meso- and microlevels (GROSHONG; MISHNA,
2015). According to Mkrtumova, Kononova, Vdovina, Studenova and Potutkova (2019),
there is a need for digitalization in social work development.

However, nowadays, there is not enough research on how social workers use digital
technologies in their daily professional activities, whether the technologies are aimed at
assisting citizens in need, what new opportunities and risks they generate, etc.

Therefore, the need to interview practitioners is becoming relevant. It is important to
know what the use of digital technologies and tools offers, what are the difficulties of using
them, what is needed to strengthen and increase the existing digital potential for the

development of professional activities.
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Materials and methods

To study the digitalization of social work in 2020, we conducted a sociological survey
of employees of state social service organizations. A total of 157 employees of the social
security system in Moscow (130 respondents) and Volgograd (27 respondents) participated in
it. The sampling is accidental.

The questionnaire was answered by assistant directors of psychoneurological
institutions (3.8%), heads of the departments of social service organizations (21.7%), social
work specialists (39.5%), rehabilitation work specialists in the social sphere (4.5%), family
work specialists (1.3%), a psychologist at a care home for labour veterans (0.6%), cultural
organizers of social service institutions (3.8%), social workers (24.8%).

About three-quarters of the respondents (72.0%) are employees of territorial social
service centres, 16.6% of the respondents work in psychoneurological institutions, 7.0% of
the respondents are specialists from care homes for labour veterans; 2.5% of the respondents
work in the family education assistance centres, 1.3% of the respondents are specialists from
the centres of social services for families and children, 0.6% is an employee of the social
adaptation centre for people without a fixed place of residence.

The respondents represent different departments of their institutions. More than a third
of the respondents (35.0%) are employees of in-home social services; slightly less than a third
of the respondents (29.3%) are specialists at the fulfilment centres of technical means for the
rehabilitation in territorial social service centres; 7.6% of the respondents work in the social
and rehabilitation departments of the psychoneurological institutions; 3.8% of the respondents
work in the departments of social rehabilitation of disabled people in territorial social service
centres, 3.8% of the respondents are assistant directors of psychoneurological institutions, and
2.5% of the respondents work in general departments of psycho-neurological institutions. Of
the respondents, 1.9% corresponds to quality control specialists for the provision of social
services in territorial social service centres; 1.9% works in the social and pedagogical service
in family education assistance centres; 1.3% works in different branches of the centre of
social services for families and children; 1.3% works in social departments of
psychoneurological institutions. Of the respondents, 0.6% are employees of the departments
of social rehabilitation of disabled children, urgent social services, the administrative and
management departments, the department of social communications and active longevity of
the territorial social service centres. Another 0.6% of the respondents work in the department

of social and medical care of the care home for labour veterans, in a semi-impatient care
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facility of the social adaptation centre and the department of complex rehabilitation of the
family education assistance centres. The rest of the respondents did not specify their
departments.

Speaking about the work experience in the social security system, 17.5% of the
participants had been working less than one year; 29.3% more than one but less than five
years; 21.7% more than six but less than ten years; 23.9% more than 11 but less than 15 years;
and 7.6% more than 15 years.

We admit that the respondents could forget or have other reasons for not naming any
technologies and means that are operating in their institutions, or they could name or classify
them incorrectly, etc. However, we will base on the fact that, first of all, they identified in
their questionnaires the most important elements of digitalization, which they use every day,
and named them in the way that they got used to. Therefore, we will try to present the items
mentioned by the respondents. For this purpose, we used the method of the open-ended
questions, which excludes the possibility for the respondents to choose ready-made answers
in the researchers’ questions, which requires writing answers by oneself.

Along with the results of our sociological survey, we apply the results of the

secondary research (mainly by foreign authors, for comparative analysis).

Results

What are the advantages of digitalization for common specialists and social workers,
who consist of three-quarters of the respondents (117 people, or 74.5%)? These strengths can
become reference points for the further development of social work.

The respondents note the positive impact of digital technologies and funds on
improving the efficiency of work organizations. A total of 30.8% of the respondents mention
that such technologies and tools make it possible to almost constantly be in fouch with clients,
with each other, and especially with the managers; to check some of the documents of
customers with the help of special applications on a smartphone; to compile a list of work
tasks and reminders in a smartphone; to create an algorithm for working with clients; to track
the deadlines for completing tasks; to use a camera to create copies of documents, etc.

According to almost a quarter of the surveyed social workers and specialists of social
service organizations (26.5%), digital technologies and tools make it possible to manage

significant amounts of information, to receive it more quickly or, on the contrary, to provide

Nuances Est. Sobre Educ., Presidente Prudente, v. 32, €021021, jan./dez. 2021. e-ISSN: 2236-0441
DOI: https://doi.org/10.32930/nuances.v32i00.9209 4




Al o s

Enfadon sodve Eavgagihs

information and documents, and simplify the interaction between organizations. Therefore,
the need for repeated or multiple visits by clients to institutions is reduced.

For social workers, the possibility to access remotely and order via the Internet certain
goods and services necessary for customers is very attractive, since it allows them to avoid
queues. Thus, 23.9% of the respondents, or in other words, almost all surveyed social
workers, use the Internet to clarify the schedule of the appointments of the recipients of
services to the doctors. Every tenth respondent (10.3%) pays for services online. The same
number of respondents use online transmission of the metered values to pay for housing and
public utilities; 5.1% of the social workers use the opportunity to get remote access to Public
Services Portal, and the same number of the respondents order the medicines for the clients in
the e-pharmacy. Still, the same number of the respondents order the household appliances for
the recipients of services via the Internet and call a taxi. A total of 2.6% of the respondents
order groceries through online store applications.

It is important to note that these are indicators for the elderly and disabled people
services before the introduction of the self-isolation regime in the context of the coronavirus
pandemic. In this context, the indicators could have changed, but this requires a separate study
and a comparative analysis of the impact of the pandemic on the digitalization of social
services, and the understanding of this process after its completion.

The respondents also consider the use of Internet resources to be advantageous. A total
of 21.4% of the respondents point to the possibility of advanced search for data and almost
any necessary information on the Web (for example, the location and opening hours of the
required organizations or leisure activities scenarios and educational videos). A total of 9.4%
of the respondents highlight the use of Yandex maps, which is a navigator, for finding
customers’ location, as well as the use of the Google search engine for self-development, to
clarify the meanings of terms, texts translations, etc.

Every fifth respondent (20.5%), accordingly, notes that the digitalization of the labour
process has made the following tasks more convenient to complete: to write various kinds of
requests to an organization, to process data, to automatically conduct certain statistical
calculations, to form personal files of recipients of social services or other necessary
documents in printed form, to prepare presentations and reports for colleagues and
management, to plan work and to interact remotely.

A total of 18.0% of the respondents emphasize the possibility to quickly receive any

information online; the opportunity to join groups of interests and receive information from
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colleagues, announcements of events, articles and other materials on work using, for example,
Facebook; the ability to hold teleconferences and to communicate almost all over the world.
The latter is sometimes important if the client’s relatives are far away, and their participation
in the process of assisting is required or urgent information is needed.

A total of 13.7% of the respondents added that computer databases are convenient for
organizing and storing data about recipients of social services and work; they offer the
possibility of quick access to the necessary information about clients, save time for collecting
the necessary documents and make it possible to “monitor the situation”.

Some of the respondents (9.4%) use the Internet to search and watch films about social
work, or other content of the client’s interest, for subsequent professional discussion or to get
professional information from Internet portals (Adopt, Moscow! and others), as well as for
computer skills training of the clients or the use of interactive equipment for rehabilitation
activities with the use of visualization.

Another 7.7% of the specialists point to positive dynamics during rehabilitation on
digital simulators and adaptation to the environment, the development of cognitive abilities
and logical thinking of clients during distance learning, and 5.1% of the respondents notice
increased self-esteem among those clients who, having mastered a computer, were able to
self-actualize, to fill their leisure with useful and interesting activities (virtual excursions and
so on) and to make new friends.

The WhatsApp messenger, as noted by 7.7% of the respondents, offers to the surveyed
employees of social services quick access to the information, constant and non-intrusive
communication with colleagues, clients and their relatives, and work with the population in
chats. Also, e-mail (noted by 1.7% of the respondents) ensures the distribution of information
and the creation of a community of colleagues and clients.

Of the surveyed social workers, who were involved in an experiment conducted in
Moscow on the use of tablets in the organization of social services, 3.4% mentioned the
following advantage: their use frees the employee from keeping a paper diary of a social
worker. The introduction of electronic terminals and electronic bulletin boards in the halls of
many organizations was supported by 2.6% of the social workers since they consider it to be a
source of additional information (including the information about the activities of the
institution) and communication with the necessary services.

A total 2.6% of the respondents points to the advantages of electronic document

management, which allows an employee to see the exact wording of the task and the
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deadlines for its completion (oral information or a note, as it was mentioned by several
respondents, can be distorted or lost in a huge unstructured flow of information).

Almost every tenth respondent (9.4%) concludes that in general, digitalization
improves the quality of the provision of social services, their accessibility and the
organization of employees’ work, as well as increases the efficiency of professional activities.

To describe the views of the interviewed managers, we will indicate the percentage of
the respondents from the total number of the respondents-managers (40 people).

Of the managers, 32.5% emphasize the importance of computer customer databases.
First of all, they mentioned the register of recipients of social services, which allows them to
expand information about clients, add services and other types of assistance, receive
information and sort it according to some criteria, reduce data processing time, make reports,
work with numbers and tables; and 30.0% consider the programs of electronic
interdepartmental interaction to be an advantage. These programs make it possible to request
and quickly receive the necessary documents about clients and to check the available
information.

Every fourth manager notes the opportunity for service recipients to watch educational
films using digital technology (for example, to master the skills of self-service,
communication, healthy lifestyle), as well as virtual tourism, game therapy and virtual clubs
of interest for clients. For recipients of social services, according to the respondents,
information from digital media is more accessible, it contributes to the formation and
development of culture, renewal of knowledge about reality and the disclosure of creative
potential.

A total of 17.5% of the respondents note the convenience of smartphones for
photographing a situation, sending photocopies of documents, communicating with clients via
video communication.

Fifteen percent of the interviewed managers point to the convenience of electronic
document management for quick and accurate control of information; 12.5% of the
respondents write that WhatsApp offers instant messaging and engagement during the day
(they also note that the almost twenty-four-hour flow of messages is tiring); 10.0% of the
respondents consider e-mail to be similar to messenger, but at the same time, it does not have
such a disadvantage.

Fifteen percent of the surveyed managers, whose subordinates use a tablet in social

services, positively assess its use: it makes it possible to trace the location of a social worker,
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increases the speed of work, allows processing a large amount of information, makes
communication available, the performed services are automatically added to the database,
there is no need to keep and, accordingly, check the paper diaries of social workers, etc.

Digital tools are convenient because they allow moving away from paper carriers of
information and handwritten documents: 7.5% of the interviewed managers mention reduced
manual work (writing, counting, etc.) and the acceleration of the process of providing services
and improving their quality. Partially, this is why managers point to the convenience of using
a scanner (10.0%), a printer (7.5%) and a copier (5.0%). Five percent of the managers note
that with the help of a video camera it is possible to shoot videos about an institution and post
them on the Internet (for informational transparency of activities). Also, digitalization made it
possible to keep the necessary information for a long time, simplify the work of specialists,
reduce the number of employees and reach more recipients of services.

Five percent of the respondents add that digital technologies can be used to search
teaching materials, expand social connections of clients and provide social services through
online communication.

According to 5.0% of the interviewed managers, the use of social networks, primarily
Facebook, also contributes to the possession of official information.

Despite the undisputed advantages of digitalization of professional activities, the
respondents note that they still face a certain number of difficulties in its correct and effective
application.

Almost every fourth respondent (26.5%) mentions the problem of freezing of the
devices and programs, therefore, the problem of the loss of working time and the duplication
of information to protect it. It is important to note that 2.6% of the respondents are dissatisfied
with the fact that, despite the presence of electronic document management, a significant
amount of duplicate paper documents remains; 15.4% of the respondents indicate the absence
of the Internet or its slow connection as a significant disadvantage that complicates work;
8.6% of the respondents are concerned about the imperfection of the software, incomplete
information in the databases and missed for these reasons deadlines. At the same time,
electronic interaction is possible not with all partner organizations. Six percent of the
respondents complain about outdated equipment and the resulting slow operation of devices.
The same number of the respondents indicate that there are not enough working computers

and several employees have to work at one computer.
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A total of 2.6% of the social workers is sceptical about ordering products for clients
online: in their opinion, it is inconvenient, expensive (due to shipping costs), there are no
discounts (which is important for older people), poor quality, little choice, it is time-
consuming for both a social worker and a recipient of social services, etc.; and 6.8% of the
respondents are conscious of the fact that the power cut or another malfunction makes it
impossible to use digital devices and introduce the risk of losing data. At the same time, 0.9%
of the respondents fear for the security of personal data stored in electronic form.

Also, 6.8% of the respondents note that the use of digital technologies takes a long
time. The reason for this, according to the respondents is probably the fact that employees are
not always confident in digital tools and technologies. They complain that programs are
difficult to use and it is impossible to enter the file of one client from two personal computers,
which does not allow a more experienced employee or manager to help someone who is
experiencing difficulties remotely. They mention that they need the increase in not only the
number of devices with electronic programs but also in the ability to work with modern
technology.

Six percent of the social workers point out that not all recipients of social services
have computers or smartphones, so it is impossible to create a personal account for a client to
use electronic services. Sometimes, an employee has to use personal devices and spend
Internet traffic for electronic customer service. Besides, many service recipients do not know
how to use digital technologies, it is difficult for them to master them, which means that a
social worker needs to train them. Such training can be very time-consuming and at the same
time is included neither in the individual program of social services nor in time standards for
customer service, and it is not paid.

A total 5.1% of the respondents mention the following disadvantages which they
consider to be significant: the use of digital technologies leads to a reduction in interpersonal
communication, inactive lifestyle, poor body posture and it strains eyes. Some respondents
believe that it reduces the intellectual abilities of the user.

Another 5.1% of the respondents mention another disadvantage: the digital
environment is filled with too much information, there is a lot of unnecessary or incorrect
information. There is no unified reference database for social workers. The content does not
always have a positive effect on clients, it can cause negative emotions, delusions and
aggression; clients are not always fully capable of perceiving digitalization for health reasons,

etc.
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A total of 0.9% of the respondents draw attention to the unsatisfactory updating of the
content of the official sites, the discrepancy between the real situation and the one declared on
the site or in social media.

Messages in WhatsApp are constantly distracting and irritate some respondents
(3.4%).

Besides, 3.4% of the respondents point to the high cost of devices and expensive
maintenance, which means that the employee has a fear of breaking it and being responsible,
as well as material costs for its repair and exploitation. Social workers who work with tablets
are concerned to a higher degree since they fear theft or loss of a tablet of the organization.
All the above-mentioned point to the need to train workers in both user literacy and safety in a
digital environment.

As for the assessments of managers, they also see the difficulties and limitations of the
use of digital technologies and tools in the following (we will indicate the percentage of the
respondents from the total number of 40 respondents-managers).

Every tenth manager mentions a significant disadvantage of digital technologies: not
all employees have access to programs, which is why it is impossible to correct previously
entered wrong information.

Seven and a half percent of the managers said that the remote provision of services
requires training social workers in digital literacy because digitalization is slowed down by
the lack of special knowledge, skills and abilities. The same number of the managers indicate
that there are important areas of work in which the computer cannot help, for example, the
development of an individual program for the provision of social services, which the vast
majority of clients need, and, accordingly, which becomes one of the most common and key
documents in social services.

Five percent of the managers are concerned about the “computer addiction” of some

recipients of social services, especially in the psychoneurological institutions.

Discussion

There is no doubt that digitalization involves not only social work in modern Russia
but also international experience. Comparative analysis of the results of other studies shows
the following.

American studies of the impact of digitalization on the development of social work

show that social networks are used to communicate with clients. It includes such actions as
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accepting requests from friends and subscribers on social media, message exchange with
clients and liking the posts of each other (BREYETTE; HILL, 2015).

So far, Russian specialists do not use such technologies extensively. However, many
leading social service organizations create pages on social media and post useful information
in the form of expert advice on the most frequently asked questions, photo and video reports
and broadcasts of sociocultural events, promotion of a healthy lifestyle (primarily COVID-19
prevention) and the organization of educational form of leisure, etc. At the same time, there is
active communication in social media within the professional community.

In many countries, social workers use e-mail for work, and one-third of them use it to
communicate with clients for nontherapeutic purposes. At the same time, several respondents
mentioned difficulties connected when using email, including concerns about breaches of
customer privacy. Another problem was the lack of consistent training and policies regarding
the use of email in social work agencies (FINN, 2006).

The UK scientists’ study also found that the majority of respondents used their
smartphones to maintain communication with service users. Yet, even in this country, it is
noted that social workers could better meet the needs of service users using mobile
technologies only if the way social assistance organizations work changes. Special attention
needs to be paid to ethical and organizational issues that it is necessary to overcome to
introduce new methods of work in the digital age (SIMPSON, 2017).

In particular, the concept of social presence in the context of computer
communications was investigated, taking into account how technologies allow people to
develop an awareness of each other and feel connected or involved in the client’s problem
(LAMENDOLA, 2010). There are three options for engagement: 1) related to the presence of
a person, like a Facebook profile; 2) focused on the perception of each other, like a telephone
conversation; 3) copresence, which means that a psychological connection is established and
people feel that they understand the intentions and feelings of others (RETTIE, 2007, 2008,
2009).

However, new ways of working also face ethical and operational challenges. For
example, the risk of the impact of blurred boundaries and controversial relations associated
with online self-disclosure between practitioners and service users and the risks associated
with accepting gifts and invitations is discussed (REAMER, 2013). Issues of image
management and dishonesty among service users are highlighted, and the lack of physical

contact can jeopardize the well-being of children who are perceived to be at risk of significant
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harm. There is also the potential for overdependence on virtual communication, especially in
cases where problem families or parents may have a reputation for being manipulative,
conflicting or abusive people (TREGEAGLE; DARCY, 2008).

The need and prospects for digitalization are also presented in the results of the
opinion polls conducted by Russian authors in other areas of social work (ANIKEEVA;
SIZIKOVA; DEMIDOVA; STAROVOJTOVA; AKHTYAN; GODZHIEVA; KARPUNINA;
MAYDANGALIEVA, 2019; FIRSOV; VDOVINA, 2020; FIRSOV; VDOVINA;
CHERNIKOVA, 2020; KARPUNINA; SHIMANOVSKAYA; KAMENSKIH;
KUDRINSKAYA; BOGATOV, 2021; VDOVINA; SEMOCHKINA, 2021). According to
practitioners, digitalization allows working at any time and in any place, which in general

saves workspace and time.

Final considerations

Naturally, the survey allowed collecting rather subjective views and judgments of
employees of various social service organizations (managers and workers) than objective
statistical indicators. However, the obtained data are of scientific and practical interest, since
they allow us to understand better how the participants of the digitalization process perceive
and interpret it. This makes it possible to determine the priority for the further development of
social work.

The results of the study are limited to data on the digitalization of social work in large
cities with a population of at least one million. In the future, comparative and cross-cultural
studies are needed, which would touch on the generations and gender aspects of digitalization,
the influence of ethnoreligious and territorial (small towns, villages) factors on its success.
The study of regional features of digitalization, the role of basic higher education (technical or
humanitarian) and advanced training of specialists in the social sphere seems to be promising.
A comprehensive analysis of the impact of digitalization on the development of social work,
carried out based on a combination of quantitative and qualitative methodology, using also

non-survey methods, are considered to be effective.
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