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Abstract: The sudden outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing restrictive measures
to combat infections led to a significant change in working life and social work within working
communities. Workers had to switch to telecommuting quickly, which also affected the interactions
between co-workers. In this research, we examined Finnish social workers’ experiences of their work
communities during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. We explored (1) how the restrictive
measures affected social workers’ work communities and (2) what types of factors promoted and
challenged the cohesion of social networks and mutual trust between colleagues. The conceptual
framework was based on social capital theory, in which social relations are seen as a resource of
a community. The data utilised in the study were social workers’ diaries (n = 33) written from
mid-March until the end of May 2020. The data were analysed by a qualitative content analysis. The
results highlight how the multilocation of work, fear of viral infection and varying attitudes towards
the viral outbreak affected the interactions between colleagues in the early stages of the pandemic,
increasing tensions and feelings of social distance between co-workers. The common professional
value and knowledge base of social work, as well as remote work practices developed during the
first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, supported interactions between colleagues. Although remote
interaction options were developed, they could not, however, fully replace the advantages of face-to-
face interactions and everyday informal encounters between colleagues, the importance of which is
essential for developing and maintaining the social capital of work communities.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic; social work; work communities; social capital

1. Introduction

In the early part of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic spread worldwide. In Finland,
exceptional circumstances were declared on 16 March, and the Emergency Powers Act
was introduced. This act contained extensive restrictions to combat the spread of the
coronavirus which had significant social implications, extending to both work and private
life. Education at different levels was quickly transferred to distance education, and the
teleworking option was recommended, where possible. Public services reduced their
operations, nonurgent services were cancelled and some services were implemented online.
This also occurred in social work. The restrictions had significant impact on social work
organisations and working methods and social work teams [1].

Social work and social services play a key role in times of crisis; they support the
most vulnerable people who suffer most from the negative effects of crises [2–4]. Moreover,
social services play a critical role in preparing for, responding to and recovering from crises
in society [5,6]. The COVID-19 pandemic and the and the restrictions imposed to fight the
virus affected both social workers and social work’s service users. Therefore, it is important
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to understand how social workers coped with a situation in which they faced significant
challenges and were forced to adopt a new kind of adaptive governance [1,7].

The concept of adaptive governance is used to refer to the potential of social workers
and social work organisations to respond to the challenges posed by crises and catastrophes.
It means embracing ‘uncertainty by focusing on collaboration, flexibility and learning’ [7].
The allocation and strengthening of resources such as social capital have been seen as being
essential to the mobilization of adaptive governance [8,9]. Social capital strengthens trust,
resilience, reciprocity and exchange of information between community members [10] and
thus helps the community overcome challenges, work together and mobilize common
actions also in crisis situations.

There is a growing number of research studies of social work during the COVID-19
pandemic. It has been studied in areas such as social dimensions of pandemic [11], ethics [3],
human rights and social justice [12], social work education [13], social worker’s resilience
and mutual support [14,15], well-being at work [16] and the exploitation of digital tools [17].
There is less research of the meaning of the pandemic to social workers’ working com-
munities. By the concept of work community, we stress a workplace as an arena where
people meet each other regularly and where they have at least to some extent the same
tasks, mission, purpose and work processes that have developed through working together.
We see the workplace as an arena that contains and generates social capital, in which social
networks and mutual trust are characteristic [18].

In the current article, we examine Finnish social workers’ experiences of their work
communities during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. We aimed to answer two
questions: (1) How did the restrictive measures affect social workers’ work communities?
(2) What types of factors challenged and promoted the cohesion of social networks and
mutual trust between colleagues? The conceptual framework of the study was based on
social capital theory [10,19,20]. The data consisted of diaries (n = 33) written by social
workers from mid-March to the end of May 2020. The diaries were analysed using a
qualitative content analysis. Research questions describe what was searched for in the data
by using the content analysis.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Social Workers’ Working Communities and Collegial Support

In studies on the well-being and coping of social workers, relations with colleagues,
collegial support and trust among colleagues have been identified as crucial work-related
resources [21,22]. Social work communities offer practical support for knowledge formation
and decision making while supporting employees’ professional development and growth.
In addition to practical support, social work communities can provide emotional support
for their members [15,23,24]. Social workers face burdensome and ethically challenging
issues in their work; in these contexts, both collegial support and reflection are essential
in managing these issues. Furthermore, collegial support can strengthen the resilience
and competence of social workers and help them face the pressure, stress and problematic
emotions associated with work while helping address the work-related unpredictability
that is typical of social work [25].

Social work teams have been described as secure bases and safe places for their
employees [23]. The role of collegial support is essential when supporting new and newly
graduated social workers [15,26]. The possibility of face-to-face encounters and low-
threshold interactions between employees during the working day, such as coffee table
discussions, have been regarded as important for mobilising collegial support [15,27,28].
Thus, it is crucial to explore how the restrictive measures affected supportive interactions
between colleagues in the pandemic context where, for example, face-to-face encounters
were restricted.

According to previous research, the pandemic has had both negative and positive
consequences on the quality of working life and well-being of social workers. On the other
hand, the changes brought by the pandemic have reduced work-related stress when, for
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example, remote working has brought more flexibility to working days. On the other hand,
rapid changes in working practices have increased social workers’ workload as well as
the challenges in balancing work and family life during the lockdown [1,2,16]. Previous
studies highlight the importance of collegial support in helping social workers to support
their clients also during crisis that affects their personal lives as well [14–16].

Several studies on the impact of the pandemic on social work teams suggest that
teams can serve as a source of support for social workers when working remotely [14,15].
However, superiors and organisations have an important role in enabling social support
and promoting interactions between employees, for example, by securing options to interact
online [15]. Some studies [15,29] have focused on how novice and inexperienced employees
can survive and become a part of the work community without collegial support and daily
face-to-face encounters in integrating them into the work community. These concerns
are noteworthy because the experiences of isolation and loneliness, increased workload
and lack of sufficient interactions have long been noticed in studies reporting employees’
experiences about teleworking in the early stages of the pandemic [30].

2.2. The Social Capital of Work Communities

Finnish social workers’ experiences of their work communities were analysed by
utilising social capital theory. Social capital is usually conceptualized as referring to how
social networks enable individual and communal goals which would not be achieved
without those networks. Social capital is a communal based resource, ‘public good’, that is
located in the relationship between people [10,31]. Putnam [18] (pp. 664–665) defines social
capital as a feature of social life that is similar to trust, norms and networks ‘that enables
participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared objectives’. Social capital,
both as an individual and community resource, is crucial in explaining the capacity of work
communities, well-being, coping, professional growth and the development of employees.
The studies suggest that an appropriate level of social capital in the work community can
prevent burnout [32], increase job satisfaction, add job engagement [33,34] and promote
achieving working goals [35]. In particular, the role of mobilising social capital is pivotal
when work communities face crises. Here especially, social capital can strengthen and
support the resilience and recovering capacity of work communities [8].

Nahapiet and Ghoshal [20] (p. 243) define social capital as ‘the sum of the actual and
potential resources embedded within, available through and derived from the network
possessed by an individual or social unit’. With social capital, resources and knowledge
move between colleagues, and the everyday life of the work communities runs smoothly.
Nahapiet and Ghoshal [20] suggest that social capital is an enabling resource for work
communities, which, in this case, is located in the connections and social relationships
between co-workers. Thus, regular social relations, interactions and communication are
essential for the development and maintenance of social capital [10,19,20].

Moreover, Nahapiet and Ghoshal [20] suggest that social capital can be analysed
through three interrelated dimensions: structural, cognitive and relational dimensions,
each of which can open up different facets of social capital. The structural dimension refers
to the presence of the links or ties between agents that allow access to the members, for
example, to exchange and combine knowledge in a particular social system. The structural
dimension of social capital has been studied especially in the area of network analysis.
Thus, the main interest in the structural dimension lies in the pattern of linkages between
the agents of certain social systems, and the essential question is: who achieves whom and
how [20,36,37]? The cognitive dimension, in turn, includes resources in the social system
that arise from commonly shared codes, meanings, narratives, representations, symbols
and interpretations, such as a shared understanding of the common values, norms and
working goals and tasks between colleagues [20].

The third dimension of social capital, the relational one, refers to the quality and nature
of ongoing personal relationships between members of a certain social system who have
evolved over time in the interaction between team members, such as friendship, trust and
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communality [20,35]. The relational dimension can also be referred to as ‘strong ties’ [37] or
bonding social capital [31] that link to the relationships between the members of the group,
which are characterised by trust, norms, obligations and identification. These characteristics
may have many advantages to the group’s performance, and they can motivate group
members to act together [20]. As Meng et al. [34] point out, the triangular division of social
capital introduced by Nahapiet and Ghoshal highlights the multidimensional nature of
social capital, how each of the dimensions contributes in its own way to the performance of
a certain social network [35].

Developing and maintaining social capital is influenced by time, interaction, inter-
dependence and group closure. For example, the formation of norms, values and shared
codes promoting trust, which is a key element of social capital, requires stability and a
continuity of interactions. The concept of mutual interdependence presumes that social
capital in a group becomes stronger the more the members of the group depend on each
other and the more support they receive. Interaction lies at the heart of social capital, and
social capital needs regular interaction to be maintained and to develop. Finally, closure
refers to how strong group identity and firmness strengthen social capital [10,19,20].

3. Methodology of the Study: Data, Ethics and Method

The aim of the current research was to analyse the changes in collegial support and
social capital of social workers’ work communities during a time when work communities
confronted many challenges because of the restrictions imposed to combat the COVID-19
pandemic. We answer two questions: (1) How did the restrictive measures affect social
workers’ work communities? (2) What types of factors challenged and promoted the
cohesion of social networks and mutual trust between colleagues? The data consisted of
diaries (n = 33) written by social workers from 15 March to 31 May. In mid-March 2020,
the research team launched data collection and submitted a diary writing request on a
closed social media group for social work professionals. Frontline social workers were
asked to write a diary about their experiences and views on the impact of the pandemic
on their clients and the challenges arising from their work. The diary was instructed to
be written based on three questions: (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 authors of the diaries were instructed to write in a free-form
manner but to mark the dates of their writings and send the completed journals to the
research group at the end of May. In total, fifty-six social work professionals declared their
interest to write their diaries. Finally, thirty-three diaries were returned to the encrypted
project e-mail by legalised social workers, with a few social work students among the
participants. Most of them wrote a diary on day-to-day basis, some of them week-by-week.
The participants worked in different areas of social work, with adults, elderly care, child
protection, disabled people, immigrants and addictions. All entries were deemed to be
eligible for analysis. In total, 94,139 words were collected.

In terms of research ethics and ethical reviews, the research team followed the guide-
lines of the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity [38]. Before sending the diaries,
the participants were informed by a specific letter that sending the diaries to the research
team meant giving one’s informed consent. Moreover, the participants were told, for
example, about their right to withdraw, secure data storing and processing practices,
which ensured that no individual agents or units would be identifiable in the forthcoming
publications. The background information collected from the participants was limited
to age, gender, education, current job title and the main client target group with which
the participant worked. Diaries were written as individual legalised social workers, not
as representatives of certain working organisations, so further background information
related to institutions was not collected.
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For the current study, the diary data were analysed using NVivo data analysis software.
In the first phase of the analysis, the data were read carefully, and all descriptions related to
the work communities were extracted from the data (173 notes). During the second phase,
a qualitative content analysis was used to code and organise the collected notes, hereby
referring to work communities. Finally, a theory-driven quality content analysis was used
to analyse the three dimensions of social capital—structural, cognitive and relational—
introduced by Nahapiet and Ghoshal [20]. When analysing the structural dimension
of social capital, reading the data focused on descriptions of the concrete relationship
structures in the work communities and the changes that happened in them during the
first phases of the pandemic. When analysing the cognitive dimension, the reading of the
data concentrated on the descriptions of the shared and conflicting values and codes of the
working communities. Finally, when analysing the relational dimension of social capital,
the reading of the data focused on the descriptions of the collegial and emotional support.
We used the triangular division of social capital as an analytical tool for highlighting the
essential features of the social capital of work communities. These dimensions of social
capital are inseparably intertwined [20]. In the following, the results of the analysis are
presented through three subchapters, each opening up a specific perspective on the function
of social capital in work communities from mid-March until the end of May 2020. We first
address the impact of the exceptional circumstances on the structural dimension, then the
impact on the cognitive dimension and then the impact on the relational dimension of
social capital.

4. Results
4.1. Tricky Rhythms and Fading Structures of Workplace Interactions

We first analyse the impact of the restrictions on the communal structures and links
through which interaction and collegial support become realised in work communities.
When speaking about structure, we refer to the relationship structures of the work com-
munity, which consist of the linkages and ties between the colleagues who make collegial
interaction and support possible [20,37]. In their diaries, the social workers described how
conversations, reflection and information exchange took place between colleagues sponta-
neously before the pandemic. Colleagues met face to face, for example, in the hallways of
the workplace, coffee rooms and lunch tables. However, working remotely changed the
structures and systems of inter-employee communication:

Among colleagues, we discuss the impact of teleworking on the interaction of the work
community among the colleagues. We noted that we miss our colleagues and the exchange
of words, enquiries and personal views while passing by each other.

(D6/31/03/20)

The regular and stable interaction that is essential for developing and maintaining
social capital [20] was challenged by the fact that the devices and software needed for
remote connections and interactions, such as laptops, microphones or applications, were
not necessarily available, especially at the early stages of the pandemic. In addition, not
every employee had the necessary expertise to use the equipment needed for remote access:

We don’t have the tools that would make it possible, for example, to organise a team
meeting online. (D18/21/03/20)

The restrictive measures were manifested in a very concrete manner. They did not
concern only an overall recommendation to shift to remote work, but also claims to stay at
home, even in the case of minor flu symptoms, and to keep physical distance while meeting
other people. Some social workers shifted to work remotely from home; consequently, the
work communities were dissolved to different places. The change was significant because
remote working had been rare in Finnish social work before the pandemic. To minimise
physical contact, co-workers had to begin to work in different shifts and rhythms. For
example, some of the employees were in the workplace on certain days of the week, and
others worked remotely at the same time. In their diaries, the social workers described the
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atmosphere in the workplaces as quiet and ‘ghostly’, as workers were dispersed to work in
different places.

On Monday, a staff meeting was held in the workplace. We all were divided into own
offices, and only some places had more than one person in the same space. It was quiet—
there was guidance to reduce social contacts further in the workplace and to call or send a
message even to the next room. (D24/09/04/20)

Today, we prepared the split of our multiprofessional team into two teams to minimise the
risk of infection. Half of the group is working remotely for a week, and the other half is at
the office, after which the roles will be changed. (D22/31/03/20)

In addition to formal encounters, such as team meetings, the restrictions had a signifi-
cant impact on informal encounters between colleagues, such as hallway discussions or
meetings at coffee tables or lunch. One key measure of co-workers’ ‘normal’ interaction—
‘happy talk’ in the coffee room—quieted down during the first wave of the pandemic. Shifts
for meals were distributed in a new way so that not everyone was eating their lunch in
the coffee room at the same time. Opportunities for interaction decreased as restaurants
and workplace canteens closed their doors. In many respects, the restrictions changed the
everyday structures, spaces and rhythms of the work communities on which interactions
and encounters enabling collegial support and social capital were based [15,20]:

No one goes near another person to sit down, and the coffee room is not filled with happy
conversations during a lunch break. No one goes to the store to pick up lunch, but
everyone eats their own snacks. The facial expressions are serious; the atmosphere is quiet.
If there is something to do with someone else, people send a message or take a Skype call,
even if the other one is in the next room. There is a clear fear of physical contact in the air.
(D9)

We have reflected together on how to share lunch shifts so that we would not all be so
close to each other around the same table at the same time. This arouses a lot of emotions
in people. (D30)

Moreover, the fear of viral infection related to physical encounters had a major impact
on co-workers’ interactions and the dynamics of working communities. The avoidance of
physical encounters was partly reinforced by a lack of adequate guidance on protection.
There were no protective devices available, such as masks and hand disinfectants, especially
at the early stages of the pandemic:

—Talking to a co-worker feels normal for a while, but I get scared when someone passes
by me too close. Meeting clients in a large room felt safe, and all the participants seemed
healthy. (D16/25/03/20)

However, soon after the initial shock phase, the structures and linkages enabling
interactions between colleagues began to reorganise. Physical encounters were replaced
or accompanied by remote encounters, such as remote team meetings, remote morning
coffees or remote Friday pizzas via Skype. The social workers described how remotely
held meetings and gatherings became an essential part of the everyday life of the work
communities during the exceptional circumstances.

We start the day together by sharing cases via Skype. [ . . . ] In addition to that [ . . . ],
we have started [ . . . ] an afternoon ‘reflection session’ involving anyone who is able to
join or has something to share with others. It’s been a good practice. (D21/08/04/20)

For maintaining social capital, it was important to find common working rhythms
and structures that could enable temporally synchronised encounters. Finding a common
rhythm when working remotely was helped by structured and scheduled encounters, such
as regular remote morning meetings. Later on, the shared, temporal and spatial structure
of work communities, which broke down in the early stages of the pandemic, began to
reshape and take new forms.
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4.2. Shared Professional Values and Knowledge, Conflicting Perceptions and Orientations towards
Viral Outbreak

The restrictions had an impact on the cognitive dimension of social capital—that is,
the shared language, codes and values of the working community [20]. In social work,
ethical codes and knowledge bases form a strong basis for professional reflection and
decision-making processes. Based on an analysis of the data, the values and professional
knowledge shared jointly by colleagues were one of the key forces holding colleagues
together and confirming the social capital of the work community during the early stages
of the pandemic. The values and ethics of social work constituted the common basis,
which directed the social work teams’ work and acted as ‘the compass’, helping colleagues
navigate in the same direction, maintaining trust, a sense of belonging and, above all, the
ability to move forward in the middle of the crisis. Common goals for client orientation,
securing clients’ well-being and supporting them in times of crisis helped employees
guide and reshape their operations in the same direction and keep the members of the
work community together [1,19]. In addition, the crisis orientation of social work directed
the work communities’ activities to ensure that the virus would not spread during client
meetings. In this way, the crisis bound workers together, strengthening their sense of
belonging:

It seems that our working group has been welded together by the crisis and everyone
is trying to do their best as part of the group. On the other hand, I feel that the job
descriptions of the employees are dispelled when the joint goal is to take a catch from
the situations and coping of clients. On the other hand, competence and different job
descriptions are emphasised to make the work smooth. Employees are motivated to protect
clients so that the virus does not spread and there would not be a public health threat.
(D22/23/03/20)

Competing perceptions and conflicting interpretations and attitudes towards viral
outbreaks and the restrictions caused misunderstandings between colleagues and increased
tensions in the work communities, thus eroding their social capital. The social workers
described how some of their workmates did not appear to take the virus and the claim to
restrict social contacts as seriously as others. When some colleagues isolated themselves in
their rooms, others continued to take coffee breaks, going about with ‘business as usual’.
With varying individual orientations and reactions to the viral outbreak and contradictory
instructions, there was no longer certainty that colleagues were acting in the same direction
and with the same goal and orientation:

Sometimes, it feels that the situation is not taken seriously enough in the workplace.
Meetings of more than 10 people, for example, have still taken place since the restrictions
came into force and safety distances are not always followed. In general, I wonder how
this can affect the working atmosphere if some people take the epidemic more seriously
than others. (D15/20/03/20)

Hence, varying worker orientations towards the severity of viral outbreak while
performing client work pulled members of work teams in different directions and eroded
trust between colleagues. In their diaries, the social workers described how fear of viral
infection and different attitudes towards the virus and crisis undermined the feelings
of security and trust on which social capital and social support were built in working
communities [20].

It was clear that I wasn’t wanted at the office, and I didn’t want to have to wonder if I
could infect people myself. (D5/24/04/20)

The transition to remote working mode caused disagreements and lines of battle be-
tween colleagues [3]. Because there were no clear policies and instructions in the workplace
at the beginning of the pandemic, the employees felt left alone with their decisions on
whether to attend meetings with colleagues or with clients remotely or face to face:
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[ . . . ] a downright, shocking day at work. The co-workers were divided into two camps.
There were those of us who sought to make solution-oriented proposals on how to minimise
the burden on the system. In remote work, we would reduce the exposure to infections
when we were not physically involved with each other and there would be no commuting—
The other part of the working team included a superior and a few others who felt that
our reactions and proposals were completely new, surprising and confusing—in my
experience, those of us who talked about it felt labelled as hysterics who were just afraid of
their own health. (D18/21/03/20)

I’m going to make the decision to attend a meeting with medical doctors remotely. I face
critically minded feedback from the other members of the team: ‘why on earth’. There
were 15 people attending the meeting. I wonder, where is our view now on the limit of
10 people?—(D10/week13/20)

Furthermore, the atmosphere between co-workers suffered from the fact that, despite
the restrictions, some members of the work community were still forced to continue face-to-
face encounters and be physically in the workplace, while others were allowed and able to
shift to remote working. The unequal distribution of remote working opportunities caused
experiences of injustice between colleagues. This raised concerns about whether the social
distance between employees working remotely and those working in the workplace had
decreased:

[ . . . ] I feel injustice towards those who are working remotely. For everyone, this is
not possible either because of the nature of the work or because of the material resources.
(D6/13/05/20)

4.3. Promoting Collegial Support through New Channels

In the first phases of COVID-19 pandemic, the structure of the social ties between
workmates in social work teams collapsed, and contradictions became evident in the mid-
dle of the crisis. However, new ways to come together were intensively sought (structural
dimension). The shared professional codes (cognitive dimension) maintained trust be-
tween colleagues, prevented teams from breaking down and protected single employees
from exhaustion. In addition, the relational dimension of social capital, here referring to
strong, emotional and reciprocal ties between colleagues, suffered from remote working
practices, shortcomings in digital devices and skills and competing attitudes towards the
viral outbreak. After the initial shock phase, however, alternative interaction options, such
as remote coffee breaks, were introduced to mobilise collegial and emotional support:

From the point of view of one’s own work and well-being at work, teamwork and support
have decreased because one part of the work team is always working remotely. On the
other hand, contact has been maintained and support is available; if necessary, the means
are only different. (D1/31/05/20)

[ . . . ] being remotely with colleagues has also been very functional. We just had an
office meeting of over 10 people, and teams are also held on Skype. We’ve also always had
morning coffee together via Skype. (D4/26/03/20)

Although alternative opportunities for interaction were developed, the social workers
emphasised the relevance of regular face-to-face interactions as the primary condition
for collegial support. In their diaries, among other things, the authors described how
opportunities for common ad hoc reasoning decreased despite remote connections when
colleagues were no longer meeting face to face in the workplace. Moreover, the threshold
for disturbing co-workers heightened because there was no accurate information on the
colleagues’ schedules and they may no longer work in the same temporal rhythm, such
as having coffee and lunch breaks at the same time etc. [15]. The key challenges of work
discussed and ‘brainstormed’ previously among colleagues during working days were
increasingly left to single workers to resolve. Considering these questions alone led to an
increased workload because the workers did not want to make a phone call and disturb
their colleagues.
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In a very concrete manner, the social workers described how work issues stayed in
their minds after the working day because there were no options to discuss and consider
them face to face with colleagues during the day. They expressed their feelings of social
distance, isolation and loneliness and how ‘something’ was now ‘missing from the job’.
The social workers missed being together, non-work-related small talk and coffee table
debates providing spontaneous collegial support that formal online team meetings could
not fulfil. As one of the social workers pointed out: ‘Without being together, nothing’s going to
work’ (D 17/29/05/20). The importance of daily informal encounters with colleagues as a
source of social capital was described:

[ . . . ] working remotely has brought a lot of loneliness to working, and colleagues seem to
me more distant than before. In addition, the differences in working methods and attitudes
towards the epidemic have brought a negative atmosphere to the work community. The
majority is of the idea of keeping physical contact with others so that we can discharge
client cases and consider things together (D4/06/05/20)

I’m getting tired of working remotely. It’s hard to get things done when you must strain
everything out of yourself. You can’t receive any support from others. (D2/15/04/20)

In a work community where some employees worked remotely and some were at the
office, those working remotely started to become ‘invisible’. Parallel experiences concerned
attending hybrid and remote meetings as well. From this point of view, the hybrid model
developed was not, at least in all respects, a viable arrangement for collegial support, even
though it allowed participation in meetings through remote connections.

I am participating in work counselling remotely, even though most of my co-workers
are on site. I feel frustration with low coverage and being an outsider. I would have had
something to say, but I cannot manage to take part in conversation. (D/6/25/05/20)

As Cook et al. [15] (p. 264) highlight, ‘the loss of office base’ and disappearance
of regular face-to-face interactions was challenging not only for recently qualified social
workers and new workers but also for less-established teams. These employee clusters lost
many learning possibilities that the physical office base could provide, so it became more
difficult for them to form relationships with colleagues and identify themselves as a part of
the work community. Hereby, the teams with existing strong ties between their members
managed better in the crisis, thus demonstrating and confirming the adequacy of social
capital theory [15,39]. More broadly, the social workers regarded the daily face-to-face
interactions with colleagues as being so important that the physical restrictions made
them wonder how their closest colleagues could cope and continue working without daily
encounters.

At this stage, I first and foremost missed the work community of social workers, where I
could participate in professional debates to develop my own reflections. However, I ended
up working alone. (D24/09/04/20)

The relations with colleagues are starting to break down because we didn’t know each
other well, and we are very different. There is no longer a facilitating cooperation us
usual, which leads to a widening gap between us. (D17/20/04/20)

The disappearance of face-to-face encounters led to increasing misunderstandings
between colleagues because gestures and facial expressions, crucial to face-to-face inter-
action, as well as nonverbal communication, were missing from encounters carried out
through remote connections. As Cook et al. [15] point out, it is crucial for successful virtual
interactions to determine how well established the work community was before switching
to remote access mode. Thus, strong social capital that had formed in the work community
before the pandemic helped the team survive better through the crisis [40].
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It is easy to interpret the withdrawal from interaction as a sign of personal assault [ . . . ]
Some fundamental questions seem to arise—such as I am valuable and respected or not,
whether I belong to community or not, etc. There are a huge number of misinterpretations
in what other people say, and there is no time or the appropriate context to correct them.
(D30/May/20)

5. Discussion

In the present article, we analysed Finnish social workers’ experiences of their work
communities during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. This was analysed through
diary data written by social workers from mid-March until the end of May 2020. The
essential roles of social work and social services in time of crisis were the starting point
of our analysis. It can be said that in time of crisis social services act as a last tailboard
of society: they support the most vulnerable people and moreover have a critical role for
the surviving of the whole society [3–5]. In time of crisis and catastrophes, governance
systems need the ability to modify their practices, learn and have capacity to respond to
the change and uncertainty [7]. To the mobilization of adaptive governance, the allocation
and strengthening of resources such as social capital have been seen as being essential [8,9].
In our study we conceptualised social capital as a community resource that is located in
the relationship between people and which helps the community to work together and to
overcome challenges [10,31]. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the need for a new
kind of adaptive governance was also highlighted by the fact that social workers and their
work communities faced the crisis by themselves too [1,7].

As the analytical framework, we utilised Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s triangular division
of social capital, making it possible to bring the essential features of social capital of working
communities and their changes during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic to light. In
many ways, the analysis of the data highlights how the dimensions of structural, cognitive
and relational capital were inseparably intertwined and interlinked and in dialectical
relationship with each other. How, for example, the trust between colleagues is intertwined
with the concrete possibilities for daily interactions between colleagues.

First of all, our analysis suggests that restrictions on physical contacts between col-
leagues, a lack of adequate digital equipment and fear of and confronting attitudes towards
viral outbreaks created social distance and hit the core element of social capital hard: the
regular and low-threshold informal interaction and encounters between colleagues. Accord-
ing to the results, self-evident everyday structures and practices, such as shared spaces and
synchronised working rhythms allowing ad hoc type encounters, emerged as the crucial
factors for maintaining social capital [19].

Moreover, the common professional value and knowledge base, as well as the novel
informal remote work practices, supported the maintenance of social capital in working
communities. The results highlight the importance of shared language and codes in the
formation of social capital among the work community [20]. When there are, for example,
varying interpretations of common goals, conflicts tend to arise in a way that erodes social
capital.

Finally, the results highlight the importance of regular and stable face-to-face interac-
tions, which are essential for developing and maintaining social capital and which remote
interaction could not fully replace. When face-to-face interactions between colleagues
began to diminish suddenly because of the restrictions, the expressions of feelings of
loneliness, social distance and isolation started to emerge in the diaries [30,32]. Everyday
informal interactions between colleagues tend to bind them together and offer options for
them to form the network closures necessary for creating social capital [10,19]. In addition,
informal encounters seem to help new employees become a part of the work community
and become involved in the formation of social capital in the work community [15].

The findings of the study confirm the results of the previous studies on the importance
of social capital as an essential element in the adaptive governance of communities during
crises and catastrophes [7–9]. The analysis brings into the light the ability and flexibility of
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social workers and social work working communities to mobilize and adapt their resources—
in this case, their social capital to respond and to survive during the crisis [1]. The results
of the study highlight that, after an initial shock phase, social work working communities
quickly started to modify their actions and, for example, alternative interaction options
were introduced to mobilise social capital to cope with the crisis and to be able to support
each other and clients. The role of shared professional codes, the strong ethical base of
social work and social workers’ strong commitment to support their clients proved to be
essential when maintaining and confirming the social capital of working communities
when confronting sudden crisis.

Exchanging views and collegial negotiations are an essential part of work team dy-
namics, but the results also highlight the importance of organising possibilities for informal
encounters of employees in the context of working remotely or through a hybrid model,
as has also been highlighted in previous studies [14,15]. Especially in times of crisis, it is
decisive to ensure that social workers have access to the social support provided by their
colleagues because the ties and bonds in the work community prior to a pandemic can help
them survive through the crisis and are an essential part of a working community’s ability
to mobilise common actions [8,10,15].

6. Conclusions

In terms of the dimensions noted by Nahapiet and Ghoshal [20], it seems that all
three elements of social capital—structural, cognitive and relational—interrelate, affect
and interact with each other. On the one hand, when the physical, spatial and temporal
structures enabling colleagues to communicate in everyday settings are called into question,
experiences of social distancing, isolation and mistrust between colleagues tend to arise.
On the other hand, the shared professional value and knowledge base can help the work
community throughout the crisis, guiding the group’s activities in the same direction, even
in cases where communication structures collapse abruptly. Overall, the analysis of the
data shows how social capital is in constant movement and prone to change if any of its
elements are subjects of change.

In creating and supporting opportunities for remote or hybrid interactions, organisa-
tions seem to play a decisive role, which is reflected also in social workers’ diaries [15,23].
First, it is evident that if the digital equipment and applications do not function or there
is no know-how on how to utilise them, interacting remotely will not succeed, and the
social capital in the work communities will start to crumble. In other words, regular inter-
action is very difficult to maintain without enabling structures. In addition, social work
organisations, their culture and their commitment to encouraging a positive atmosphere
for teleworking plays a key role in mobilising online spaces for interaction. In times of
crisis, these multiple channels can promote common goals and offer access to social capital
and network closures for newly qualified social workers, as well as other new members of
the work community.

7. Limitations

There are certain limitations related to the data. First, the authors of the diary data
consisted of a group of social workers especially willing to reflect on their experiences
through writing. Second, the data were collected at the very beginning of the pandemic,
when shifting to teleworking in social work was just starting and, for example, multichan-
nel interaction options were not as developed as later on. However, the early pandemic
diary data can remind us how thorough the change was and how the work teams reacted to
the change—one that permeated the temporal and spatial structures and well-established
patterns of everyday interactions. Above all, our analysis shows how various collegial
capacities were adopted, teams adapted quickly to the forced change and social work com-
munities started to self-organise themselves in the middle of the large-scale and unexpected
global crisis.
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