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Abstract: This study examined the impact of the recent pandemic on 253 Czech social workers in senior 
residential care, focusing on their emotional states and problem-solving experiences. By using PHQ-9 
and GAD-7, the research found that 35% of the respondents reported moderate to severe depression, 
and 27% admitted similar anxiety levels. Contrary to expectations, private context variables showed 
no significant correlation with these emotional states. However, corpus analysis identified distinct 
verbal expressions: loneliness, financial deterioration, and chaos in higher depression groups, and 
information management challenges in higher anxiety groups. The most frequent problems addressed 
were behavioral issues, motivation, and communication. A measurable connection existed between 
problem characteristics and emotional states, with higher depression linked to economic problems and 
strained non-work relationships, and higher anxiety associated with information management difficulties. 
Social workers adapted by increasing their IT use, reducing administrative tasks, and enhancing client 
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communication. These outcomes highlight their resilience and capacity to manage stress positively 
during challenging times. Their crucial role in ensuring the dignified lives of seniors, combined with 
their adaptability and commitment, offers a promising outlook for their mental health and well-being 
when facing future challenges.

Keywords: social workers, older adult care, depression, anxiety, problems solved.
 

Introduction

In the existing framework of social protection, the elderly and individuals with health 
impairments emerge as notably vulnerable groups, who are reliant on health and social 
care services for their wellbeing. The absence or limitation of such care can critically 
degrade their quality of life, sometimes posing a risk to their survival. This underscores 
the importance of focusing on caregivers who support these individuals both at home 
and in institutional environments. The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted the 
daily life and social interactions, adversely affecting the mental health and wellbeing of 
many (Tsai, 2022). The pandemic elicited a response from social work professionals to 
address the resultant human suffering (Guastafierro et al., 2021; Weinberg, 2021). Prior 
to the pandemic, Siebert (2004) identified a high prevalence of depressive symptoms 
among social workers.

This research zeroes in on social workers within senior residential services in the 
Czech Republic, where social services are legally mandated to meet specific operational 
standards. As crucial instruments of social policy, the year 2021 saw the registration of 
916 residential facilities catering to the elderly, encompassing 526 homes for about 35.8 
thousand seniors and 376 specialized facilities serving around 23 thousand older-age 
individuals. By the end of 2021, nearly 55,000 seniors, or 2.7% of those aged 62 and 
above, resided in these services, with a higher representation noted among the older 
age groups (ČSU, 2022). The impact of COVID-19 was significant, with 3,418 (11.2%) 
of the 30,363 reported casualties by August 6, 2021, being residents of such services. 
Between October 1, 2020, and April 11, 2021, 760 COVID clusters and 28,387 
infections were documented in these settings (Horecký and Švehlová, 2021). Social 
workers in elderly care facilities tailor services to each client, based on information 
from clients and their families, ensuring continuous monitoring and protection of their 
clients’ dignity (Zajacová, 2021). These services aim to keep older adults physically 
and psychologically independent, integrating them into social life to maintain their 
normal lifestyle as long as possible, thereby ensuring a dignified living environment 
(Amadasun, 2020; IFSW, 2014). During the COVID-19 pandemic, restrictions were 
being placed on the movement and social interactions of clients in residential services, 
highlighting challenges such as protecting the staff, a shortage of social workers 
for adequate care, and the disruption of the clients’ familial and social connections 
(Gabura, 2022; Fitzpatrick, 2021; Truhlářová et al., 2021). Social workers had to adapt 
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by finding creative – and sometimes imperfect – solutions to meet the evolving needs 
of their clients who were experiencing increased anxiety, fear, and aggression due to 
isolation and misinformation (Bern-Klug et al., 2021; Banks, 2023; Johansson-Pahala et 
al., 2022; Okafor, 2021). They played a vital role in providing support, understanding, 
and accurate information during this crisis. Research in the Czech Republic specifically 
focused on the challenges faced by social workers in elderly residential services during 
the pandemic.

Research and studies highlight that the perception of problems varies among 
different observers (Denzin, 2017; Leary et al., 2007; Michailakis and Schirmer, 2014). 
Social systems create their own realities and define social issues uniquely (Healy, 2022; 
Michailakis and Schirmer, 2014; Punová, 2021). This study posits that, during the 
pandemic, social workers viewed problems through a distinct lens, offering new insights 
into the challenges faced by social workers caring for older adults in this period. Based 
on the results of systematic review by Saade et al. (2022), it was highlighted that work 
factors associated with depression in the helping-segment professions includes skill 
utilization, decision authority, psychological demands, physical demands, the number 
of hours worked, the work schedule (irregular or regular), the shift hours schedule 
(daytime versus night time), social support from coworkers, social support from 
supervisor and the family, job insecurity, recognition, job promotion, and bullying. 
Based on the findings by Greene et al. (2021), their study of frontline health and social 
care workers in the UK during the initial wave of the COVID pandemic revealed that a 
significant proportion met the criteria for depression, and that factors such as inability 
to confide in managers about their coping difficulties and lack of reliable access to 
personal protective equipment were associated with a higher likelihood of meeting the 
criteria for a clinically significant mental disorder.

Therefore, we are interested in finding the connections and whether the social 
workers caring for the older adults have learned any ‘lessons’ from their lived experience 
of solving problems during the pandemic, what the respondents intend to do differently, 
or what they plan to change based on this.

Objective of the study

This is an exploratory quantitative study. The question in this research is as follows: 
What are the characteristics of the solved problem situations, negative emotional states, 
and how are professional and personal circumstances related to each other?

Sub-research questions:
•	 What is the prevalence of negative emotional states (depression and anxiety) 

among social workers in residential services for the older adults?
-	 Which variables in the private and work contexts connect with negative 

emotional states?
-	 What verbal expressions used to describe situations distinguish people with 

different emotional states (increased levels of depression and anxiety)?

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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•	 What characteristics reveal the problems that social workers in residential 
services for the older adults were solving during the pandemic?
-	 Which variables from the private and work contexts and which characteristics 

of the solved problems show a measurable connection? (Age, length of 
experience, educational attainment, experience with COVID-19).

•	 Which characteristics of the problems solved by social workers in residential 
services for the older adults show a measurable connection with negative 
emotional states?

•	 Based on the experience, what would social workers like to do differently?
Note: We use the term ‘senior caregivers’ in the sense of social workers involved in 

residential social services and caring for seniors aged 65+.

Method

This was a cross-sectional study of social workers in residential services for the older 
adults in the Czech Republic. The Computer-Assisted Self-Interviewing (CASI) was 
chosen as a research tool: an online questionnaire survey was employed.

Research tools

The study aimed to assess the pandemic’s effects on social workers, by focusing on 
mental health risks, operationalized as anxiety and depression levels. The assessment 
tool comprised 34 questions across four domains.

Demographic data (9 items) were collected in two categories: personal socio-
demographics (age, gender, educational background, work experience, education level, 
and municipality size) and professional details (workplace, client type, COVID-19 
exposure, and client mortality).

Work situation evaluations (9 items): specific work situations addressed by 
social workers in connection with the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic were 
investigated. The instruction began uniformly: “Now let’s slow down. Try to visualize 
specific situations that you had to deal with as a social worker in relation to the pandemic, 
situations that were new and different for you than before.” Situation 1: ‘the first thing’, 
2. ‘the most challenging’, 3. ‘the most valuable’ were then introduced with identical 
open-ended questions: “which I dealt with during the pandemic was”: “describe as 
specifically as possible what it was about, what was the core of the situation”; “how 
did you address the situation and why?” Each situation was followed by a simple scale: 
the outcome of the approach was ‘successful’ – ‘cannot assess’ – ‘unsuccessful’. Note: 
The calculations revealed that these supplementary scales did not differentiate the 
sample and were excluded from further calculations; they are only mentioned here 
for completeness. The focus was on the respondent’s attention to various situational 
parameters (categories and subcategories describing the work situations addressed in 
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general terms). Categorical analysis of the responses and the resulting categories are 
described below in the Data processing procedure section.

The GAD-7 (Generalized Anxiety Disorder, 7 items) scale, validated by Spitzer et 
al. (2006) and Zhou et al. (2020), is used to identify and assess the severity of anxiety 
disorders. It utilizes a four-point Likert scale for symptoms such as excessive worry and 
nervousness, with scores ranging from 0 (not at all) to 3 (nearly every day). The GAD-7 
scores span from 0 to 21, with levels 0–4 meaning none-to-minimal, 5–9 showing mild, 
10–14 denoting moderate, and 15–21 standing for severe anxiety levels. Scores above 
10 suggest a necessity for treatment.

Depression was evaluated by using the PHQ-9 (Patient Health Questionnaire, 9 
items), which scores between 0 and 27 based on nine items each for one criterion of 
the depression state. The PHQ-9 thresholds at 5, 10, 15, and 20 indicate an increasing 
severity of depression from minimal to severe, with scores above 15 suggesting a 
need for clinical intervention (a diagnosis of major depression requires at least five 
depressive symptoms for most days over the past two weeks, including depressed mood 
or anhedonia; Kroenke et al., 2001). 

Data collection procedure

The research plan was approved by the UHK Ethics Committee on 23 April 2021 
under registration number 7/2021; the protocol was signed by the chairperson of the 
committee, Prof. PhDr. Marek Franěk, CSc., Ph.D.

Questionnaires were distributed to all 916 registered residential social services for 
older adults via the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications of the Czech 
Republic. These services employed 1,706 social workers, who were invited to participate 
through a letter containing a link to an online questionnaire hosted on LimeSurvey, 
available from November 2020 to July 2021, that is between the waves of the pandemic, 
after the partial easing of restrictive measures, before the second wave of restrictions 
came. The survey, taking an average of 25 minutes to complete, was voluntary, and it 
utilized a self-selecting sampling method, ensuring respondent anonymity.

Sample

The data set consisted of answers from N=253 social workers (14.8% of the basic 
group) working in residential services for the older adults (age=43±10 years), 90% 
of the participants were women, all levels of experience (m=11±8 years), all levels 
of education (predominantly university students), and cities and towns of different 
sizes (approximately one-fifth represented cities over 100,000 inhabitants) (Table 1). 
The COVID-19 context was as follows: during data collection, half of the sample 
had contracted the COVID infection, one third was unsure, and 22% did not have it.  
Approximately 90% had completed a course on the topic during the COVID period; 

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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75% had worked with COVID-positive patients, and two-thirds of these patients died 
due to COVID-19 (1/3 was directly involved in the death, whereas 1/3 learned about 
the fact of death indirectly).

Table 1. 
Socio-demographic data: private context (N=253)

Item N %
Sex
Male 26 10.28
Female 227 89.72
Age  
less than 30 38 15.02
31–40 63 24.90
41–50 89 35.18
51–60 55 21.74
>60 8 3.16
Practice years  
0–2 35 13.83
3–5 41 16,21
6–10 64 25,30
11–20 82 32,41
>20 31 12.25
Education  
Higher professional school 45 17.79
University Bc. 85 33.60
University Mgr. or Ing. 108 42.69
Postgraduate (Ph.D.) 15 5.93
Municipality size  
<200 7 2.77
200–499 15 5.93
500–999 18 7.11
1,000–4,999 45 17.79
5,000–19,999 59 23.32
20,000–49,999 37 14.62
50,000–99,999 18 7.11
> 100,000 54 21.34
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Data processing procedure

The Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) and Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-
7) were assessed as per their manuals. 

Work situation evaluations involved open coding and categorization, with individual 
assessments and coding by collaborators, specialized review for uncertainties, and a 
final expert verification post a two-week interval, achieving satisfactory consensus. The 
categorical analysis was conducted according to the procedure outlined by Bilder and 
Tebbs (2008).

Resulting categories:
1.	 The core of the problem – what the problem is about, what was emphasized: 

subthemes emotions, and feelings (e.g., fear); motivation (e.g., unclear goal, lack of 
energy to achieve the goal); competence (e.g., I can’t work online); behavioral (e.g., 
wearing a face mask); communication (e.g., communicating information about new 
measures); related to the body (e.g., tiredness); related to time (e.g., lack of time 
to ensure changes, changing the daily schedule in the home office); technology 
and ICT (e.g., insufficient wi-fi coverage); material outside of ICT (e.g., there is no 
available room, vehicle); geographical (e.g., a ban on crossing the district), economic 
(e.g., there was no line in the budget allowing the purchase of masks), rules of polite 
behavior (e.g., shaking hands).

2.	 The bearer of the problem:  the social worker, relatives of the worker, the client, 
relatives of the client, other people in the organization.

3.	 Professional perspective: preparation (resources of preparation, time devoted to 
preparation), conditions (spatial, technical), content (what will the task be), methods 
and forms (how I will implement), social relationships within the scope of the 
profession (relationship with clients, parents, colleagues, supervisors), relationships 
outside of the work context (relationships within the family, community, etc.), and 
personal circumstances (nature, health, mood, competence, motives, values, etc.).
An aggregate variable is created by using the total score method for subcategories 

(0–5 range), reflecting respondent focus on situational characteristics based on the 
described situations.

Text analysis: Our study incorporated a corpus-based analysis to examine 
terminology related to the issue, contrasting word frequencies across four General 
Anxiety Disorder (GAD) and Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ) categories: minimal, 
mild, moderate, and severe. By utilizing the K-words tool with the log-likelihood 
approach (assessing similarity to the foundational Czech corpus), we identified words 
fulfilling specific criteria: a significance level (α) of <0.001, a minimum frequency of 
3, and constituting 5% of the keywords. We excluded terms strictly associated with 
COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., ‘pandemic’, ‘quarantine’) and focused on those conveying 
emotions.

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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Methods of data analysis consisted of the verification of normality (Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test), descriptive statistics (minimum, maximum, mean, SD, median), 
non-parametric t-test (Wilcoxon, Kruskal-Wallis), and correlation (Rank-Biserial, 
Spearman). The eta square was calculated and converted by using a calculator (Lenhard 
2016) to Cohen’s D, odds ratio, and CLES. Specific statements were found to impact 
the topics the respondents dealt with.

Results

What is the prevalence of negative emotional states (depression, anxiety) in the 
population of senior caregivers?

The study revealed PHQ-9 and GAD-7 scores indicating low mean values of 3.9, 
with the majority of the participants not reaching maximum scores, which suggests a 
predominance of no symptoms or mild symptoms of depression and anxiety among 
the caregivers. Specifically, PHQ-9 results highlighted that 50% of the participants were 
not at risk of depression, 35% exhibited mild depression, and 15% displayed significant 
depressive symptoms warranting a medical consultation (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. 
Frequencies: categories of depression PHQ -9 (N=253)

Similarly, GAD-7 findings showed that 66% had mild anxiety symptoms, 28% were 
experiencing moderate, and 6% severe anxiety symptoms, necessitating professional 
advice/assistance (Figure 2). 

The distributions were non-normal, as confirmed by the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test 
(sig <0.001) for both conditions. Overall, the data suggest that two-thirds of the sample 
experienced zero or mild symptoms, 20–25% were having moderate symptoms, and a 
minority of 6–10% were suffering from severe symptoms, indicating a prevalence of 
mental health concerns of 6% for depression and 10% for anxiety disorders.

Which variables from the private and work context show a connection with negative 
emotional states?
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Figure 2. 
Frequencies: categories of anxiety GAD-7 (N=253)

Has the degree of association between the private context of social workers (age, 
length of experience, education, experience with COVID-19, size of the municipality) and 
their depression/anxiety been verified? The characteristics of the private context did not 
show a statistically significant relationship with depression (PHQ-9) or anxiety (GAD-7).

What verbal expressions to describe situations distinguish people with different 
levels of emotional states (increased levels of depression, anxiety)?

Verbal expressions used to distinguish people with different levels of emotional states 
(increased levels of depression and anxiety) were investigated by using a corpus-based 
analysis. The bag of words was compared according to the three GAD-7 and PHQ-9 
levels (minimal-mild, moderate, and severe). Table 2 shows the level of the emotional 
state in the rows and the expressions most commonly used by the respondents with a 
given level of GAD-7 and PHQ-9 in the columns. Emotional expressions that caught 
our attention are also highlighted.

Table 2. 
Words from the description of the situation: K-words frequency analysis (N=253)

Level of GAD-7 Level of PHQ-9

1 None to Mild

Solved, shifts, cohesion, 
loved, reassure, dete-
rioration, strengthening, 
privacy, cheerful

1 None to Mild

Humor, incapacity, loose, 
challenging, barbecue, 
cohesion, termination, 
loved, strangers, coopera-
tion, cheerful

2 Moderate

Outings, baked, solved, 
limiting, asylum, de-
ceased, loved, relaxation, 
cooperation, deaths, 
panic, compliance

2 Moderate

Loneliness, sheltered, lim-
iting, chaotic, relaxation, 
loved, deterioration, un-
certainty, cheerful, chaos, 
challenging

3 Moderately Se-
vere to Severe

Belonging, solved, loved, 
joy, crisis, emergency, 
funeral, mood, anxiety, 
fear, confusion

3 Severe

Sleeves, funeral, dying, 
Loved, deaths, joy, 
anywhere, helping, lack, 
everyone, emergency

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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What characteristics show the problems that senior caregivers dealt with during 
the pandemic?

We present the characteristics of the problems that the respondents solved as a 
list, from the most to the least frequent. Table 3 shows that, at the core of the problem 
situations, social workers caring for the older adults were dealing with behavioral 
problems, problematic motivation, communication, competence, and emotions. 
In contrast, the respondents were least involved in addressing economic, ethical, or 
material issues at the core of the problem. The core person of the problem was most 
often the respondent, their client, or co-workers, while others were less frequently 
mentioned: the descendants of the respondent, the founder, or the superior. From a 
professional perspective (the professional core), the problems were based on conflicts 
such as professional relationships, personality, content, or working conditions and the 
least on non-work relationships, work versus family conflicts, or preparation.

Table 3. 
Characteristics of described problems: percentage (N=253 respondents, Ns=1012 described situations)

Rank Core of  
the problem % Core  

person % Professional 
core %

1. Behavior 88.9 Respondent 60.5 Professional relationships 69.6

2. Motivation 70.8 Client 57.3 Personality 54.9

3. Communication 64.4 Co-worker 56.1 Content 53.0

4. Competence 62.1 Relatives of the client 26.5 Conditions 50.6

5. Emotion 54.2 State 13.4 Methods 29.2

6. Health 45.5  Media 12.6 Information 18.2

7. ICT 31.6 The respondent’s family 7.9 Relationships outside of 
work 16.2

8. Time 27.7 Social environment 5.9 Preparation 13.4

9. Economy 18.2 Descendants of the 
respondent 4.7 Work vs. family 7.1

10. Ethics 11.5 Founder 1.2

11. Material 3.2 Superiors 1.2    

Which variables from the private and work context and which characteristics of the 
solved problems show a measurable connection?

No private characteristic (age, length of practice, educational attainment, experience 
of COVID-19, size of the municipality) showed a statistically significant relationship 
with depression (PHQ-9) and anxiety (GAD-7) among social workers working in 
residential facilities.

Which characteristics of the solved problems show a measurable connection with 
negative emotional states?
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The relationship between the solved problems and emotional states (depression 
and anxiety) was tested by calculating Spearman’s correlation coefficient. Regarding 
the solved situations, four were significantly associated with depression and the anxiety 
level. The correlations were low to moderate in strength. Table 4 shows that people with 
higher levels of depression more often described situations involving economic factors 
and finances (e.g., how they had to get finance or supplies for protective equipment, 
solve the problems of clients with financial need – collect a pension, secure an asylum) 
and non-work relationships (e.g., fear regarding their family and loved ones, e.g., that 
they would not get sick, limited contacts due to isolation, and missing their family and 
loved ones). 

Table 4. 
Characteristics of the described problems in association with negative emotional states (N=253 respon-
dents)

Characteristics of the problem  Associated with rho sig
The heart of the problem of economics PHQ-9 0.169 0.008
Professional core relationships outside of work PHQ-9 0.142 0.025
Professional core, professional relationships GAD-7 -0.125 0.049
Professional information core GAD-7 0.161 0.011

People with higher anxiety levels more often described situations as the core of 
working with information (e.g., lack of information about their loved ones, difficulty 
obtaining information for clients, chaotic and/or rapidly changing information from 
higher authorities, and the need to interpret and explain information about events 
to clients, even if they lack information and new information flows). In contrast, the 
lower was the respondents’ anxiety, the more often they described situations in which 
professional relationships were at the core (e.g., relationships with clients and the need 
to help them beyond the scope of the previously ‘normal’ work duties and normal 
working hours, more frequent and unexpected deaths of clients, the ability of the team 
to bond and function under stricter conditions, the client’s ability to cooperate, creating 
a good positive atmosphere in the workplace, sharing small funny incidents with their 
clients). 

Based on their experience, what would social workers do differently in the future?
In this study, we examined the ‘lessons learned’ from the pandemic, focusing on the 

lived experiences of respondents in problem-solving, their varied responses, and the 
future changes they plan to implement. The participants expressed a desire to modify 
their work methods, job content, and social interactions within their professions. Only 
a minority believed that professional preparation changes (e.g., additional courses 
or intensified training) were necessary, with other aspects and non-professional 
relationships not being mentioned.

https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/social-welfare
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Table 5. 
Commitment to change concerning emotions and emotional states: Comparison of groups test (N=253)

Area of change Variable Mann-Whit-
ney sig. Cohen d CLES Odds 

Ratio
Personal circumstances 

(character, mood, health, 
motives, competencies, 
values)

PHQ-9
GAD-7

0.009
0.035

0.310
0.231

58.59%
56.45%

1.74
1.52

Our analysis also explored the association between these intended changes and 
emotional states, as detailed in Table 5. We found that social workers planning to 
alter their approach to personal circumstances reported significantly higher levels of 
depression (1.74 times) and anxiety (1.52 times) compared to their counterparts. 
For instance, higher depression was linked to statements like prioritizing self-care and 
health prevention, seeking supervision and rest, and separating work from personal life.

Furthermore, our findings indicated that workplace factors such as client death or 
undertaking professional courses during the pandemic did not markedly affect the 
depression or anxiety levels.

Discussion

We analyzed the connections between emotional states and situations dealt with 
during the covid pandemic of social workers caring for the older adults and their private 
and professional contexts. Two hundred and fifty-three social workers participated in 
the research, of whom, 90% were women. The gender distribution corresponds to the 
usual gender representation in social and health professions in the Czech Republic and 
worldwide (Boniol et al., 2019; Schilling et al., 2008).

Emotional states

Emotional well-being was evaluated by using the PHQ-9 and GAD-7 questionnaires 
to measure depression and anxiety, respectively (Kroenke et al., 2001; Spitzer et al., 
2006). The findings indicated that a majority of the participants exhibited none or 
mild symptoms of these disorders, with 20–25% experiencing moderate symptoms, 
and a small fraction (7–10%) facing severe symptoms, posing a significant mental 
health risk. The predominant emotional disorders identified were moderate-to-severe 
depression (35; 10%) and anxiety (27; 7%), aligning with the pre-pandemic findings 
by Siebert (2004) on social workers. Our data parallels that of recent studies among 
social workers during the COVID-19 pandemic (Benatov et al., 2022; Greene et al., 
2021), highlighting a significant prevalence of depressive and anxiety disorders. The 
observed regional discrepancies in disorder prevalence may stem from our focus on 
social workers in elder care residential services, contrasting with studies without such 
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specificity, challenging the findings of DiFilippo et al. (2022) regarding secondary 
care workers’ risk levels. Further, variables like gender, clinical experience, and age 
over 40 were linked to depression and anxiety levels (Alnazly et al., 2021; Zhan et 
al., 2022), although no direct correlation with depression was established for age, 
experience length, education, or the municipality size. Saade et al. (2021) suggested 
that work-related factors, rather than personal characteristics, significantly influence 
the depression levels among helping professionals, with overidentification potentially 
exacerbating depressive symptoms through diminished coherence (Ying, 2009).

Situations solved during COVID-19 period

During the pandemic, social workers were at the forefront of addressing human suffering, 
navigating various challenging situations (Weinberg, 2021; Banks et al., 2020; Fields et 
al., 2021). Despite the breadth of their experiences, a comprehensive typology of these 
situations still has to be identified. Our study utilized content analysis to categorize 
specific problem situations and solutions described by our respondents in the context 
of the pandemic. The findings underscore the predominance of participant behavior, 
followed by motivation, communication, competence, and emotions, as central 
issues, with ethical, material, or geographical factors being less addressed. This pattern 
suggests a pandemic-induced shift in focus towards external behaviors, potentially due 
to stress-related cognitive redirection and a decrease in the ability to analyze complex 
motivations (Mikšík, 2003; Braunstein-Bercovitz, 2003; Ackerman, 2011; Guastello, 
2015; Kofta et al., 2011). Many social workers preferred focusing on external behaviors, 
reflecting a foundational aspect of social work – deep understanding of, and dedication 
to clients (Ferguson, 2018; Gambrill, 2017; Specht and Vickery, 2021).

Key stakeholders in these situations were often the social workers themselves, their 
clients, or colleagues, which underscores the importance of self-reflection and correct 
practice improvement (Sajid et al., 2021; Sicora, 2017; Van Zyl and Rothmann, 2022). 
Problems frequently revolved around professional relationships, personal attributes, 
work content, and working conditions, with minimal emphasis on work-family conflicts. 
This is notable given the pre-pandemic prevalence of work-family conflicts (Edlund, 
2007) and their expected increase during the pandemic due to altered living conditions 
(Schiff et al., 2021; McFadden et al., 2021). However, our findings suggest that while 
the work-family conflict was significant, it was not the primary focus of the described 
situations, which were more oriented towards direct professional practice concerns.

The rapid transition to remote work and the adoption of digital communication tools 
during the pandemic significantly transformed social workers’ interactions with clients 
and colleagues, thereby affecting the dynamics of problem-solving and professional 
relationships (Nordesjö and Scaramuzzino, 2023). Concurrently, government policies 
and resource allocation decisions may have redirected the focus of social work practice, 
prioritizing immediate behavioral and communication strategies over long-term ethical 
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considerations (Banks et al., 2020). Additionally, the cultural context along with the 
prevailing social norms during this period likely influenced the priorities and methods 
employed by social workers, placing greater emphasis on practical and observable 
outcomes rather than on abstract ethical deliberations (Tsui et al., 2023).

Connections between characteristics of solved problems and emotional states

This study explored the correlation between problem characteristics and emotional 
states, specifically, depression and anxiety, among social workers. Individuals with 
higher depression scores frequently cited economic challenges and strained non-work 
relationships, including fears of family illness and isolation. Common descriptors among 
these respondents included loneliness, financial deterioration, and chaos. Financial 
difficulties were linked to depression due to the stress and insecurity they engender, 
affecting psychological well-being (Butterworth et al., 2012; Saade et al., 2021). The 
diversion of resources towards immediate needs like disinfection and masks, away from 
client care, led to feelings of resignation and failure, which is indicative of depressive 
states (Greene et al., 2021; Siebert, 2004). Similarly, negative emotions tied to non-work 
relationships, such as fear and longing due to isolation, were identified as precursors to 
depression, with a noted increase in feelings of stigma and mental disorder risks among 
those lacking protective equipment (Greene et al., 2021).

Conversely, higher anxiety scores were associated with challenges in information 
management, including the rapid change and interpretation of covid information, 
which Ganggi (2020) identified as anxiety triggers. Lower anxiety levels correlated with 
stronger professional relationships and a focus on client care, suggesting that positive 
workplace dynamics and client interactions may mitigate anxiety.

Both depression and anxiety were linked to expressions of distress and mortality, 
with anxious individuals more often mentioning death-related terms (Martínez-López 
et al., 2021). Positive expressions, indicating a healthier mental state, were more 
common among those with minimal depression or anxiety, thus supporting the notion 
that positive thinking can protect against these conditions (Becker et al., 2019; Silton et 
al., 2020; Zandvakili et al., 2014). This study underscores the complex interplay between 
work-related stressors, emotional states, and the importance of positive workplace and 
client relationships in social work.

In addition, access to continuous training and mental health resources could 
enhance coping mechanisms, thereby reducing the impact of work-related stressors on 
emotional well-being (Mickel, 2019). Furthermore, the role of leadership in fostering 
a supportive work environment is highlighted, as effective leadership can promote 
resilience and job satisfaction, reducing the prevalence of stress-induced emotional 
states (Milojević, 2024). The integration of technology in social work practices, while 
initially challenging, offers long-term benefits in terms of flexibility and efficiency, 
potentially alleviating stress and improving service delivery (Afrouz and Lucas, 2023).
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What would I do differently in the future?

We wanted to focus on positive phenomena, and therefore we asked the respondents 
about their learnings from the experience and what they wanted to do differently. The 
social workers caring for the older adults took away some ‘lessons’. Based on their 
lived experience in solving problems during the pandemic, what do the respondents 
intend to do differently, and what do they intend to change? The results showed that the 
workers were determined to change the methods and forms of work, the content of the 
professional performance, and social relations within the profession. At a minimum, 
the respondents answered regarding changes in preparation for the profession (taking 
courses, increasing the intensity of preparation), the conditions of the profession 
(which did not have much influence), and non-work relationships.

Further analysis showed how planned changes in the future were related to emotional 
settings. In our group, individuals with increased depression and anxiety more often plan 
changes in personal circumstances; for example, they want to work on their behavior 
characteristics (being more consistent), mood (optimism, positive attitude, calmness), 
and general personal abilities (resilience, adaptability, communication, and sense of 
humor); they plan to take more care of their health (prevention, sleep regime, general 
regime, transition rituals, relaxation, exercise), and adjust their ranking of values. The 
fact that social workers with a higher level of depression want to work on themselves 
may be explained, in part, by a more adaptive self-regulatory style (Eddington et al., 
2016). It is great to be a social worker who cares for the older adults.

Limitations of study

This study is subject to several limitations that should be considered when interpreting 
the findings. First, sampling bias may have impacted the generalizability of the 
results, as the sample – comprising approximately 15% of social workers caring for 
older adults in residential settings – was based on self-selection and may have failed 
to accurately reflect the broader population. Second, the study’s conceptual focus 
and instrumentation introduced some limitations. Emotional states were assessed 
exclusively through standardized tools (PHQ-9 and GAD-7) that are intended to 
measure negative symptoms, such as depression and anxiety, thereby neglecting positive 
emotional dimensions such as resilience, job satisfaction, and emotional growth. 
Third, the cross-sectional design provided only a single snapshot of the participants’ 
emotional well-being, thereby limiting insights into how these states may have evolved 
over time or in response to changing conditions. Additionally, the predominance of 
the respondents reporting no or only mild symptoms restricted the variability within 
the dataset, potentially reducing the sensitivity of the conducted statistical analyses. 
Finally, the correlational and predictive analytic approach precludes conclusions about 
causal relationships between emotional states and work-related factors.
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Conclusion

The findings underscore the critical rates of depression among social workers, 
emphasizing the need for heightened attention to their mental health. Investing in 
mental health initiatives can enhance productivity and minimize absenteeism, offering 
substantial benefits to employers (Bern-Klug et al., 2021; Saade et al., 2021). The 
protective effects of caring for older adults against emotional disorders in social workers 
prompt further inquiry. Interaction with seniors who possess diverse experiences fosters 
meaningful connections and reinforces social work values through practice. Prolonged 
engagement with clients strengthens a sense of belonging, with caregiving allowing 
for empathy, altruism, and mutual appreciation, which, in turn, positively impacts the 
caregivers’ mental health and personal growth (Benatov, 2022). Despite challenges, the 
sector offers opportunities for personal development, resilience building, and coping 
with adversity, which were particularly evident during the crisis period at the time of the 
pandemic. The role of social workers in residential services is crucial for the well-being 
of older adults, highlighting the importance of psychosocial support and the need for 
strategies to support these professionals in their essential duties (Shi et al., 2022; Schug 
et al., 2021). The collective efforts of social workers and the healthcare community are 
key to upholding the dignity and happiness of older adults in care settings.
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