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Abstract

The integration of technology into social work has emerged as a crucial requirement
in daily practice. Social workers have gradually acclimated to these technologies
through continuous and routine use. This study conducted in Hong Kong proposed a
unified approach to understanding the digital transformation of social work practice
and concluded that social workers’ use of innovative technologies spanned the
entire Levels of Use range from Level 0 to Level VI, namely Nonuse, Orientation,
Preparation, Mechanical use, Routine, Refinement, Integration, and Renewal. By
adopting a qualitative approach, twenty-three participants were recruited for online,
in-depth Zoom interviews during the pandemic. Findings in the study could help hu-
man service organizations to plan the development of their services strategically, with
implications for better service development and organizational management to em-
brace digital transformation.
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Introduction

Over a decade ago, a study on the acceptance of information technology
in the social services sector revealed that social workers were skeptical
about its benefits for clients and did not perceive its organizational
value, despite acknowledging its positive impact on personal productivity
(Zhang and Gutierrez 2007). There has been ample academic discussion
on this topic in major social work journals in recent years (Cheung 2016;
Jeyasingham 2020; Sinha and Larrison 2021; Pink, Ferguson and Kelly
2022). Nevertheless, dissension remains in viewing social work as essen-
tially a relationship-based and face-to-face profession (Mishna, Fantus
and MclInroy 2017; Golightley and Holloway 2020) with “touch” (Green
and Moran 2021), questions on whether “digital social work” (Mois and
Fortuna 2020) is indeed “virtual” or not (Pink, Ferguson and Kelly
2022), and ethical considerations of using technologies in practice
(Reamer 2013; Cooner et al., 2020).

Scholars (Mackrill and Ebsen 2018; McNutt et al., 2018) have already
been discussing and debating on the use of technology in social work
along the evolution process of agency-based services before the pan-
demic. Due to the unprecedented impact of coronavirus disease-2019
(COVID-19), the adoption of technology to direct social work practice
has become a necessity (Aaslund 2021; Mishna et al., 2020; Cheung
2022), and any initial reluctance by social workers to embrace innovative
technologies has become muted by their intensive, extensive, and routine
exposure to them during the pandemic. However, the implementation of
novel technologies also relies on crucial variables (Rad, Nilashi and
Dahlan 2018), such as the degree to which the social worker believes
that using a specific kind of technology would enhance their perfor-
mance, that is perceived usefulness (Davis 1989), the extent to which the
adoption of an innovation concurs with their prior experience or existing
values, that is compatibility (Rogers 2003), the degree to which adopting
an innovation could enhance their image or status, that is image (Luo,
Gurung and Shim 2010), or whether using technology in practice is an
enjoyable experience, that is perceived enjoyment (Venkatesh 2000).

Significance of the study

In Hong Kong, social workers were taken by surprise by the change
to using technologies in practice due to the pandemic. They considered
social work to be a relationship-based and face-to-face practice
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(Ling et al., 2023). However, social distancing measures announced by
the government included the closure of schools, public social services,
and community activities aimed at limiting social contact and the risk of
the pandemic spreading in the community (Cowling et al., 2020). For ex-
ample, the government formally suspended services provided by day ac-
tivity centers for older people (news.gov.hk 2020). The meal delivery
service, escort, and nursing service had also been restricted (Auyeung
et al., 2021). The suspension of many face-to-face social services created
the need to develop online service delivery (Chan and Au-Yueng 2021),
although it had not been easy for social workers to adjust to a new
working system and a new service delivery method. Hung, Lee and
Cheung (2021) reported that social workers experienced difficulty con-
ducting online groups for children and young people because of the chal-
lenges of simultaneously handling technology, online interaction, and
group content-related tasks.

There is value in studying social workers’ tendencies to embrace or re-
sist innovative technologies. It helps with optimizing service delivery, en-
hancing service efficiency, and improving intervention outcomes. It can
also shed light on fostering a culture of innovation within the field and
driving the profession to adapt to the changing environment. Indeed, the
adoption of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) has a
substantial positive influence on social workers’ well-being (Khanchel-
Lakhoua and Kadri 2024). However, little research has been undertaken
to investigate social workers’ acceptance of or resistance to using innova-
tive technologies. There is also a dearth of research on whether social
workers can flexibly accommodate a hybrid approach to service delivery
or how social work organizations support and promote technologies.

Research questions

Given the research gaps, this study addressed the following research
questions by reporting the experience of twenty-three individual social
workers performing client-facing services: (1) What are social workers’
actions and concerns in using innovative technologies in social work
practice during the pandemic? and (2) To what extent do social workers
accept or resist the integration of new information and computer tech-
nology into social work practice? Innovative technologies, as defined in
this study, included but were not limited to state-of-the-art inventions.
They also encompassed software (e.g. mobile Apps, social networking
sites, video conferencing platforms, gamification for behavioral change,
etc.) or hardware (e.g. robots, wearable technologies, assistive technolo-
gies, remote monitoring, etc.) applications newly adopted for particular
social work services resulting from the change of service delivery mode
during the lockdown and the suspension of regular services. There was

G20z 18BNy G| U Jasn AN wenpiod Ad ¥rEzi18/2804e00/MsIa/c601 "0 L/10p/a1o1E-00UBAPE/MS(G/UW0D"dNO"0IWSPEDE)/:SARY WO} PAPEOIUMOQ



Page 4 of 20 Johnson Chun-Sing Cheung et al.

no single, predetermined definition of technology, and the participants
were given the opportunity to define it based on their own understand-
ing or perspective.

Theoretical framework

This study applied the Levels of Use (LoU) dimensions (Hall, Dirksen
and George 2013; Hall and Hord 2020) to understand social workers’
tendency to embrace or resist the adoption of innovative technologies in
practice. The LoU describes various states of innovation usage behavior
based on the Concerns-Based Adoption Model. Users typically experi-
ence a continuum of seven concerns: (1) Awareness—“I am not con-
cerned about it”; (2) Informational —“I would like to know more about
it”; (3) Personal—“How will using it affect me?” (4) Management—“I
seem to be spending all my time getting materials ready”; (5)
Consequence — “How is my use affecting learners? How can I refine it to
have more impact?” (6) Collaboration—“How can I relate what I am
doing to what others are doing?,” and (7) Refocusing—“I have some
ideas about something that would work even better.” (Hall, Wallace and
Dossett 1973, Hall et al., 1975). Over recent years, alternative forms of
the LoU framework have been developed, including the Levels of
Technology Implementation (LoTi), identifying seven discrete implemen-
tation levels teachers can demonstrate, ranging from Nonuse to
Refinement (Moersch 1995), and the Levels of Adoption (LoA) com-
prising a ten-level matrix that also helps divide teachers into nonusers (i.
e. individuals who are not currently using the innovation) and users (i.e.
individuals who have begun to use the innovation) of a particular tech-
nology (Orr and Mrazek 2010). To our knowledge, none of LoU, LoTi,
nor LoA, has been applied to the use and adoption of innovative tech-
nologies in social work practice.

In this study, we discarded a dichotomous differentiation of “user”
and “nonuser.” Instead, we adopted Hall and Hord’s (2020) view that
individuals can engage with innovative technologies in social work prac-
tice with varying degrees of usage and non-usage over a specific period,
exhibiting different behavioral patterns. In this regard, “non-using” is di-
vided into “Level 0: Nonuse,” “Level I: Orientation,” “Level II:
Preparation,” and “Level III: Mechanical use.” “Using” is divided into
“Level IVA: Routine,” “Level IVB: Refinement,” “Level V:
Integration,” and “Level VI: Renewal” (Hall, Dirksen and George
2013). The original framework was proposed for use as a focused inter-
view protocol in the “LoU Interview” to help measure teachers’ actions
in eight behavioral profiles along a continuum of use of innovation in
classroom teaching. Nevertheless, Hall, Dirksen and George (2013) em-
phasize that LoU is a generic construct and can be applied to different
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innovations and initiatives, provided that definitions of different usage
levels remain unchanged. Hence, we aimed to extend this framework to
assess social workers” LoU of innovative technologies in direct practice.
Hall, Dirksen and George (2013) added that LoU can be applied to
groups, teams, and entire organizations. Subsequently, after stocktaking
practitioners’ LoU through appropriate assessment, organizational
change in social service agencies could be facilitated to embrace a
future-ready perspective (Nissen 2020). We tried to identify representa-
tive examples of each usage level during the COVID-19 pandemic that
could potentially assist academics, service administrators, and practi-
tioners in engaging in assessment or research on applying LoU to social
work in the future.

Method

This study adopted a qualitative approach, and participants were
recruited via purposive sampling using the authors’ personal networks to
participate in online in-depth Zoom interviews. We initially relied on
personal networks for recruitment due to the challenges posed by the
pandemic, which made it difficult to connect with unfamiliar social work-
ers or supervisors. The use of technology in social services varied signifi-
cantly during this time, so we opted to first reach out to social workers
and supervisors we already knew, as we had a better understanding of
their circumstances. Following this initial recruitment phase, we ex-
panded our efforts to include social media groups and referral methods
to engage a more diverse range of participants. To reduce bias in recruit-
ing participants through personal networks, we adopt the following
methods: (1) establish clear criteria for recruitment based on specific
qualifications rather than personal preferences or relationships; (2) ex-
pand outreach to various social networks beyond researchers’ immediate
connections by posting recruitment notices in diverse social media
groups and requesting participant referrals; (3) build a diverse recruit-
ment team to bring different perspectives that can help identify potential
participants and minimize biases in the selection process.

The maximum variation sampling strategy (Rapley, 2014) that helps
expand the range of differences was particularly used to examine shared
patterns across heterogeneous cases. Dambha-Miller et al. (2021)
employed this strategy to sample participants (n =37) from primary care,
adult social services, secondary care, third-sector providers, the care
home sector, public health, housing, health and wellbeing board,
patients, and carers, to capture the maximum variation of participant’s
views. Simon, Snow and Wakeman (2020) also made use of this ap-
proach to select a range of patients (n=15) who displayed diversity
across gender, age, race/ethnicity, and type of substance use disorders.
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To implement the maximum variation sampling strategy in this study, we
identified key participant characteristics, including gender, service area,
position, and working experience. We created a sampling framework
based on these criteria and utilized various social media groups for re-
cruitment. When we noticed that the diversity of our participant pool
did not meet our expectations, we adapted our strategies by seeking par-
ticipant referrals. Throughout the data collection process, we continued
to refine our sampling approach based on emerging data. For instance,
upon discovering insufficient information about supervisors’ experiences,
we intentionally recruited participants who held supervisory positions.

In our study, twenty-three frontline social workers or supervisors in
Hong Kong agreed to take part. We had ensured that they were not
working in the same service unit, nor were they recruited by the same
author of this study. Their service users spanned from children and
young people to families and older persons. User groups and service set-
tings were differentiated according to the definition of social work in the
Social Welfare Department of Hong Kong. We had also intentionally in-
cluded both novice and seasoned practitioners. Their experience in social
work practice ranged from three to thirteen years. To our knowledge,
most of the participants did not have prior contact with each other be-
fore the study. All interviews were conducted independently.

Table 1 provides participants’ profiles. Nine were male and fourteen
were female. They worked in services for older people (n=9), school so-
cial work (n=35), youth community service (n=35), or family service
(n=4). They were informed of the objectives of the study, the questions
to be covered in the interview, and the data protection procedures. The
interview protocol was devised and tested by the authors in this article
based on the “LoU Interview” framework (Hall, Dirksen and George
2013) that helps measure informants’ actions in different behavioral pro-
files along a continuum of use of innovation. Participants were fully in-
formed about the study’s purpose and procedures. At the start of the
interview, research assistants explained the study’s objectives and in-
quired whether participants were willing to make an informed decision
regarding their involvement. Additionally, the procedures for maintain-
ing confidentiality were outlined, including data anonymization and re-
stricted access to sensitive information. Participants’ consent was given
to audio and video record the interviews. Ethical approval for the study
was granted by the Research Ethics Committee of the Hong Kong Shue
Yan University.

The framework method (Gale et al. 2013) was used for managing and
analyzing qualitative data. A stepwise procedure involves familiarization,
coding, applying a thematic framework, charting, and interpreting. The
generation of a matrix summarizing and charting data into a spreadsheet
is a vital aspect of the framework analysis. Four experienced social
workers-cum-educators helped develop the framework matrix for further
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Table 1. Profile of participants.

# Gender Service area Position Work experience, years
SW1 F Service for older people Social worker 4
SW2 F School social work service Social worker 3
SW3 F School social work service Social worker 5
SwW4 M Family service Social worker 3
SW5 M Service for older people Social worker 6
SW6 M Service for older people Supervisor 10
Sw7 F Service for older people Social worker 8
SW8 F School social work service Social worker 4
SW9 F Youth community service Social worker 5
SW10 M School social work service Social worker 4
SW11 M Youth community service Social worker 8
SW12 F Service for older people Social worker 9
SWi13 M Youth community service Social worker 3
SW14 F Family service Social worker 10
SW15 M Service for older people Supervisor 12
SW16 M Youth community service Social worker 10
SwW17 F Service for older people Supervisor 14
SW18 F Service for older people Social worker 3
SW19 F Youth community service Supervisor 12
SW20 F School social work service Supervisor 13
SW21 F Service for older people Social worker 5
SW22 F Family service Social worker 7
SW23 M Family service Social worker 7

interpretation. Consensus was reached after rounds of discussion and de-
bate among the team. New ideas and possibilities about adopting the
LoU framework to social work were also developed during the interac-
tive process. This also served the purpose of triangulation, thus increas-
ing the richness, clarity, and credibility of the findings. Theoretical
saturation was reached, and no additional insights could be derived from
the data.

Results

The LoU framework (Hall and Hord 2020) was adopted to guide the
generation of the matrix in the data analysis process. Findings are pre-
sented along with the definition of each usage level and its designated
“decision point” descriptor (Table 2), which identifies a key behavior
distinguishing that level from the others (Hall, Dirksen and George
2013). The level definitions and decision points help distinguish each be-
havioral profile or categorical pattern of use. We identified several rep-
resentative examples of each level to enable readers to grasp the bigger
picture of participants’ adoption of technology for direct social work
practice on the one hand and provide a reference to these differentia-
tions in future LoU-related assessment and/or research on the other.
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Table 2. Employing LoU framework (Hall and Hord 2020) as a user typology of adopting innova-
tive technologies in social work.

Levels of use User type Description Definition Decision point descriptor

of level of entering the next level

Level 0 Nonuser  Nonuse Social workers have little  Social workers initiate
or no knowledge of the actions to acquire more
innovative technology comprehensive informa-
or any current or tion about
expected near future the innovation.
involvement with
the technology.

Level | Nonuser  Orientation Social workers have Social workers decide to
acquired or begun to implement the
acquire information innovation by setting a
about innovative specific start time.
technology.

Level Il Nonuser  Preparation Social workers are prepar- Social workers commence
ing to use the innova- their initial utilization
tion for the first time. of the innovation.

Level Ill Nonuser  Mechanical use Social workers focus most A consistent pattern of
effort on the short-term, utilizing the innovation
day-to-day use of the in- is established.
novative technology but
with little time
for reflection.

Level IVA User Routine Social workers have a Social workers modify the
stable pattern of utilization of the inno-
adoption; however, no vation through formal
or only very few or informal evaluation
changes will be made processes to enhance
in its ongoing use. client outcomes.

Level IVB User Refinement Social workers vary usage  Social workers initiate
to increase the impact changes in the utiliza-
on clients based on tion of innovation by
their knowledge of incorporating input
both short- and from their colleagues
long-term consequences and coordinating their
for them. efforts accordingly.

Level V User Integration Social workers need to Social workers initiate the
reach beyond their own exploration of alterna-
use of the innovation tives to the current in-
and work with others novation or consider
to enhance intervention significant modifica-
outcomes. tions to it.

Level VI User Renewal Social workers begin to Social workers have

explore new alterna-
tives or major modifica-
tions to the current
innovative technology.

achieved the highest
level of use.

Level 0 (nonuser): nonuse

Nonuse refers to the lowest level of usage. Social workers have little or no
knowledge of the innovative technology or any current or expected near-
future involvement with the technology. Participant SW14 mentioned that
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no online activities had ever been undertaken at the family service center
before the pandemic, other than using WhatsApp to contact clients.
Participant SW10 was reluctant to use video communication software such
as Zoom to replace face-to-face casework interviews because he did not
have a sense of control over using the software in counselling. Despite the
challenges posed by the pandemic, some social workers preferred to inves-
tigate more opportunities to work with clients in person instead of going
online (SW11), emphasizing that they did not want to change simply be-
cause they had to. During the first two to three months of the pandemic,
in particular, social workers in services for older adults were more likely to
be reluctant to use information and communications technology
(ICT) (SW6).

I mainly retain a face-to-face approach for casework interviews. The
main reason I do not want to use Zoom is that it would be out of my
control. This is something that I insist on. (SW10)

Colleagues do not like to change merely because they have to. They just
feel that they might try their very best to meet with clients to get to
know their situation. (SW11)

Level | (nonuser): orientation

At this beginning level, social workers have acquired or begun to acquire
information about innovative technology. The COVID-19 pandemic chal-
lenged some social workers’ conventional thoughts that direct practice
should be conducted face-to-face (SW17). Participant SW9 welcomed the
change but considered working with clients in person preferable. A partici-
pant in youth work (SW16) shared that he used to carry out all the pro-
gram activities offline, although he had organized an “e-sports” youth
group. While he did not consider that an online program, he began to com-
bine elements of video gaming with social work practice. A social worker
in a community work setting (SW23) mentioned that colleagues were more
conscious of the need to provide up-to-date information to clients via elec-
tronic means. However, practitioners who did not acknowledge the benefits
of adopting innovative technologies to their work, regarding it merely as a
task to be completed, were categorized as “nonusers” at this LoU (SW10).

Though I welcome the change of using technology in practice, I still
think that using face-to-face in groupwork is more appropriate. (SW9)

Frankly speaking, we need to use technology because of the pressure
from our senior management. Some colleagues did not have enough
service output, therefore they had to change because of the
comparison. (SW10)
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Level Il (nonuser): preparation

Social workers are preparing to use the innovation for the first time.
Participant SW7 said the critical starting point for using online services
for older adults was when they found clients feeling very bored at home
during the pandemic. At the same time, they also identified potentially
useful video-editing software available on the App Store. A school social
worker (SW10) added that he and his colleagues started preparing to
use online communications with students as soon as the government sus-
pended face-to-face classes and school activities. In February/March
2020, participant SW11 became aware of the need to do something be-
cause many conventional services had been suspended. Participant SW23
started to consider using Google Forms to collect information about cli-
ents’ needs in April/May 2020.

In February and March 2020, I felt like there was a pause. At that time,
the organization did not require us to do anything. But I saw that some
units had started to make films. So I proposed trying something new and
found a colleague to run Facebook Live together. When other colleagues
saw the accumulating number of views and that new clients were
reached, they found it interesting and started exploring with us. (SW11)

At the beginning of the outbreak, in April and May 2020, I wondered
how to better allocate useful supplies to the right people. Colleagues
suggested that Google Forms could be used. Some clients expressed
their needs through Google Form, and then they were allocated the right
supplies. (SW23)

Level Il (nonuser): mechanical use

Although social workers are still considered “nonusers” at this level,
they now focus most effort on the short-term, day-to-day use of innova-
tive technology, with little time for reflection. Long-term and detailed
planning is absent. Social workers engage step-by-step in mastering the
skills required to use the innovative technology; however, this usually
results in only disjointed and superficial application.

Changes in using the innovation are made more to meet the needs of
users (i.e. social workers) than clients (i.e. service beneficiaries).
Participant SW23 noted that he and his colleagues had been using Zoom
daily initially. However, they changed to Google Meet because some col-
leagues did not like Zoom for personal reasons. Although participant
SW9 had a positive experience using Zoom to deliver a public talk for
the first time, she was uncertain whether she would use it again after the
pandemic. Participant SW8 echoed that she had encountered difficulties
the first time she had used Zoom to provide social work services. It was
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such a “painful” experience for her, and it took several attempts before
she got used to the system. Similarly, participant SW1 working at a
home for older people mentioned that she was worried about her work-
load increasing after using ICT to communicate with clients’ family
members. In some service units, social workers had already adopted
technologies before the pandemic. For example, participant SW17 said
they had been using Facebook before but only managed to use
YouTube after the pandemic. It is important to note that, at the
“mechanical use” level, practitioners were still concerned with their own
needs and difficulties rather than clients’ well-being.

It was more interesting than I expected when delivering a public talk for
the first time using Zoom. We discussed it with colleagues afterwards.
This model of service delivery was even better than in the physical
setting. Yet, it was difficult to change to this new model after the
pandemic. (SW9)

We did an online group for children. That was the first time we used the
cyber format to connect with clients. However, the major problem with
Zoom is that parents have to be very cooperative with us. (SW8)

Level IVA (user): routine

Social workers are considered “users” at this level. However, they have
not prepared to change the use of this innovative technology.
Participants SW13 and SW17 had put considerable effort into applying
new methods to communicate and work with clients regularly, despite
lockdown, class suspension, and other social distancing measures.
However, participant SW17 mentioned that she would have no hesitation
in using the new technology even though she might question its effec-
tiveness from time to time. Another school social worker (SW10) echoed
that using the technology might not be cost-effective, but it was better
than doing nothing. A problem that practitioners frequently encountered
while conducting online groups was clients’ unwillingness to switch on
their web cameras. Participant SW9 had become used to that already
and considered it a “new normal.”

At first, we wondered whether it would be feasible to use technology in
services for older adults. We doubted whether they would bother to
watch our video online. Would it be only something that we were
excited about because we are social workers? (SW17)

After having some initial experiences, you will not easily get into a panic
about the uncertainty. You can imagine how to build relationships with
young people via Zoom. You begin to realize that maybe they really do
not like to open their camera, and then you do not force them. (SW9)
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Level IVB (user): refinement

The main difference between routine and refinement is the change in
the use of innovation. Social workers vary their usage to increase the im-
pact on clients based on their knowledge of both short- and long-term
consequences for them. Some service units had adopted innovative tech-
nologies before the pandemic. As noted by participant SW21, who
worked in a home for older people, a robot had already been used daily
to entertain residents. During the pandemic, its functions were further
refined to allow family members to “visit” their loved ones online.
Social workers were aware of the effectiveness of intervention and ethi-
cal and privacy concerns while adopting technology in practice. For in-
stance, as there might be limitations and security matters in using Zoom
to deliver a public talk, participant SW8 changed to using the YouTube
Live function for the same purpose and found it much more suitable. At
this level of use, the adoption process involved constant reflections and
evaluations among users (i.e. social workers) and clients. Some focused
on technical aspects (SW17), while others focused on the service delivery
mode and the ideology behind it (SW16).

We began to be aware of what the best period to do it would be, and
how to attract others to watch, how to make the picture clearer. We also
changed the brand of the microphone two or three times. (SW17)

In fact, social workers learn more from this new change than the
clients. (SW16)

Level V (user): integration

At this advanced level, social workers need to reach beyond their use of
innovation and work with others to enhance intervention outcomes. The
crucial decision point is that a plan integrating their and others’ use of
the innovative technology has been initiated or executed. Indeed, all
changes at this stage are geared towards promoting clients’ benefit.
Participants SW9, SW12, and SW16 found it meaningful and fruitful to
initiate sharing and collaboration among users who adopted the same
kind of innovative technology in their practice. Hall, Dirksen and
George (2013) emphasize that all collaborators must be concerned about
their clients within a common sphere of influence. Therefore, any
changes made to the innovation should address the needs and benefits
of all collaborators’ clients. Since the entire profession was working to-
gether to combat COVID-19, collaboration opportunities had increased
considerably during the pandemic.
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It is important for colleagues to try to share their own efforts because
we all need to find ways to deal with the outbreak. The agency is trying
to find resources for us to learn too. (SW9)

Our agency has nine homes for older people. We exchange ideas and
discuss good practices of technology adoption via our WhatsApp
group. (SW12)

Practitioners in the entire industry are talking about broadcasting. As I
am in charge of e-sports intervention, I know some people. Therefore, 1
invited some of our e-sports partners to provide training for us, including
how to do live broadcasts and make short films at a low cost. Not
everyone has the relevant knowledge for live broadcasting. (SW16)

Level VI (user): renewal

Progression to the final usage level, renewal, occurs when the user
begins to explore new alternatives or major modifications to the current
innovative technology. All major changes aim to increase the impact on
clients, examine new developments in the field, and/or explore new goals
for individuals and the profession. They are, however, not simply unreal-
istic dreams or hopes. Although the pandemic had already lasted for one
year when this study was conducted, some participants had already
reached this LoU in their practice. For instance, participant SW16, work-
ing in youth services, reported that his service unit was developing a
new online community or even a “cyber life space” via Discord (a VolP
and digital distribution platform to create communities) for teenagers
who were keen to stay active virtually. In rehabilitation work, participant
SWé6’s service unit was developing an App with a German tech company
to help older adults exercise appropriately at home. In a home for older
people, social workers built a device incorporating a stationary bike and
Google Maps that allowed residents to experience cycling around the
city as if they were getting out, notwithstanding the imposition of strin-
gent social distancing measures (SW12). Some practitioners also started
researching new services, such as developing an App to help social work-
ers upload older adults’ blood pressure, pulse, and body temperature to
the “cloud” during home visits (SW6).

Discussion and applications to practice

A user typology of adopting innovative technologies in
social work

This study revealed social workers’ wide-ranging use of innovative tech-
nologies from Level 0 “Nonuse” to Level VI “Renewal”. Findings
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reflected extensive variation in different service settings’ and units’ adop-
tion of innovative technologies. The pandemic provided opportune con-
ditions for a “natural experiment” (Thomson 2020) that allowed the
examination and comparison of innovation adoption in social work prac-
tice. It refers to a situation in which researchers can compare phenom-
ena without directly controlling variables through an experimental
design. As noted by Brandtzaeg (2010), a user typology helps categorize
users into distinct types that describe different ways in which individuals
perform and react. It provides us with a much clearer view of a group of
diverse members. This user typology sheds light on the organizational
and service transformation (Steiber and Alange 2015) of agency-based
services during COVID-19.

Digital transformation of social work in Hong Kong and across
the globe

The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region government has pub-
lished four strategy documents on information technology (IT) from
2001 to 2021. In addition, there was also a territory-wide IT blueprint to
promote digital inclusion among disadvantaged groups. Since 2018, an
Innovation and Technology Fund for Application in Elderly and
Rehabilitation Care (I&T Fund) was set up by the government for en-
abling NGOs to procure, rent, or try out technology products for service
users (Wong and Mok 2023). The unprecedented pandemic presented
opportunities for social work services in Hong Kong to transition to digi-
tal platforms, bolstering social workers’ enthusiasm for integrating new
technologies even as situations return to normal (Mo et al. 2025). A sim-
ilar trend has been observed across the globe in recent years.
Digitalization has already been an integral element of social welfare
organizations in supporting communication between professionals, as
well as between professionals and clients (Doring 2019; Cheung, Ho and
Yau 2025). However, as Schifthauer and Seelmeyer (2021) warn, digitali-
zation poses multiple social and ethical challenges that must be carefully
observed and evaluated. In addition, there is yet a clear blueprint on
how the social work profession could go through the digital transforma-
tion process. Therefore, discussions about this critical change should in-
volve theoretical considerations.

Findings of this study revealed social workers’ behaviors and concerns
using innovative technologies in social work practice. The LoU frame-
work (Hall and Hord 2020) helped differentiate social workers’ levels of
usage. Different social workers behaved differently towards innovative
technologies in their practice, reflecting their behaviors and concerns,
the organizational culture, traditional practice in a particular social ser-
vice setting, social workers’ digital competence and the relevant digital
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training they had received. LoU could be applied to capture individual
behavior and changes in groups, teams, and organizations (Hall, Dirksen
and George 2013).

The LoU framework is recommended to identify social workers’ accep-
tance of and readiness to use innovative technology in their practice.
Identification of social workers’ level of acceptance can be useful for human
service organizations to plan the development of services strategically to
meet the ever-changing social needs during the pandemic (Megele and
Buzzi 2020). Technological competency has been identified as one of the
important factors affecting organizational functioning, and therefore man-
agement staff can make use of the LoU framework to enhance staff’s com-
petency in using technology in services (Kettner 2013). If social workers
express their readiness to use technologies and adapt the services to the
changes, social work organizations could be proactive in service design, de-
velopment, and implementation, paving the way for social workers to move
from being mechanical users to innovative renewal users (Hall, Dirksen
and George 2013). In addition, initiatives built on partnerships and collabo-
ration among team members and an open innovative organizational culture
could accelerate change towards sustainable digital services. Last but not
least, human service organizations can enhance their partnership with differ-
ent technology companies to build the infrastructure to facilitate social
workers to embrace technological-oriented practice.

Limitations

This study had several limitations. First, the study sample was limited to
social workers currently working in three types of services, and it is diffi-
cult to generalize the findings to other service areas. Secondly, the study
focused on the Hong Kong social work context, thus limiting the findings
to the behaviors of social workers in Chinese culture and organizational
settings. Thirdly, the sample was drawn based on personal contacts, and
distortions of the results are therefore possible. Fourthly, this study was
conducted during the pandemic, and there might be discrepancies be-
tween the analysis of findings during and after the pandemic. Therefore,
future research should include social workers in different types of serv-
ices and in different geographical and cultural locations.

Conclusion

The pandemic, which is a modern crisis, had indeed provided some oppor-
tune conditions that allowed the examination and comparison of innovation
adoption in social work practice. As technology adoption is often related to
digital transformation, problem-solving, adaptation to changing needs, and
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resilience, it is relevant both in global emergencies and during regular busi-
ness activities. This study thus provided a foundation for an evidence-
informed user typology of adopting innovative technologies in social work
to be developed in the post-pandemic era. The framework of LoU could
help with assessing practitioners or examining pan-organizational capacity.
It is critical for organizations to achieve sustainable success by navigating
complex environments and responding proactively to challenges. The build-
ing of pan-organizational capacity involves strategic investments in human
resources and technological development. Yet, readers should note that the
LoU model is decidedly subjectivist and does not include a theoretical
model of how organizations function. It would be helpful if some evidence-
informed models for catalyzing organizational development and change
(Steiber and Alange 2015) were considered alongside this user typology.

Billions of users have embraced the innovative Generative Artificial
Intelligence (GenAl) chatbot, ChatGPT, since its launch in November
2022. This versatile application finds utility across various domains, in-
cluding education, industry, commerce, and government. There have
been numerous experiential applications in social work education and
practice, but it has yet to be a predominant trend for our profession,
which prioritizes emotional connections, ethics, confidentiality, and rela-
tionship building to embrace this cutting-edge technology. Academic dis-
cussion remains on how AI might disrupt social work practice as social
workers are reminded by academics to undertake a realistic census of
the core functions of our practice and ethically consider which actions of
human practitioners should not be replaced by the machine (Goldkind
et al., 2023; Reamer 2023). All these situations revealed that social work-
ers and social work organizations still had a long way to go before reach-
ing the expectations suggested by Nissen (2020) and Pink, Ferguson and
Kelly (2022) to be future-ready, foresightful, and anticipatory.

To conclude, there are four suggestions for agencies and service adminis-
trators to embrace digital transformation (Korkmaz 2021) and its resistance
(Scholkmann 2021) in social work: (1) to identify social workers’ acceptance
of innovative technology and their readiness to use technology in their prac-
tice; (2) to adopt a proactive approach in service design, development and
implementation to ensure that social workers are ready to use technology
in their practice; (3) to facilitate social workers’ initiatives by building part-
nerships and enhancing collaboration among team members, and (4) to cul-
tivate an open, innovative organizational culture that can help accelerate
change towards sustainable digital services.
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