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study on the problems people bring to social workers, this paper aims to describe the problems faced by ado-
lescents and families since the pandemic according to the social worker perspective, and to offer some possible
actions to address these problems. The context is a local area within Northeast Italy. The study presents a
qualitative analysis of an empirical investigation involving a purposive sample of social workers employed by
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workers nominated different possible strategies for dealing with the emerging issues, such as the development of

Parental competences
Social work
Qualitative research
Italy

new tools and technological know-how for understanding the social life of young people.

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted almost every aspect of daily life
and affected the psychological well-being of individuals worldwide
(Andrade et al., 2022). In addition, the associated restrictions disrupted
the social capital of both adolescents and adult youth (Branje & Morris,
2021; Seifert & Hassler, 2020; Vacchiano, 2023), with many negative
health consequences (Terraneo et al., 2021).

Moreover, not only did the pandemic pose many personal and work-
related challenges to those benefitting from the social services, but the
same was also true for the social workers themselves (Banks et al., 2020;
Bright, 2020; Harrikari et al., 2021) and many other professionals. In the
pandemic setting, the workload of social workers increased in their
effort to respond to the new demands of citizens. This included having to
identify and install new communication strategies involving IT infra-
structure (Fiorentino et al., 2023). Social workers thus tried to maintain
their relationships with families in order to provide help (Calcaterra &

Landi, 2023), and some had direct contact those experiencing problems,
including adolescents, young people and adults.

The aim of this descriptive qualitative research is to describe the
social problems related to adolescents, young people and families since
the pandemic from the perspective of social workers and to suggest
possible solutions to address these problems. The paper presents an
analysis of data collected as part of a larger research project aimed at
understanding the changing nature of social problems and the most
frequent requests made by citizens to social workers, from the
perspective of the social workers. Given that the data collected also
concerned children, adolescents and their families, it was enlightening
to gain insight into the social issues related to them from the perspective
of social workers. Furthermore, we need to bear in mind that the terms
defining different age ranges (e.g. children, adolescents or young adult)
vary in Italy (the context for this empirical research) depending on the
sector, such as policy or law. Moreover, in Italy there are no strict def-
initions, in terms of age range, for the words adolescents or youths. In
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general, age ranges refer to the stage of education and to the process of
biological maturation until the age of adult maturity, defined by law as
18 years of age. However, the results presented here refer to young
people aged less than 18 years old. This approach can contribute to-
wards furthering our knowledge about the challenges presently faced by
the younger generations and thus also help identify the solutions
required.

2. Background

At the international level, a great deal of empirical research has
highlighted the potential impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on young
people’s mental health and wellbeing, particularly in relation to social
distancing (Bartolo et al., 2021; Mansfield et al., 2022; Rodrigues et al.,
2023). Other researchers, such as Lundstrom (2022), Farrell et al. (2023)
and Geulayov et al. (2024), have highlighted the ways in which the
pandemic has affected social relationships among the youngest com-
ponents of society. The pandemic was also observed to have impacted
performance at school and attendance rates, as evidenced by the find-
ings of Panagouli et al. (2021) and Chatterji and Li (2021).

While many studies discuss the ways young people have sought to
address the individual and social challenges posed by the pandemic
(Orsolini et al., 2022; Pigaiani et al., 2020), it is important to recognise
that the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic must not be seen as the sole
cause of the challenges currently facing young people, although it is
possible to argue that the pandemic has aggravated the challenges
young people were already facing (Nadeem & Van Meter, 2023).

Social phenomena related to the problems of the youngest have been
evident for some time, pre-dating the pandemic (Twenge et al., 2021).
We can consider the phenomenon known as “hikikomori” (Furlong,
2008; Kitao, 1986) as an example that supports this perspective. The
term and concept first entered the literature in the 1990s and refers to a
state of prolonged social withdrawal. It was first used in reference to a
social phenomenon occurring in Japan, but it has since been investi-
gated in different contexts across the globe (Mastropaolo, 2011). Hiki-
komori is used to describe adolescents and young adults who become
recluses within the family home, unable to work or attend school for
months or even years (Teo & Gaw, 2010). Although the phenomenon
can be linked, to some extent, to changes in the labour market and to the
types of support provided by the state and family, as suggested by
Furlong (2008), its impacts can also be discussed in terms of public
health, social integration and economic participation. Thus, although
such forms of withdrawal were already present in Italy before the
pandemic, levels worsened during the pandemic, and evidence suggests
that they are continuing to do so (Tolomei et al., 2023).

Regarding the Italian context,” another social phenomenon per-
taining to young individuals has become increasingly prevalent in the
wake of the pandemic: the so-called “baby gangs” (Savona et al., 2022).
The most frequently cited criminal activities associated with youth
gangs are acts of violence (including physical altercations, assaults and
injuries), intimidation, disturbing the peace, public disorder and
vandalism. Of the factors encouraging young people to join a baby gang,
the following are particularly relevant: problematic relationships with
families, peers or the school system; relational difficulties and in
becoming integrated into the social fabric; and a context of social or
economic hardship. The baby gangs that have been identified are typi-
cally comprised of fewer than 10 individuals, with a preponderance of
males between the ages of 15 and 17. In the majority of cases, the gang
members are Italian citizens, whereas groups predominantly composed
of non-Italian individuals or that lack a dominant nationality are less
prevalent. Law enforcement measures based on repression only are
widely considered ineffective. Conversely, the necessity for

2 For a social description of the Italian context in the pandemic period see Di
Nicola and Ruspini (2020).
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collaborative actions and interventions between different institutions,
including schools and families, is emphasised, as underlined by Savona
et al. (2022), with the objective of developing educational programmes
about what unlawful behaviour consists of, active participation in civil
society and the resolution or mitigation of specific problems within
specific socio-economic contexts.

The existing literature on the problems of the young leaves consid-
erable scope for further reflection and empirical research. Moreover,
compared with other European countries (Bezze et al., 2020; Maestri-
pieri, 2019), Italy has not demonstrated any notable commitment to-
wards developing youth policies or identifying other novel social risks
associated with childhood (Busetta & Milito, 2010).

From the institutional perspective, social workers play a pivotal role
in supporting youth and their families. These professionals are present
across the different social services, including rural communities/city
councils, social services for minors, the health services and external
enforcement services (e.g. enforcement of non-custodial sanctions and
alternatives), and they provide the connection point between these
institutional organizations and citizens, making them the people with
hands-on informed knowledge about current social issues (Gui & Vec-
chiato, 2022).

Given the shortage of empirical case studies on the topic at the na-
tional and local level, improving our understanding of this area is of
some urgency, especially in light of the challenges posed by the
pandemic - consider that Italy had one of the highest excess mortality
rates in Europe during the pandemic (Villani et al., 2020) - and the
increase in youth behavioural problems, such as those committed by
baby gangs. Such an analysis could be conducted on the young people
themselves; however, it is also important to consider the perspective of
the social service professionals, being the people best placed to actually
manage these problems.

This approach can contribute towards furthering our knowledge
about the challenges presently faced by the youngest generations and
thus also help identify the solutions required.

3. Methods
3.1. Study design

The study applied a qualitative approach and involved social
workers working for different institutions. The methodological proced-
ure followed the phenomenological perspective, and the data were
collected as part of a research project funded by the Department of
Human Sciences of the University of Verona and the Foundation “Cat-
tolica”, conducted in partnership with the Foundation “Emanuela Zan-
can”, the council of the Veneto Region of the Professional Order of Social
Workers and the Centre for Inequalities in the municipality of Verona.

The aim of the project was to comprehend the changing nature of
social problems and to identify the personal and family issues (e.g.
relational, economic, social) people have been presenting to social
workers since the pandemic. Moreover, the project included a specific
part focused on examining the perception of social workers who oversee
internships. The main geographic context of the research was the
Province of Verona, however, the neighbouring provinces of Mantua,
Vicenza and the Autonomous Province of Trento were also included in
the data collection area. The study is focused on this geographical area
as it is the context in which the social work students at the University of
Verona completed their internships. Whilst the number of social services
in these provinces is greater than in many provinces located in southern
Italy, the impact of the pandemic was also more severe in in the
Northern Italy compared with the South.

3 The Italian names of the partners are Fondazione Emanuela Zancan, the
Ordine degli Assistenti sociali del Veneto and the Osservatorio sulle dis-
uaglianza a Verona.
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3.2. Sampling

The study involved a purposive sample of social workers engaged in
various sectors, including local town and city councils, care homes, so-
cial health services (e.g., family counselling centre), agencies for social
welfare services, social services for minors and external enforcement
services (e.g. enforcement of non-custodial criminal penalties and
alternatives).

A total of fifty social workers were approached and asked to partic-
ipate in the study. These social workers were specifically identified by
the researchers in collaboration with the lecturers running the courses in
social work studies at the University of Verona with the aim of covering
all of the different sectors of social work and geographical provinces
mentioned above.

The final sample comprised a total of 46 social workers. Four social
workers were unable to participate in the interview due to time con-
straints. The large majority of participants were female (91.3 %), in line
with other statistics on the profession (Bartholini, 2021; Gucciardo,
2016, 2021). The age range was 26-62 years, with a mean age of 50 (SD
= 8); the median age was 52 years, and the mode was 59 years; 8.7 % of
the social workers interviewed had a master’s degree, 19.6 % had a
bachelor’s degree only, and 71.7 % had both a bachelor’s and a master’s
degree. The majority of the social workers interviewed (52.3 %) worked
in the municipal sector (e.g. local town and city councils), 19.6 %
worked in social health services (such as family counselling centres), 6.5
% worked in social welfare agencies, 6.5 % worked in the social services
for the disabled, 6.5 % worked in external enforcement services, 4.3 %
worked in care homes, 4.3 % worked in social services for minors.
Regarding position, 56.5 % held front office roles, 28.3 % held mana-
gerial roles and 15.2 % held both a front office and a managerial role.
Exactly 50 % of social workers were employed by services serving a rural
area, while 13.0 % were involved in services providing support in urban
areas; 37.0 % worked for services serving both rural and urban areas.

3.3. Procedures

All participants were contacted individually, and an overview of the
research method was provided in.

Face-to-face in-depth interviews was the technique used to collect
the social workers’ subjective perspectives (King & Horrocks, 2010;
Morris, 2015). The interviews were held between March and June 2023,
and were conducted in an isolated room in their workplaces. The par-
ticipants and the data they provided were self-declared and not subject
to any control processes. The average duration of an interview wasl
hour and 10 min, which ranged from 30 min to 2 h and 30 min.

The interview explored five key areas: (i) the social worker’s current
and previous employment history (example question: Please describe
the previous jobs and positions you have had until now); (ii) key social
issues before, during and after the pandemic (example question: what
were the key social needs you observed during the period of the
pandemic); (iii) the emerging issues they believe will need to be
addressed in the future (example question: what social needs do you
believe will be the most important in the coming future?); (iv) the
community resources providing services (example question: can you
please describe the collaborations in place with local voluntary associ-
ations?); and (v) their experience of supervising social work students
(example question: what suggestions do you have to improve the
training of social work students?). This division into these dimensions
aimed to assess: the experience of social workers; to understand the
social issues that social workers have had to deal with before, during and
since the pandemic; to identify the emerging social issues which would
require social investment now; and to consider how the social workers
evaluate the traineeships of students studying to become social workers.

The interviews were conducted in the Italian language by a
researcher from the team involved in the project. All interviews were
audio recorded.
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3.4. Data analysis

All recordings were transcribed by the same researcher who con-
ducted the interviews in their original language in order to preserve
linguistic nuances. Thematic analysis (Nowell et al., 2017) was
employed for analysis of the data. This approach was selected due to its
open and flexible nature, which allows for a wide range of applications
across different social sciences, including social work (Labra et al.,
2020), psychology (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and education (Xu & Zammit,
2020).

The thematic analysis was performed according to the five-step
procedure set out by Nowell et al. (2017): 1) first, each researcher
familiarized him-/herself with the textual data; 2) then, following some
discussion, the team developed some initial data codes to structure the
text of the interviews. At this stage, the codes covered the general cat-
egories, such as social isolation, disruptive behaviour and family diffi-
culties. Next, 3) the researchers searched for themes across the groups of
codes, then 4) reviewed the themes once more and examined the
coherence of the encoded data belonging to each theme and examined
the validity of the themes in relation to the significance of the sections of
text extracted from the data. Each researcher reviewed the new data sets
generated and added his/her own comments. Lastly, 5) the researchers
agreed on the final definitions and names for each theme, such as,
“dropping out of school”, “youth behaviour” and “parental vulnera-
bility”. Both the coding of the text and its analysis were conducted using
the TAMS Analyzer — Text Analysis Markup System (Weinstein, 2006).

3.5. Ethical approval

The larger research project to which this article belongs had been
granted approval from the Department of Human Sciences of the Uni-
versity of Verona. To protect the safety and rights of all participants,
each was sent the project protocol by e-mail and an informed consent
form to read before attending the meeting (interview) with the
researcher (Sobocan et al., 2018). During the interview, the project
procedures and subject matter were explained by the researcher and any
questions or doubts expressed by the participants were answered and
resolved before proceeding with the recording of the interview. The
participants were explicitly informed that they were free to respond to
the questions or not, and could even leave the interview at any time
should they wish to do so. None of the 46 people interviewed refused to
participate in the project and none left the interview before the end. It
was assured that all the information and data provided would be ano-
nymized. Identifying markers provided by each participant were rigor-
ously anonymized for data protection reasons. Verbal informed consent
from each participant was recoded before starting the interview.

4. Results
4.1. The social issues

Thematic analysis yielded three primary themes: an elevated number
of youths dropping out of school, an intensification of behavioural issues
in youths, and a rise in social withdrawal. The study also identified
concerns regarding the tenuous nature of parental relationships and a
lack of support from their social networks.

The social workers interviewed proposed a number of possible
strategies for addressing these emerging issues. The following extracts
from the interviews illustrate these social issues.

4.1.1. Dropping out of school

From the perspectives of the social workers interviewed, the
pandemic led to an increase in the number of students choosing to leave
school without completing high school. The social workers perceived
this decision as being taken by the students themselves, rather than
being influenced by a lack of resources or tools for attending school
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remotely during the pandemic. This prompted the social workers to
express their concern.

With the advent of Covid there was a huge increase in the numbers of
students dropping out from school. The numbers are scary. Some
even before their 16th birthday, before the end of compulsory full-
time education. Leaving school was mainly a decision taken by the
students themselves. It wasn’t due to the lack of PC access for
following the lessons online.

(Participant 44 — F, 36 years old, external enforcement services, front
office, urban & rural area).

Another social worker (P: participant) corroborated this phenome-
non during their interview with the researcher (R: researcher):

R: Do you have to deal with problems related to school dropout?

P: There are many, many reports on this issue, here’s one of them.
R: Did you notice this issue before the COVID-19 pandemic?

P: Rarely. Here’s another one, and another. Yes, I have four reports
here.

R: Do they only concern students from secondary school or are there
middle school cases too?

P: We even have kids dropping out of middle school [...]. The
youngest are from families not considered to be of a low economic
standard.

(Participant 37 — F, 36 years old, local council, front office, rural
area).

The phenomenon of dropping out of school seems to be increasingly
common among younger students, even among those under 16 years of
age, the age until when full time education is compulsory in Italy. Social
workers also identified a lack of alternative activities for these students,
given that they are still young and cannot start working at their age.

There has been an increase in the number of young people experi-
encing hardship, school dropouts have increased ... we have a lot of
minors leaving school, that is, children as young as 15 years old are
at home, and we don’t know what to do with them, they don’t want
to go to school, they can enter the world of work, they’re little and
cannot attend other courses yet ...

(Participant 34 — F, 45 years old, local council, front office, rural
area).

The number of students who leave middle/high school before the
official end of the academic year has increased in both urban and rural
areas, as reported by social workers covering both rural and urban areas.
Furthermore, the issue appears to affect youth living in families of a low
economic level as well as those from families with an average standard
of living. This point was specifically highlighted by one social worker.

They tended to be young people living in families that were not
experiencing economic difficulty.

(Participant 37 — F, 36 years old, local council, front office, rural
area).

The issue of school dropout represents a significant challenge for
social workers, given the limited development of social services for the
youngest age group. This point was highlighted by two social workers.

In our area, we don’t have many services targeting the adolescent
age group. ... there are not many after-school services or centers
where adolescences can meet up in this area.

(Participant 34 — F, 45 years old, local council, front office, rural
area).

Furthermore, identifying the youngest individuals who require social
support is challenging for social workers. Consequently, social services
are unable to ascertain the specific needs of this age group as there is no
demand for them:
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The young certainly represent one of the most unprotected groups of
society from the perspective of services and calls for action. It is also
the most difficult group to connect social services to, that’s why there
is no real demand for services for the young.

(Participant 13 — F, 48 years old, local council, front office, rural
area).

4.1.2. Behavioural problems and social withdrawal in youths

The social workers interviewed also commented on the apparent

increase they have noticed in issues relating to behavioural problems in
the young.

Even before the pandemic, there were significant problems related to
the behaviour of students in secondary schools. Problems such as
struggling to remain in the classroom, being disrespectful to others,
teachers or things, and hitting classmates.

(Participant 25 — F, 51 years old, city councils, management roles,
urban area).

However, social workers have noticed a rise in the number of cases

since the pandemic. The issues range from angry and aggressive be-
haviours to low self-esteem and attempted suicide.

The part related to minors has exploded significantly, uneasiness in
adolescents, organizational difficulties related to participating in
lessons online, many problems, low self-esteem, even higher levels of
social withdrawal which continued after the end of the pandemic.
One of the problems that has remained is distress in adolescents. We
continue to receive growing numbers of cases of minors with
behavioural disorders, including episodes of anger, aggression and
low self-esteem.

(Participant 43 — F, 45 years old, local council, front office, rural
area).

[...] it was also difficult to manage the depression, the psychological
problems, the social withdrawal of the kids, we had twelve suicide
attempts by teenagers during the pandemic period [...]

(Participant 2 — F, 54 years old, local council, management & front
office, rural area).

The social workers observed that behavioural issues were frequently

associated with a lack of participation in educational settings. This was
particularly evident in cases in which young people exhibited a reluc-
tance to return to school.

A large portion of the increase [...] concerns adolescents with
behavioural disorders, involving self-harming, suicide attempts or
eating disorders [...], but most cases concern social withdrawal and
not wanting to return to school.

(Participant 24 — M, 48 years old, social health services, front office,
urban & rural area).

Social isolation in the young was another relevant issue highlighted

by the social workers interviewed, prior to and notably since the end of
the pandemic.

[...] minors have suffered on both the psychological and emotional
level from isolation and loneliness [...]

(Participant 19 — F, 42 years old, city councils, front office, urban
area).

The pandemic has damaged the young since they were locked inside
their world of cell phones. The social withdrawal of minors has had a
great impact on social services.

(Participant 17 — F, 52 years old, city councils, management roles,
urban area).

Numerous social workers noted that behavioural issues in minors are

becoming increasingly associated with gang violence. Furthermore, it
was documented that young people are committing crimes at an
increasingly younger age, with instances of criminal activity being
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reported as early as 14 years of age. In contrast to previous trends, which
saw a greater prevalence of theft and damage to property, the current
generation of young people is engaging in a wider range of criminal
activities, including violence against individuals and mistreatment
within the family.

4.1.3. The vulnerability of parents

The analysis revealed that social workers were attributing some of
the difficulties faced by young people to the fragility® of their parents
and to a lack of family support in general.

Many, many families are experiencing problems linked to parental
fragility and an inadequate social network...

(Participant 2 — F, 54 years old, local council, management & front
office, rural area).

One social worker articulated the vulnerability of the parents, citing
his experience with parents who had sought social service assistance for
their children.

What’s emerging relating to minors are some of the problems linked
to the issues of baby gangs, [...] we have parents coming to us
begging, desperate to get their kid into social housing, because they
don’t know what else to do. This reveals the significant fragility of
these parents.

(Participant 9 — F, 52 years old, city councils, management roles,
urban area).

The difficulties experienced by parents are also reflected in the
changing family structures, as observed by one social worker. Based on
her experience, two decades ago there were fewer instances of broken
social relations within the family, such as separation or divorce. How-
ever, in the present era, couples appear to be more volatile, exhibiting a
greater tendency to prioritize their individual interests over those of
their family members.

I remember when i came to family counselling twenty years ago, all
these separations [between parents] didn’t exist, now there’s a real
boom, and this demonstrates the fragility of couples and perhaps the
fragility of parents. Remaining a couple is no-longer a sure thing, it
no-longer provides a sense of certainty ... it seems that personal in-
terests, personal well-being is more important than keeping a family
united.

(Participant 23 - F, 63 years old, social health services, front office,
urban & rural area).

The issue of parental fragility is actually most evident in families that
appear to be “financially stable” according to the social workers’ per-
spectives. Moreover, from the perspective of social workers, it appears
that the pandemic period has instilled a sense of vulnerability and
fragility in mothers and fathers with regard to their employment. Social
workers report that some parents were uncertain as to how they might
maintain the financial stability of their families in the absence of the
income from employment.

4.2. Possible strategies to deal with the emerging issues

The interviews with social services professionals revealed several
potential strategies for addressing the social issues identified by these
same people. In this article, we present the main recommendations that
emerged from the interviews.

Regarding the issue of students leaving school, one proposed strategy
is to strengthen collaborations between social services and educational

4 In this paper the term “fragility” must understood in relation to the term
“vulnerability” in light of the growing debate in the scientific literature dis-
tinguishing the term fragility from frailty (Amieva et al. 2022; Bramanti and
Nanetti, 2022).
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institutions and to develop new ways of organising this collaboration.

We need to get schools involved using different methods, because, in
my opinion, hmm, some of our approaches to collaborate... well,
they’re not working.

So now, together with my colleague, we are preparing a new protocol
to share with the schools. In this document we indicate, for example,
what the specific roles of the school and the social services are, and
how the schools should prepare reports for the social services
regarding minors in difficulty. The schools shouldn’t be sending re-
ports to the social services without a minimum amount of evidence.
(Participant 30 — F, 56 years old, local council, front office, rural
area).

The schools also need to collaborate with the social services on how
to deal with the students’ problems, as stated by the social worker:

I see the schools expressing [...] the need for collaborations, they
really want to come to the meetings, to collaborate, because the need
is so strong. The school must manage problems that partly concern
the educational aspect and largely the social aspect.

(Participant 20 - F, 59 years old, social health services, front office,
urban & rural area).

Another possible path to pursue involves the voluntary sports asso-
ciations. The current levels of collaboration between the social services
and sports associations appear to be inadequate. Getting social services
involved with sporting organizations could be a good way to get youth
engaged at the social level.

[...]1 we have considerable difficulty with sporting associations,
especially we regard to minors, the most important to get engaged
and involved [...]

(Participant 15— M, 36 years old, agencies for social welfare services,
management & front office, urban & rural area).

Other social workers suggest reintroducing outreach work, currently
not practiced in the geographical area involved in the research. This
could help to bridge the gap between the support available and the
young people who are becoming increasingly isolated:

[...] projects for outreach work should be relaunched now because
there is the need for proactive attitudes, to get out of the office and
into the community, to break away from rigid patterns, from services
and to approach the needs... and to grasp these new needs.
(Participant 46 - F, 56 years old, social health services, front office,
urban & rural area).

[...]1 outreach work! We are proposing this because we have to go out
and reconnect with young people, get closer to them, because even
within the social fabric, where they seem to be connected, actually
there is great loneliness. Young people have to give meaning to
things and often they do it in a wrong way, they have to make sense
of themselves and maybe they are doing it in the wrong way.
(Participant 9 — F, 52 years old, city councils, management roles,
urban area).

One social worker proposed using novel investigative techniques to
gain insight into the social lives of young people, with the objective of
identifying potential solutions that could facilitate their well-being. One
such technique could involve the use of digital social networks.

One of my colleagues is attending a course on digital identity, to help
develop our skills in this area. I'd never thought of asking the young
people that come to the social service what kind of social media he or
she uses, how many times they use their phone, where they watch
TV, or to ask their parents whether they know about a certain online
game? We should investigate this dimension.

(Participant 35 — F, 51 years old, external enforcement services,
management roles and front office, urban & rural area).

To address the issues faced by children and youth, the social work
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professionals interviewed proposed implementing initiatives designed
to provide support to parents and family units. These initiatives include
the provision of affordable services for children, as the cost of recrea-
tional and summer services is often prohibitively high, limiting their
accessibility to all families.

Expensive educational, recreational and summer services. [...] with
costs that are not accessible to everyone. They are expensive! Not all
parents can access them!

(Participant 42 — F, 54 years old, social services for minors, man-
agement roles, urban & rural area).

Another proposal was to implement initiatives that provide
parenting support, with the objective of improving parenting skills.

... Work on parenting, there aren’t many services here on this. The
local social services should activate support for parents and courses
on parenting, as there is little available at present.

(Participant 42 — F, 54 years old, social services for minors, man-
agement roles, urban & rural area).

The interviews revealed a clear need for better support for parents,
but no concrete initiatives were reported as being implemented at the
time of the interview.

5. Discussion

There was a common thread linking the main problems being faced
by adolescents and families since the pandemic, as reported by the
interviewed social workers working for different social services in the
study area of interest (Northeast Italy, an area characterised by good
levels of social service provision despite the problems generated by the
COVID-19 pandemic).

5.1. The behaviour of young people

The primary issues facing young people, and which have increased in
prevalence in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, appear to be
behavioural in nature. These behavioural issues can be categorised into
two distinct dimensions. On the one hand, there is self-directed behav-
iour, and on the other, behaviours directed towards other people and
institutions. The first category includes the actions of young people
against themselves. They can be classified on a continuum from simple
to extreme actions; for example, from low self-esteem to attempted
suicide.

In the second category, which concerns the youths’ actions towards
other people and institutions, a dichotomisation was identified. On the
one hand, the social workers reported incidences of social withdrawal
behaviour in adolescents as clear examples of social isolation from
others. No social worker mentioned the phenomenon of “hikikomori”
(Furlong, 2008; Kitao, 1986), i.e. prolonged social withdrawal; howev-
er, since this term concerns a relatively new concept and trend it should
be subjected to further investigation.

On the other hand, instances of aggressive behaviour towards other
people were reported. The social workers provided specific examples,
including instances of disrespectful conduct towards teachers and
physical violence towards classmates. In certain instances, the aggres-
sive behaviour of a certain individual may evolve to involve a group of
youths. The occurrence and acts performed by baby gangs are one
example of this.

The observed rise in instances of aggressive behaviour with the po-
tential to lead to criminal acts is corroborated by the increasing number
of reports of minors suspected to have committed crime, as recorded by
the authorities (Savona et al., 2022).

The rise in the number of students choosing to leave school - a
phenomenon that was not so diffuse or particularly worrying to social
workers before the pandemic but is since presenting an increasing trend
— appears to concur with a rise in other social problems being faced by
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this age group. Even children of middle-school age were reported to be
giving up their right to an education, and according to the social workers
interviewed it is present in both urban and rural areas. The data pro-
vided in the present study are unable to identify which specific factors,
for example, low self-esteem, are causing the rise in the rate of students
dropping out of school.

5.2. The contextual dimension

The analysis identified a further three aspects that should be
considered by parents, social workers, other professionals and educators
involved with caring for youth, as well as policy makers. First, it seems
that the age at which young people engage in anti-social behaviour is
getting even younger. For example, in the past the majority of students
dropping out of school were of secondary school age, whereas there are
now many incidences of children leaving middle school. This data needs
to be confirmed by quantitative analysis to establish whether it is a new
tendency or whether it could be a temporary post-pandemic effect.
Second, young people with behavioural problems also seem to be living
in families that are not experiencing severe socio-economic problems.
Therefore, the importance of family status in influencing children’s
behaviour should be re-examined in the post-pandemic context. Finally,
the social workers interviewed commented on a lack of social services
for young people in the area examined, and this should be assessed in
relation to the whole Italian context, considering that economic in-
vestment in the social services in Italy have historically been more
focused on the elderly and on people with disabilities, whereas taking
care of the youth has mainly been left to the family.

The social workers interviewed also commented on changes in family
composition. The area under investigation also exhibited an increase in
the divorce rate, as recently noted in other countries (Wagner, 2020),
thus social workers are also having to deal with changes in the apparent
stability of family units. Another two issues related to the family were
underlined: the first concerns the precariousness of social networks,
which also means that the support available from these networks is less
stable; the second concerns parental vulnerability, with parents needing
to seek assistance from the social services, and in some cases even
requesting for their children to be removed from the family home. One
possibility is that these parents are aware of their own limitations and
the need to request external assistance, from the social services for
example, in order to address the educational challenges their children
are facing.

In the interviews, the social workers offered a number of possible
strategies for dealing with these emerging issues, which we can cate-
gorized into three main areas, namely, new forms of work organizations,
greater possibility to use creativity in their work, and freedom to
develop and apply new strategies that may deviate from their organi-
zation’s set protocols, whilst respecting the law and ethics protocols.

The form of collaborations between social workers services and
schools can be included in the first category. According to the social
workers interviewed, the existing collaborations between social services
and schools could be improved or reorganized to make them more
efficient. For example, they suggested reformulating the guidelines for
schools on how and when the social services get involved with minors in
difficulties. The guidelines should also state the types of evidence the
schools are required to include in a report. Links with voluntary sports
associations should also be strengthened, with the objective of getting
particularly demotivated youths involved, as this area is not presently
addressed by the social services at all.

A third suggestion made was to set up outreach initiatives. Since both
adults and the young continue to have difficulty in asking for help,
getting social workers out of the office and into the community could
help overcome this problem, and facilitate the establishment of direct
relationships with the young.
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5.3. The social services and the new tools for social workers

Regarding new tools, social workers suggested that their profession
should make more effort to understand the role of digital social networks
in young people’s lives better. Specific courses should be included in the
curricula of university courses to improve their skills in this area.

The category “services” indicated two main aspects. The first relates
to the costs of services for children and adolescents. The social workers
interviewed stated that these services should be made available at more
affordable prices, given the economic pressures that families are
currently facing and the difficulty they often experience in paying for
additional services for their children. The lack of participation in sum-
mer camps, for example, represents a significant obstacle for young
people to engage in social activities. The second aspect under the cate-
gory “services” regards the provision of courses on parenting skills.
Investing now in this way could reduce the future impact of young
people’s problems on the welfare system.

Putting these recommendations into effect is not easy as some would
require significant changes to the way that the social services are
organised, as well as getting the people in need to collaborate with the
social services. A way of activating such changes could be via the
“generative welfare” approach; the premise of this approach is that
whoever receives some sort of help (whether it be provided by the public
or private sector) is then more likely to undertake activities that
contribute towards generating further well-being within their commu-
nity (Canali et al., 2019, p. 35).

6. Conclusions

The aim of this empirical research was to describe, from the
perspective of social workers, the social problems related to today’s
youth and their families since the end of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
results reflect the tendencies within a local area within Northeast Italy,
and despite the favourable economic investment in social services that
this context presents, the social workers observed an increase in the
number of cases of young people dropping out of school and social
withdrawal as well as other behavioural problems. This issue arises in a
context where familial relationships also present challenges.

The social workers interviewed offered their perspectives on how
these challenges could be addressed through strengthening the collab-
orations between social services and educational institutions and
voluntary sport associations, as well as through reintroducing outreach
work. The implementation of these strategies will undoubtedly present
certain challenges, primarily due to the necessity to collaborate with
other social actors.

Furthermore, the social workers suggested using innovative investi-
gative techniques to gain insight into the social life of young people, but
this proposal necessitates the implementation of novel training pro-
grammes for social workers, which should be introduced into the
curricula for students studying social work.

Finally, social workers suggested that a reduction in the economic
cost of services dedicated to families would be an effective means of
providing support to these households. However, the implementation of
this approach should be accompanied by the introduction of additional
initiatives to support parents, which have yet to be identified. This final
aspect indicates that the findings from this research should be shared
with other experts at the international level, such as social workers and
other professionals involved with taking care of youth to discuss and
identify strategies for improving the social services for children, youth
and their families.

It is important to remember that social spending aimed at improving
the living conditions and the lives of disadvantaged children and their
families is an important investment as it can reduce future welfare
expenditure.
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7. Limitations and implications for future research

The main limit of this research is the use of data, which were not
specifically focused on youth; thus, a more focussed study should be
considered for future research. A further limitation of the study is that it
was conducted in the context of Northern Italy only, an area charac-
terised by a relatively high level of social service provision. It would be
beneficial to consider the perspective of social workers in Southern Italy,
where social services are less well developed.

The nature of the study does not allow the results to be generalised to
other contexts. Indeed, further research is required to establish whether
the phenomena are also present in other areas and to identify further
possible solutions for the problems revealed. It is also worth investi-
gating whether a “generative welfare” approach would be appropriate to
improve the wellbeing of the community. Quantitative research into the
problems being experienced by youth are also needed.
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