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Introduction   

1.1 The community complex social work team provides statutory support to adults with complex needs living in the community. The team undertakes person-centred assessments, develops care and support plans, and coordinates interventions with health and social care professionals through the application of relevant legislation, including the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014. Practitioners aim to promote independence, safeguard vulnerable adults, and improve overall well-being. Collaborative working with families, care providers, and partner agencies is essential, ensuring that individuals receive appropriate and timely support.

Sad et al (2026) highlight the importance of relational skills, including teamwork, communication, and interpersonal abilities, for social workers. These skills are crucial for promoting the well-being of social workers, which in turn supports effective practice. The research title that will be evaluated is: How does the transition from a remote working environment back to office-based/hybrid working influence organisational culture and employee behavioural patterns? With the key questions around: How does returning to office-based work reshape organisational culture after extended remote working? How do employees adapt their behaviours when transitioning from remote to office-based work? What factors influence this adaptation? How does the shift affect collaboration norms, communication styles, and workplace behaviours? The study will use qualitative methods, such as semi-structured interviews, and may also incorporate quantitative methods, such as surveys. 

This research investigates the impact of significant workplace change on the behaviour and office culture within social work teams. The efficiency of these teams relies heavily on communication, staff wellbeing, collaboration, trust, and structured professional development and practice (Alvesson, M, 2002). Consequently, this research is pertinent not only to the experiences of the staff but also to the overall quality of service delivery and organisational functioning (Schein, E.H. and Schein P.A. 2017)

Based on the philosophy of science, focusing on the relationship between ontology, epistemology, and research methodology. Ontology is defined as the study of what is real and the nature of existence. Epistemology is presented as the study of knowledge, encompassing its definition, acquisition, scope, and justification of a researcher's beliefs, along with the limitations of human learning (Pritchard, 2018). De Rose (2005) is cited for his discussion on defining knowledge, particularly in relation to Gettier's challenge to the traditional concept of "justified true belief" and the debate surrounding what constitutes justification, considering both internal motivations and external influences.

These principles form a research paradigm that commands how the researcher chooses their research methodology, whether this is through quantitative data or qualitative experiences. The principles also highlight the importance of reflexivity and positionality, which encourage the researcher to acknowledge how personal values and biases shape their findings (Berger, R, 2015). Furthermore, the researcher addresses ethical principles such as autonomy, privacy, or confidentiality in maintaining consistency throughout the inquiry of their research topic. Therefore, evidence suggests that different ontological schools of thought ascertain what a researcher feels is real and, as a result, detects the journey of their social inquiry Kuhn, 2012. Myers, 2020. Walsham, 1995)

2.Main findings.

2.1 Methodological Approaches.

The researcher uses methods as practical techniques used to collect data to answer the research question. These methods follow a model that is chosen because the record explains the way we view the world and how we acquire that information whether the researcher uses qualitative experience or scientific data which is provides quantitative analysis (Prichard, 2018). It is important to note that these methods should be systematically applied giving attention to ethical considerations. Privacy and confidentiality.

2.1.1 Quantitative

Aldini (2022) defines quantitative data as scientific information that can be measured and used in mathematical form. There are two types of quantitative data: discrete and continuous.

Discrete data can be counted rather than measured. Examples include the number of pupils in a class or parked cars. Discrete data can be represented using bar charts or pie charts.

Continuous data is measured on a scale and can include fractions and decimals. It is typically represented using histograms, line graphs, or scatter plots. Wright (2002) states that quantitative data is applied through scalar quantities to analyse the anticipated long-run contribution of a scientific claim to fact-finding.

Qualitative data is applied through quantities to analyse the anticipated long-run contribution of a scientific claim to fact-finding. In contrast, qualitative data comprises information captured in descriptive comma, non-numerical information that helps understand people's cognitive states, feelings, experiences, beliefs, logical understanding, and behaviours (Plantinga, 1993).

This kind of data identifies whose meaning modifies based on people's surroundings and their environment, and what domain it belongs to. Crucially, qualitative data plays a vital role in examining "social imagination", which means the common ways groups interpret and understand society and analysing social structures (Aldini 2022; Doherty T, Rysiew P, 2014; Goldman A, Bedder B, 2021).

2.1.2 Qualitative Data

Qualitative data acknowledges related strengths but also shows notable limitations that require recognition. Its methods intentionally capture lived experiences, cognitive states, knowledge, and perceptions that cannot be reduced to numerical or physical descriptions. Importantly, qualitative methods are the only tools through which society can imagine and describe their own mistreatment. For instance, colleagues may feel uncomfortable or threatened, trapped in their roles and struggling to explain distress to management, because there may be no official process to address it. Furthermore, communication norms can protect those in power and harm vulnerable individuals.

Alternatively, these strengths are balanced by significant weaknesses. The rationale behind qualitative research can suffer from an absence of formal discipline, leading to vague and presumptuous claims. Additionally, it is vulnerable to preconceptions, discrimination, partiality, and a lack of a data-driven framework for evaluating truth or authority (Wright, 2025).

Moreover, qualitative evidence is difficult to integrate into formal models, and people can be mistaken about their current visual state. All things considered, while qualitative data is imperative for understanding value, experience, and social interpretation, it must be used in conjunction with more formal methods to prevent inaccuracy, bias, and a lack of deep knowledge.

Quantitative data offers a formal structure for measuring and evaluating belief, assigning exact levels of belief and tracking changes under new evidence. It enables the truthful calculation of ratios, systematic evaluation, computerised reasoning, and a disciplined approach to judgement. Its strengths lie in its mathematical framework and logical consistency, preventing muddled beliefs. However, it struggles to mesh with qualitative data and can fail to capture attitudes, opinions, and convictions. Therefore, it must be used with caution and supplemented with qualitative insight to avoid unrealistic assumptions (Creswell, J.W. and Poth, C.N, 2018).

2.1.3 Qualitative Data in Theory of Knowledge

Qualitative data aims to capture the subjective character of mental states, focusing on the experience of perceiving, recognising, or interpreting the world. This makes it essential for understanding social experiences and events, particularly for marginalised groups. It can expose subtle differences in belief that quantitative data may miss. However, qualitative approaches can be prone to bias, lack discipline, and struggle to integrate with mathematical models, leading to potential mistakes or inconsistency (Tracy, 2020).

2.1.4 Combining Quantitative and Qualitative Data

Quantitative data offers structured precision and reduces subjective bias through formal principles, presenting numerical evidence beyond human comprehension. Qualitative data is fundamental for capturing meaning, context, and social interpretation, while quantitative data provides tools for accuracy, consistency, and scientific reasoning. A robust researcher must combine both approaches, using qualitative insight for deep meaning and quantitative structure for exact information and bias avoidance.

Given the collaborative and person-centred nature of social work, a mixed-methods approach is most appropriate for investigating the influence of returning to hybrid working on employees' behaviour and organisational culture. This research will explore social workers' understanding of changes in workplace norms, attitudes, performance, collaboration, and practice standards, as well as their professional and personal identity (Grant, C. A., Wallace, L. M., & Spurgeon, P. C, 2013).

Semi-structured interviews, surveys, and case studies are essential for capturing complex meanings and lived experiences. While qualitative insight is vital, quantitative methods like surveys and interviews can identify behavioural patterns across employees and provide a broader understanding of attitudes, behaviours, and cultural values (Oakley, A, 1981).

A mixed-methods approach mirrors the complexities of social care, allowing research to generate findings that can inform organisational actions. Integrating both methodologies ensures a balanced and thorough analysis of how hybrid working modifies professional, personal, and organisational structures.

3. Research Designs

Pritchard (2016) introduced the "Biscopic proposal" as a conceptually supporting formal epistemological approach. This method aims to investigate the impact of transitioning from remote working back to office-based or hybrid working arrangements on staff behaviour and workplace culture.

The Biscopic model advocates for the analysis of complex investigations, focusing on the extended intentions of individuals with justified validation, while simultaneously considering broader, aggregate organisational conditions.

In community social work settings, where statutory duties are relational, a single methodology is insufficient. By integrating both qualitative and quantitative methodologies, research can achieve a balanced and robust analysis.    

3.1.Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews will allow direct engagement with staff to examine their personal interpretations of changes during the transition. These interviews will provide subjective experiences of each staff member's world.

Daugherty and Rysiew (2014) highlight that the experience of the "ground floor of intellectual air defence," representing lived experiences of specific phenomena, cannot be fully understood without considering social workers' internal tendencies. Interviewing staff individually is crucial to prevent injustices related to their statements, as defined by Fricker (2007) regarding harm caused by prejudice that affects credibility. This approach credits social workers, affirming their professional identity and capturing direct experiences and reflective practice. It empowers practitioners by providing a safe space for open disclosure. Conversely, potential disadvantages include the identification of power imbalances where a social worker may perceive organisational hierarchy, making staff vulnerable to generalisation and lacking statistical rigour.
3.1.2 Surveys

Surveys enable the researcher to measure staff attitudes through self-reporting and assess workforce cohesion across organisational contexts, thereby justifying lived experiences and beliefs. Houson and Urbach (2026) state that a quantitative framework analyses data in a more systematic and disciplined manner. When a workforce is geographically dispersed across hybrid spaces, staff develop assumptions about the organisation's direction. Surveys replace intuitions with objective trends experienced physically by staff across collaborative working environments and reduce personal bias. However, surveys demand rigid, highly structured responses, such as Likert scales, which, as Earman (1992) and Foley (1992) emphasise, may fail to capture nuanced, fluctuating emotions. Survey questions are pre-programmed.

3.1.3 Focus Groups

Focus groups bring small groups together, providing a space to assess social norms and team culture. They are highly sensitive to shared prejudices. Anderson (2012) highlights that shared perspectives interact frequently with the cognitive tendencies of individuals who interact regularly. The advantages of focus groups include enabling researchers to observe workplace norms and collaborative behaviours. Problem-solving becomes collective, assisting participants in identifying shared structural barriers. Disadvantages include the potential for dominant participants or loud voices to control the group, potentially affecting the credibility or reliability of newly qualified social workers' contributions.

4 Ethical considerations and research design

This research will address several key ethical issues, including autonomy, privacy, and confidentiality, particularly concerning staff views shared in interviews and surveys about workplace culture. The researcher must consider their own values, assumptions, and role in data collection and interpretation through reflexivity and positionality (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018) A practising adult social worker having interactions with staff is influenced by code of practice of professional practice which emphasises on collaboration, accountability, respect and protecting others (Social Care Wales, 2017). Through reflective practice values and assumptions would need to be recognised by the researcher so findings from the study may lead to more accurate and favourable interpretation when data is analysed. Likewise, assumptions made around professional competence may result in favour placed upon the opinions of qualified social workers. In situations like this data analysis will remain grounded in the accounts of participants rather than personal and professional biases.

Privacy and confidentiality will be paramount. Given the sensitive nature of organisational settings, identifying colleagues, especially within specific teams, carries risks. The researcher must emphasise careful information sharing to maintain confidentiality in reporting data, ensuring participants remain anonymous in accordance with local authority guidance.

Adherence to UK General Data Protection (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018 is essential for the lawful, fair, and transparent processing of personal data. Local authority policies also mandate data security, accountability, and confidentiality. Participants may experience distress from interviews, particularly when discussing traumatic experiences such as discrimination or difficult workplace relationships.

The Mental Capacity Act Code of Practice requires consideration for participants' mental and physical well-being during observations and interviews. Questions about behaviour, communication, and culture may feel intrusive, and the researcher must avoid unnecessary intrusion.

Within the workplace, power dynamics may pressure staff to participate or cause concern about their involvement affecting work relationships. The researcher must emphasise privacy, confidentiality, and autonomy, making reasonable adjustments to ensure fair participation. Self-awareness regarding personal values and prejudices is crucial.

Key considerations for participants include enabling voluntary participation with informed consent, respecting their autonomy and right to withdraw, promoting confidentiality, and maintaining anonymity and privacy. Addressing power imbalances within the local authority setting necessitates ethical approval for oversight.

These findings underline the need to mitigate ethical dilemmas through robust consent procedures, anonymising participants, interviews would need to be non-intrusive, reflective practice will be vital and oversight so rights, dignity and well-being of participant will remain paramount (Creswell, J.W and Poth, C.N, 2018). One way a researcher can use reflective practice is keeping a journal of interviews so they can identify their own prejudices and assumptions that shape the way they interact with their participants and formulating the research questions or how the answers are interpreted. This is important because reflexivity and positionality helps the researcher recognise how their personal values and biases influence outcome of the study, an example of this is when a researcher recognises in their notes that office-based working has influence team and office culture, this will result in the researcher noticing they are asking probing questions when participates describe their negative experiences. Through reflection such biased mannerisms can be adjusted once noticed, additionally it will help address these issues and support participant’s autonomy and dignity.

5 Conclusion

The research will employ a qualitative, social constructivist approach, primarily using semi-structured interviews, supplemented by surveys for broader descriptive trends. This methodology is well-suited to explore staff experiences with the transition to hybrid working and its impact on communication, organisational culture, collaborative behaviour, and well-being (Grant et al, 2013). The research will prioritise experience and meaning over mathematical interpretation, grounding itself in ontology and epistemology with a focus on reflexivity and positionality.

Semi-structured interviews will enable participants to detail changes in organisational culture and behaviour, allowing the researcher to identify key themes. This approach is pertinent to the local authority's adult social work setting, aligning with ethical standards in health and social care research, emphasising privacy, dignity, protection, confidentiality, autonomy, and reflexivity.

The future research will incorporate qualitative data using semi-structured interviews with surveys in small amounts as an additional research design. This fits well, as the researcher is trying to understand behaviour when transitioning from working remotely to hybrid working, as it alters workspace culture, the emotional and psychological well-being of practitioners, and behaviour norms. The topic will aim to understand lived experiences that are likely to impact performance, and these will be understood through robust reflective data, while surveys will add more meaning in a wider context.

It is therefore concluded that the research design is systematically sound, relevant, defensible, and ethically robust, providing a solid foundation for exploring workplace culture post-remote working. This research design is sound.
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