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[bookmark: _Toc1149289993]Section 1 –
 Mental well-being and quality of working life in UK social workers before and during the COVID-19 pandemic: A propensity score matching study (2022)
McFadden, P, Neill, R, Mallett, J, Manthorpe, J, Gillen, P, Moriarty, J, Currie, D, Schroder, H, Ravalier, J, Nicholl, P, Ross, J

During the COVID-19 pandemic, a heightened focus on mental well-being, particularly within the social care sector where heightened job demands and chronic stress have severely affected staff, especially social workers. This study evaluates the mental health and professional quality of life of UK social workers by comparing pre-pandemic (2018) and mid-pandemic (2020) data collected via cross-sectional surveys. To control variations between the two cohorts, propensity score matching was applied using shared demographic and occupational factors, followed by multiple regression analyses to measure shifts over time. Surprisingly, both mental well-being and working-life quality were significantly higher in 2020 than in 2018. This suggests that the introduction of enhanced support systems and altered work practices such as workload reprioritization and targeted well-being initiatives buffered to the workforce during the crisis. Ultimately, while acknowledging the severe demands of the pandemic, these findings offer a nuanced perspective and provide key insights for social work management and employers. (McFadden, P 2022)

This study compares the mental well-being and job quality of UK social workers before (2018) and during (2020) the COVID-19 pandemic. Using propensity score matching and regression analysis on two large survey datasets, the researchers found a surprising result: despite the intense pressure of the pandemic, social workers reported significantly better mental well-being and quality of working life in 2020 compared to 2018. The authors suggest that adaptive measures—such as reprioritising tasks, increased support, and new workplace initiatives—likely drove these improvements, offering valuable lessons for employers on how to support staff during crises. (Abrahams, L and, Dettlaff, A 2020)



[bookmark: _Toc827357923]Section 2 -  
[bookmark: _Toc2042774434]Research Questions (RQs)
1. How did the mental well-being and quality of working life of UK social workers during the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic (2020) compared to pre-pandemic baselines (2018) when controlling for demographic and work-related variables?
2. To what extent did crisis-era organizational changes—such as work reprioritisation, increased management support, and specific well-being initiatives—contribute to positive shifts in social workers' occupational quality of life during the pandemic?

[bookmark: _Toc1751620039]Research Objectives (ROs)
1. Objective: To compare the mental well-being and quality of working life of UK social workers before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, and to investigate how organizational changes and support initiatives influenced these outcomes

[bookmark: _Toc2111714184]Section 3 – Research Methods
[bookmark: _Toc207441579]Quantitative Method
Quantitative research is one of the two fundamental research paradigms, alongside qualitative research, and is the method of choice when you need measurable, objective, and statistically reliable data. Whether you are testing a hypothesis, comparing groups, or predicting outcomes, understanding quantitative research methods is essential to designing rigorous academic studies. (D. Sreekumar, 2026)
[bookmark: _Toc1655728291]Qualitative Method
Qualitative research involves collecting and analyzing non-numerical data (e.g., text, video, or audio) to understand concepts, opinions, or experiences. It can be used to gather in-depth insights into a problem or generate new ideas for research. (P. Bhanari, 2025)


[bookmark: _Toc2131722404]Mixed Method
Considered by the "third methodological movement," mixed methods of research provide substantial value to the health and social sciences by bridging the gap between strictly quantitative and qualitative frameworks. This paradigm emerged to address the limitations of relying on a single methodology, establishing itself as a highly credible alternative. While research purists often emphasize a rigid divide between positivist and non-positivist philosophies, a mixed methods approach allows researchers to transcend this "false dichotomy." Grounded in the philosophy of pragmatism, it empowers investigators to combine diverse techniques to solve research questions that a single method cannot fully answer. This versatile approach is especially beneficial in healthcare, where research problems are inherently complex and multi-faceted. (Doyle, L, Brady, A, and Byrne, G 2009)

[bookmark: _Toc1347045794]Explain the chosen method
In the context of the study on UK social workers' mental well-being and quality of working life before and during the pandemic, employing a quantitative research method is highly advantageous.
While qualitative research is excellent for exploring deep, personal stories, a quantitative approach is necessary to establish broad patterns, measure changes over time, and prove statistical significance. It is practically impossible to conduct in-depth interviews with over 2,000 individuals. Quantitative methods (like surveys) allow researchers to gather data from a massive sample size, making the findings far more representative of the broader UK social work population rather than just a select few. It allows researchers to use standardized, numerical scales to measure abstract concepts like "well-being" and "quality of working life." Because these metrics are numerical, researchers can mathematically compare the two periods to determine exactly how much these scores changed. Making it easier to measure and understand.

[bookmark: _Toc887487111]Primary Data Collection
Primary data is information that is collected firsthand by the researcher for a specific research purpose. Compared to secondary data, which is already available and has been collected for some other objective, primary data is raw and unprocessed, offering fresh insights directly related to the Research question at hand. This type of data is gathered through various methods such as surveys, interviews, experiments, and observations, allowing researchers to obtain tailored and precise information. The main characteristic of primary data is its relevancy to the specific study. Since it is collected with the research objectives and questions in mind, it directly addresses the issues or hypotheses under investigation. This direct connection enhances the validity and accuracy of the research findings, as the data is not diluted or missing important information relevant to the research question. (l, Stewart. No Date)

[bookmark: _Toc1165784840]Secondary Data Collection
Secondary data is information that has already been gathered, processed, and published by other individuals, organizations, or institutions for an earlier purpose. Unlike primary data, which researchers collect themselves first-hand for a specific project, secondary data is recycled for new studies and insights. (Ashikuzzaman 2025)

[bookmark: _Toc520198264]Section 4 - Conclusion
This study reveals a highly surprising and counterintuitive outcome: despite the unprecedented demands and prolonged stress brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic, UK social workers experienced significantly higher mental well-being and a better quality of working life in 2020 compared to pre-pandemic baselines in 2018.By utilizing rigorous propensity score matching to compare both cohorts accurately, the empirical evidence points to several critical factors that drove this positive shift.
The findings strongly suggest that when organizations actively step up to support their staff during a crisis, it can successfully buffer against burnout. The increased organizational support provided during 2020 was instrumental in protecting and even boosting staff morale. Rather than just demanding individual resilience, employers adapted the structural nature of social work. Initiatives such as the reprioritisation of heavy workloads and the introduction of more flexible working practices proved that chronic workplace stress can be mitigated by altering how work is organized.
Reflective practice is an essential part of developing as a researcher and professional. Looking back at the process of analysing both qualitative and quantitative approaches specifically regarding social work safeguarding and pandemic-era workforce well-being here is a brief reflection on the skills gained and their future value.
I learned how to identify the exact research paradigm required for different questions. While qualitative research is vital for exploring deep, subjective lived experiences (such as cultural safeguarding nuances), quantitative research is essential for measuring patterns, comparing datasets over time, and proving statistical significance. Moreover, I gained insight into how researchers control for real-world biases using advanced techniques like propensity score matching (PSM) and multiple regression. This showed me that data analysis is not just about looking at averages, but about isolating variables to find the true cause behind a trend.
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