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EXPERT ASSESSMENTS OF THE
CHALLENGES OF DIGITALIZATION
OF SOCIAL SERVICES IN RURAL
COMMUNITIES

Abstract. This article presents the results of a study on
the challenges associated with the digitalization of social
services in rural communities of Ukraine. The study aimed to
identify the principal problems and barriers that social work
professionals face when introducing digital technologies into
social support practices. The research used an expert survey
method involving 18 social work practitioners representing 18
rural communities from different regions of Ukraine.

The findings indicate that the digitalization of social
services in rural communities is uneven and hampered by
multiple difficulties. Key challenges cited by respondents
include insufficient technical infrastructure, limited access to
stable Internet, low levels of digital competencies among both
service users and providers, and a shortage of training
programs and methodological guidance. Low public
awareness of available digital services and weak intersectoral
cooperation at the community level further complicate the
digital transformation.

Challenges were grouped into four problem blocks:
technical barriers, personnel limitations, organizational
difficulties, and value-motivational aspects. To increase
reliability, results are illustrated with direct quotes from
experts, highlighting the practical dimension of the issue.

Based on expert assessments, the article proposes
directions for overcoming the identified barriers: developing
digital competencies of professionals and clients; creating
inclusive digital infrastructure; preparing training and
methodological resources for social work practitioners;
strengthening interagency cooperation at the local level; and
integrating national and regional digital transformation
programs into rural development strategies.

The results are of practical relevance to local
governments, social service providers, educational
institutions, and NGOs seeking to improve accessibility
and quality of social services in rural areas. They may
also inform national policy on digitalization of the
social sector, taking into account the specific needs and
capacities of rural territories.

Keywords: social work, social services, community,
rural community, digitalization, assessment in social
work, digital competencies.
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INTRODUCTION

Under conditions of martial law and extensive social transformations in Ukraine,
digitalization has become a key tool for ensuring the resilience of the state and society.
The development of digital services not only contributes to more effective resource
management but also opens up opportunities for faster, more accessible, and more
transparent provision of social services to citizens. This issue is particularly important
in social work, where digital solutions enable reaching broader population groups,
ensuring rapid access to information and minimizing administrative barriers.

Rural communities play a special role in this process. On the one hand, they often
serve as host territories for internally displaced persons (IDPs); on the other hand, they
face serious recovery challenges after de-occupation or due to proximity to combat
zones. In these communities social services experience a dual pressure: rising demand
for social assistance and a shortage of resources to deliver it. Digitalization can
introduce innovative approaches to working with vulnerable groups — veterans, 1DPs,
persons with disabilities, children and families affected by war — by providing faster
access to services and information.

However, implementing digital technologies in the social sphere of rural
communities encounters a number of obstacles. These include an underdeveloped
digital infrastructure, limited access to reliable Internet, low levels of digital literacy
among the population, and a significant staffing deficit in social work. In particular,
there is a shortage of qualified social workers who possess modern digital
competencies. Since these professionals act as intermediaries between the state and
citizens, this situation complicates the delivery of adequate social support.

The relevance of this study arises from the need for a comprehensive
understanding of the barriers to digitalizing social services in rural communities and for
identifying practical ways to overcome them. This article presents the results of an
expert assessment conducted among social work specialists in 18 communities and thus
outlines real-world challenges from the frontline of practice. The conclusions are
important for both local authorities and policymakers, providing a basis for decisions
aimed at developing digital services and strengthening the human capacity of the social
sector in rural areas.

This article combines theoretical analysis and practical experience and can serve
as a foundation for subsequent steps toward forming an effective and inclusive system
of digital transformation for social services in Ukraine.

ANALYSIS OF RECENT STUDIES AND PUBLICATIONS

Research into the problems and needs of various population groups under
wartime conditions has attracted the attention of the academic community for several
years (Denysiuk, et al., 2023). Recent studies emphasize the importance of prioritizing
state policies at all socio-economic levels, investing in digital assets, and regularly
diagnosing the level of community digitalization (Vitiutin, & Merzhev, 2024). Growing
research interest focuses on the quality of social service provision and the challenges of
digitalization, including for rural communities in Ukraine (Gunko, et al., 2024); the
need to adopt effective social work decisions and to implement digital solutions to help
families with children and IDPs cope with difficult life circumstances (Liutyi, & Dulia,
2023); reducing administrative barriers and ensuring prompt access to social services
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for vulnerable groups (Lekholetova, Spirina, & Dulia, 2025); and providing rapid
psychosocial assistance and support to residents of rural communities (Liakh,
Lekholetova, & Skipalska, 2021). The literature also stresses increasing investments in
digital technologies and deploying innovations across key economic sectors (Nepran, &
Solopun, 2022).

Gunko, Lekholetova, & Liakh (2025) described programs of digitalization of
social services in Ukrainian communities (community informatization programs, smart
community call-centers, mobile CNAP "suitcases"”, community chat-bots, participatory
budgeting). They note that digitalization in Ukrainian communities can significantly
enhance the development and quality of social services, improve the lives of vulnerable
groups, and strengthen digital competencies of both practitioners and service users.

I. Sushik and O. Sushik identify advantages of electronic services such as 24/7
convenient access — including for people with disabilities — reduced administrative
burden, shorter waiting times, availability regardless of location and time, and simple
and comprehensible content (Sushik, & Sushik, 2023).

Javoronok, & Lopashchuk (2024) systematized existing and future risks of
digitalizing the social sphere in Ukraine and argued that an effective level of
digitalization can be reached through: establishing an integrated platform for
comprehensive interagency interaction among social sector organizations, state
authorities, and registries; developing an informational and integration resource to
ensure secure and reliable electronic interactions between citizens and social service
systems; and creating a specialized three-tier digital platform (‘state/region/city") for
integrated management and implementation of social programs based on digital
technologies and international best practices.

In the context of this study, the conclusions of researchers examining the
organization and implementation of humanitarian aid programs for wvulnerable
populations are also relevant (Spirina, Lekholetova, & Liakh, 2025). These authors
emphasize the need to strengthen coordination among state structures, NGOs and
international humanitarian organizations, an approach that would not only increase the
effectiveness of humanitarian programs but also facilitate the digitalization of social
services in rural communities during wartime.

AIMS AND METHODS

The aim of the article is to identify and systematize the challenges of
digitalization of social services in rural communities of Ukraine based on expert
assessments from social work professionals, and to substantiate possible ways to
overcome these barriers to improve the effectiveness and accessibility of social support.
To achieve this aim, a combination of complementary methods was used. The primary
method was an expert survey involving 18 social work practitioners representing 18
rural communities from various regions of Ukraine. The collected data underwent
gualitative content analysis to categorize responses and highlight the main problem
blocks of digitalization: technical, personnel, organizational, and value-motivational.

To ensure authenticity, direct quotations were used to reflect the practical
dimension of the problem as expressed by experts. Elements of SWOT analysis were
employed to outline strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats related to the
digitalization of social services in rural communities, and a comparative approach
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helped identify common and differing trends among communities with varying socio-
economic characteristics. The methodological foundation of the research is grounded in
human-centered and trauma-informed approaches oriented toward principles of digital
inclusion and social justice.

MAIN PART

The study of digitalization of social services in rural communities of Ukraine was
carried out under conditions of martial law, when demand for accessible and quality
social services increased significantly. A qualitative methodological approach was
applied, combining expert analysis with practitioners' experience. The expert survey
included 18 social workers representing rural communities from different regions,
ensuring contextual diversity — from communities hosting a substantial number of
IDPs to areas recovering after de-occupation. This provided an empirically rich portrait
of the state of digitalization of social services in rural areas and enabled identification
of systemic challenges.

Results of the expert survey indicate that digitalization of social services in rural
areas is uneven, fragmented, and faces multiple significant barriers. Identified
challenges can be grouped into several main blocks reflecting both objective and
subjective factors that slow the digital transformation of the social sector.

The first block concerns technical barriers. Many communities lack modern
equipment, software, and stable Internet access. This is particularly true for remote
villages where even basic Internet services are unreliable. Experts reported frequent
situations in which a social worker has to travel to a district center to complete
electronic forms or upload documents. These practices reduce work efficiency and pose
additional difficulties for both practitioners and service users.

The second block refers to staffing issues. Communities experience shortages of
social work professionals and, in particular, a deficit of those possessing adequate
digital competencies. Experts emphasized that existing staff are often unprepared to use
digital tools in routine work, and the absence of systematic training and professional
development exacerbates the problem. For many practitioners, basic tasks — such as
using state digital platforms or maintaining electronic records — are a substantial
challenge.

The third block outlines organizational difficulties tied to managing digitalization
processes at the community level. The lack of a unified strategy, weak coordination
between local government departments and social services, and insufficient
methodological guidance and state support lead to ad hoc and poorly supported digital
initiatives. Experts noted that some communities are forced to operate 'in the dark’,
relying solely on their own resources and efforts.

The fourth block has a value-motivational character. It covers a low level of trust
among parts of the rural population toward digital services and psychological barriers
related to fears of making mistakes or losing data. In communities hosting IDPs or
recovering from de-occupation, high levels of social vulnerability among clients further
complicate the situation. The absence of information campaigns and navigational
resources on using digital tools effectively excludes a significant share of the
population from the digital environment.
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To illustrate these blocks, experts' statements were systematized into an
analytical table — 'Challenges of digitalization of social services in rural communities'
(Table 1). The table lists specific problems grouped by category and includes direct
quotations from practitioners. This approach not only reflects the real state of affairs but
also provides empirical depth to the study.

Table 1. Challenges of digitalization of social services in rural communities

Category of Specific Expert quote Possible ways to
challenges problem overcome
Technical Unstable “In some villages the | Develop digital
barriers Internet access | Internet disappears | infrastructure; mobile
in certain | several times a day, | digital social work points;
villages and we cannot | state programs to expand
submit  electronic | Internet coverage
reports on time.”
Lack of modern | “Our office uses | Equip  services  with
computer computers that are | modern hardware; grant
equipment and | over 10 years old | financing; create shared
software and cannot support | digital hubs
new programs.”
Lack of citizen | “People bring paper | Establish 'digital corners'
access to | documents because | in CNAPs and social
electronic they  have  no | service centers; group
services smartphones or | consultations by social
Internet at home.” workers
Territorial Long distances | “To reach a remote | Use mobile teams of
challenges between village | spend | social workers; provide
settlements several hours, and | remote consultations for
within a | online connection | those  with Internet;
community there is unreliable.” | transport  support  for
social services
Staffing Shortage of | “For a community | Increase staffing; support
limitations social work | of several thousand | educational programs;
professionals residents we have | develop volunteer

only two workers
who cannot handle
the caseload.”

assistance programs

Low level of | “Many colleagues | Systemic training;

digital literacy | cannot even use | mentorship by ‘'digital

among staff basic electronic | curators’; online courses
platforms.” for staff

Burnout and | “We spend hours | Apply case-management;

overload on technical tasks | distribute workload via

and have little time
for face-to-face
communication.”

digital tools; provide
psychological support
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Organizational Lack of a| “Each department | Local digitalization
difficulties unified acts on its own; | strategies;  coordination
digitalization there is no common | councils including social
strategy system.” workers
Insufficient “We are often not | Simple step-by-step

methodological | explained how to | instructions;
guidance and | work with new | methodological

support platforms.” workshops; mentoring
from regional centers
Value- Public distrust | “People say: I'd | Information campaigns;
motivational of digital | rather hand over | consultations by social
aspects services papers than trust | workers; showcase
some system.” successful case studies

Psychological “Clients are afraid | Digital literacy trainings
barriers and fear | to press the wrong | for  life;  workshops;
of technology button and lose all | involve digital volunteers

data.”
Ageing “Most of our clients | Individual support by
population are elderly and have | social ~ workers; group
hindering never used a | classes for seniors; printed
Internet use smartphone.” illustrated guides

Analysis of the results suggests several directions for overcoming the identified
challenges. On the technical side, priority measures include development of digital
infrastructure: ensuring stable Internet connectivity, upgrading equipment and
providing access to modern software products. At the staffing level, preparing and
retraining social work professionals to develop digital competencies and skills for
working with electronic platforms is essential. The organizational dimension requires
forming a unified community-level digitalization strategy with clear coordination and
methodological support. Finally, to address value-motivational barriers, information
and educational campaigns are needed to raise digital literacy, build trust in state and
community digital services, and support vulnerable groups.

Thus, the study’s findings demonstrate that digitalization of social services in
rural communities is a multidimensional process that requires a comprehensive
approach. It cannot be reduced solely to technical upgrades, as it also involves working
with human resources, changing organizational practices, and overcoming socio-
cultural barriers. The challenges identified may serve as a basis for designing targeted
support programs that combine state initiatives, local government efforts, and social
work practice.

CONCLUSIONS AND PROSPECTS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

The study confirms that digitalization of social services in rural communities is a
multifaceted process demanding a systemic approach. Primary challenges include
technical barriers, staffing limitations, organizational difficulties, value-motivational
aspects, territorial factors, and an ageing population. These factors are interconnected
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and create a complex environment in which social workers must balance the demands
of digitalization with the real needs of clients.

A key conclusion is that digital transformation cannot be treated merely as
technical modernization. It is directly connected to human capital — the level of
workforce preparation and their ability to utilize digital tools — as well as to the
readiness of the population to accept these changes. This is particularly critical for
elderly people and IDPs, who often need additional support and individualized
consultations.

At the national level, immediate priorities include developing a comprehensive
strategy for digitalization of social services that takes into account the specific features
of rural communities: providing reliable Internet access, supporting educational and re-
training programs for personnel, creating methodological resources for practitioners,
and implementing digital inclusion programs for vulnerable groups.

At the local government level, important tasks are to develop local digitalization
strategies that combine infrastructural solutions with social work practices, strengthen
interdepartmental coordination, establish coordination councils including social work
specialists, and build partnerships with NGOs and volunteers.

For social service providers and practitioners, enhancing digital competencies,
setting up mentorship systems, adopting case-management practices, creating 'digital
corners' in communities, and organizing training for citizens are necessary. Social
workers should act as mediators not only between clients and state services but also
between people and digital technologies.

Consequently, digitalization of social services in rural areas goes far beyond
technology and encompasses issues of accessibility, social justice, trust, and human
resources. Only a holistic approach combining infrastructure development, workforce
capacity building, and public support can ensure meaningful transformation of social
work in rural communities.
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EKCHEPTHI OIIHKH BUKJIMKIB IIUD®POBI3AIIIL
CONIAJVIBHUX TTOCJYT Y CIVIBCBKUX I'POMAJIAX

Cepziii 'VHBKO, xoopauHaTop perioHajabHOro kommoneHnta, ®onm CximHa
€pporia | IlIBeiinapceko-ykpaincbka mnporpama EGAP, M. Kwuis, Vkpaina;
s.hunko.asp@kubg.edu.ua

Temana JIAX, xanounaT mefaroriyHux Hayk, npodecop, npodecop kadenpu
COIliaJIbHOI TEAAroriki Ta COolialnbHOI po0oTH, DakyjabTeT MCHUXOJIOrii, COlialbHOT
poboTu Ta crenianbHOI ocBiTH KHiBChKOro CTONMYHOrO yHiBepcuTery iMeHi bopmca
I'pinvenka, m. Kuis, Ykpaina; t.liakh@kubg.edu.ua

Anomauia. Y cmammi npedcmasieno pe3yibmamu 00CAi0NCeHHs, NPUCBIYEHO20
BUKIUKAM YUDPOGI3ayli coyianbHux nociye y Cilbcokux epomadax Yrpainu. Memoro
pobomu cmano 6usAGleHHs KIOY08UX npobnem i Oap’epie, wo nocmawomv nepeo
axieysmu i3 coyianbHoi pobomu y npoyeci nPoBaAONCEeHHS YUDPOBUX MEXHONOIU Y
NPaKmuKy coyianrbroi niompumku HacenrenHs. Jocniodcenus 30iliCHeHO MemoooMm
EKCNEPMHO20 ONUMYBAHHS,  AKOMY 831U yuacme 18 ¢axieyis i3 coyianvhoi pobomu,
saKi npeocmaensanu 18 cintbcokux pomao i3 pizHux pecionis Kpainu.

Ompumani pesynomamu 3aceiOYuy, Wo YuPposizayis COYiarbHux nociye y
CITbCOKUX  2pomMadax 6I00YBAEMbC  HEPIGHOMIDHO 1 CYNPOBOOICYEMBCA  HU3KOIO
mpyonowie. Ceped KIOYOBUX BUKIUKIE PECHOHOEHMU GUOKPEMUTIU. HEOOCMAMHICHb
mMexHIuHOl Hghpacmpykmypu, oOMedceHicmb 0ocmyny HAaceneHHs: 00 CmAbOiIbHO20
iHmepHemy, HU3bLKUL pigeHb YUPPOBUX KOMHEMeHMHOCmel AK Ompumyeadis, max i
HAOAsawis CoyianbHux MnNociye, a maxkodc oOepiyum HABUATBHUX Npocpam i
Memoouuno2o  Cynpogoody. Baowcnusum  uunmuxom, AKuli - YCKAAOHIOE — Npoyec
yughposizayii, € Hu3bKA NOIHGOPMOBaAHICMb HACENEHHSA NPO HAA8HI YUDPO6i cepsicu ma
8I0CYMHICIMb HANEHCHOT MIdHCCEKMOPANbHOT 83AEMO0IL Y 2pomaoi.

Buknuxu 6yno cucmemamu3o08aHo y KilbKa NpoOAeMHUX O10KI@: MeXHiuHi
bap’epu, Kaoposi 0bMedCeHHSA, OpeaHi3ayitini mpyOHOWi Ma YIHHICHO-MOMUBAYIUHI
acnexmu. [[na  6inewioi  0ocmosipHocmi - pesyibmamu - iIOCMPOBAHO  NPAMUMU
yumamamu eKkCnepmis, uo 00360J4€ 8i000PA3UMU NPAKMUYHULL BUMID NpoOIeMU.

Ha ocuoei ananizy excnepmuux OYiHOK 3aNPONOHOBAHO HANPAMU NOOOJAHHS
suUAGNeHUX Oap epie, ceped AKUX: PO3BUMOK YUDPOBUX KomnemeHmHocmel ¢haxisyie
ma KIEHmis, CMBOPeHHs IHKII3UEHOI Yudposoi iHpacmpykmypu, po3pooKa
HABUAIbHO-MEMOOUYHUX Mamepianié O NpaKkmukie coyianrbHoi pooomu, niOCUleHHs.
Midc8idomuoi cnienpayi Ha MicyesoMmy piGHI ma iHmezpayis 0epiHCasHuUx i pecioOHATbHUX
npozpam yughposoi mpauncghopmayii' y cmpamezii po36umky CilbCbKux 2pomao.

Pesynomamu docnidoicenns maroms npukiaoHe 3HaA4eHHs Ol OP2aHi8 MiCYe8o2o
CaM08pPA0Y8AHHS, COYIANbHUX CAYAHCO, OCBIMHIX | 2poMadCLKUX oOpeawnizayiu, AKi
npayowms y Hanpsami 3a0e3nedenHs 0OCMYNHOCMI ma SKOCMI COYIANbHUX NOCHye Y
Cinbebkux epomadax. Bounu maxosxc moocyms cmamu 0cHo8010 011 BUPOOIEHHS
HayioHanvbHol noaimuxku yugposizayii coyianvroi cepu 3 ypaxyeanuwam nompe6b i
MONCIUBOCIEU CLILCOKUX MEPUMOPILI.

Knrouosi cnosa: coyianvna poboma, coyianvHi nOCayeu, 2pomaod, CilbCbKa
epomada,  yugpposizayis,  OYIHIOGAHHS 8  COYlAbHIU — pobomi,  yugposi
KOMNEemeHmMHOCHII.
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