“We were lucky, we have built a strong community around us": Coping with COVID-19 crisis - the case of the Women’s Courtyard

Introduction

While the transition to adulthood is already a challenging task, among young women facing complex situations of social exclusion it is many times more complex. However, research on the work of welfare organizations for young women in transition to adulthood in times of emergency is lacking. The coronavirus epidemic is a case study of how an establishment for young women copes with social exclusion during an emergency. The purpose of the research presented in this article was to examine how a framework for young women leverages the social and community network it has built to provide an effective response to the sudden emergency imposed on society.
The Transition to Adulthood for Socially Excluded Women 
The transition to adulthood is a major developmental stage for every young person. During this period the social duties and roles of a person alter dramatically. Yet poverty impacts youth experiences of home leaving, marriage, and parenthood. Low-income youth are at greater risk of early home leaving but less likely to leave after age 18. They are less likely to marry, though they have a greater risk of parenthood before age 25. Taken as a whole, these outcomes can set youth up for negative trajectories throughout adulthood and may not allow youth in poverty the same opportunity for an extended period of emerging adulthood (Brezin & DeMarco, 2010). 
Recent years have evidence of the phenomenon of young adults “boomeranging” back to the parental home (Bingham 2009; Waite 2008) yet not all populations have the opportunity to do so, especially when the parents’ home was a source of adversity. For young women without family support, the transition to adulthood is more challenging, as they lack the assistance that usually provides both a security net and a place to live until they attain fiscal self-sufficiency (Kendig, et al, 2014). 
Young women who lack family support suffer from high poverty rates that increase when leaving home (Assve et al., 2006). They also suffer from unstable employment, more incidents of violence, and higher arrest rates. They find it difficult to complete their education, they often marry and start families younger, which further impedes their educational and professional attainments. Finally, having less family and social support, they tend to suffer more emotional difficulties (Lee & Goldberg, 2016;  Matud et al., 2020).
Research addressing community responsibility is relatively scant, and the social context in many of these studies is often not considered a significant factor. This is despite today’s widespread acknowledgment that community is a significant basis for the integration and reintegration of socially excluded people and populations (Nochajski & Schweitzer, 2014; Walker, et al, 2016). Liu et al, (2019) found that people who suffer from higher social exclusion are more influenced by community support in general, especially when participating in health-topic interactions. 
During the coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19), women found themselves at home caring for children or infirm relatives at higher rates than men, and many lost their employment as a result (Alon et al, 2020). Consequently, their pandemic-induced decline in earnings and occupational status in the context of the pandemic was greater than that of men (Kabeer et al., 2021; Kristal & Yaish, 2020; Menta, 2021);). Staying at home also increased the incidence of serious injury, even death, among women suffering gender-based violence (GBV) (Lokot & Avakyan, 2020; Solórzano, et al., 2020). Women who experience social exclusion and poverty regularly are prone to harsh consequences in times of pandemic. Nyahunda et al (2021) found that the COVID-19 pandemic is enhancing the catastrophic implications created by climate change on rural women whose food security systems are shattered, livelihood strategies maimed, caregiving roles burgeoning, and access to healthcare systems compromised. Similar findings were found in different regions around the world; whereas men were more infected, women were more suppressed from its social and economic outcomes (Chitiga et al., 2022; Kabeer et al., 2021; Ochoa & Maisonnave, 2021) This daunting double impact is aggravated by gender inequalities, social exclusion, and patriarchal dominance. In an article titled “Violence against women and children during COVID-19— One year on and 100 papers in” Bourgault et al (2021) emphasize the extreme extent of the domestic distress of women during a pandemic. Dominelli and colleagues gathered information from 16 countries concerning social work practices and policies during COVID-19. They conclude that “The most damaging effects of the pandemic resulting from various state responses to it have impacted most on children and vulnerable families.” (Dominelli et al., 2020, p. 5). Since we are still prone to experience large-scale emergencies, it is worthwhile to study the coping mechanisms by which women who experience social exclusion developed during the recent pandemic.

Feminist Community Social Work
Community Social Work
Community-based social work developed since the 1950s and its development accelerated since the 60’s-70’s of the 20th century. Being a field of expertise that is added to individual and group counseling, it is based on holistic observation and action, on the participation of the community in which the social workers’ practice, and on social activism and policy change. It is conceptually based on Freire's critical education, and it works to develop community members' critical awareness and knowledge (McCusker, 2020). Throughout the years, women were involved in refining community social work and poured the contents of feminist social work into community social work. They influenced the adoption of ideas of praxis, which express critical approaches to understanding and analyzing the changing reality, changing speech norms and raising a voice in the struggle for change, recognition of power and empowerment in change processes. They emphasized  the need for political involvement, the integration of the idea that 'the personal is political' and the struggle to reduce oppression (Fook, 2022).
Feminist Social Work
Feminist social work is based on critical feminist theories that emphasize the influence of gender on the power relationships inherent in it as a material factor in the experience of women suffering social exclusion (Adams, et al, 2009; Fook, 2016; Orme, 2009). 
Another important conceptualization in feminism which is also central to feminist social work is intersectionality, which emphasizes that when a person is on society’s fringes in one sphere, there is a significant chance that that individual will be on the fringes of other spheres as well. This observation generates the recognition that there is a multiplicity and diversity of life experiences and lived experiences (Crenshaw, 1991). Rooted in Black feminist thought and scholar-activists and introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991), intersectionality has advanced feminist studies beyond a gendered perspective of women’s experience that includes only gender and race. Intersectionality sheds light on the intertwined nature of different types of social inequality and power. Collins (2015) defined it as “the critical insight that race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age operate not as unitary, mutually exclusive entities, but as reciprocally constructing phenomena that in turn shape complex social inequalities” (p. 2). The work of a radical social worker goes beyond the obvious problem to the analysis of the forces that facilitate communities’ current situation. In contrast to the narrow perspective of the gender lens, observation via the intersectional lens offers deeper insights into how dimensions of power, historically structured inequality, and life experience help construct gender-responsive work in general, and  in the case of this study– - concerning the pandemic in particular (Ryan et al., 2020).
Feminist social work combines the professional theoretical approaches of social work aimed at helping people attain a decent standard of well-being and a good life together with feminist approaches grounded in both theoretical and activist orientations. According to the feminist approach, the purpose of social services is to resist the social replication underlying suppressive power relations. Critical thinking about social services has evolved from the understanding that socially excluded people, who generally require social services, possess unique knowledge relevant to forming optimal working approaches for reducing these barriers and the social exclusion itself (Komem, 2006; Krumer-Nevo and Barak, 2006). 
Feminist community social work
Feminist community social work thrive to adapt a holistic observation and action and to encourage the participation of the community in which the social workers are involved in, social activism and policy change. As a basis for developing strategies for change it also thrives to develop community members' critical awareness and knowledge of their social, economic, and political situation, to the threats and opportunities in their environment, and to the strengths and weaknesses of the community. To achieve these aims feminist community social work will thrive to adopt critical ideas of praxis, to understand and analyze the changing reality, change speech norms and raise a voice in the struggle for change. It calls for the recognition of power and empowerment in change processes, emphasizes  the need for political involvement, and integrates the idea that 'the personal is political' and the struggle to reduce oppression requires focusing on intersectionality that women experience.
Intervention through group and community social work has led to the generation of resources that promote participation and contribution in meeting the needs of the people who require primary or community care from social services (Mestre, 2015). The creation of community resources by and for the people who need social services helps instill care practices (food banks, health, etc.) that dignify people and strengthen them, being seen as part of the solution as opposed rather than being viewed as the problem. Changing the intervention focus requires considering how different social problems affect women and the situations of vulnerability, risk, and exclusion in which they are placed. Intervention through group and community social work has empowered disenfranchised women and endowed them with dignity while bypassing care and paternalistic practices (Morales-Villena, 2021).
When establishing critical feminist community organizations one can refer to the key elements Cheney (2014) identifies to delimit alternative organizations: First, individual autonomy, implying that members have a say in organizational issues that affect them. Second, equality/equity promotes the notion of a “shared opportunity and stake.” Third, participation and democracy call for measures to ensure that each individual can contribute to decision-making. Hence, the first three key elements can be associated with internal inclusivity as laid out in our conceptual framework (see above) based on Goodin (1996). The fourth key element, solidarity, and connection, describes how alternative organizations act in solidarity not only with their members but also with the broader community and the natural environment, a feature that Cheney (2014) links to ongoing debates around the “triple bottom line” of organizations. Accordingly, we conceptualize solidarity and connection as encompassing the social and natural environment of an organization (Etzion, 2007). Last but not least, the fifth key element, practices, and policies following these values, reflects how alternative values are implemented within the organization (Bendl et al, 2022).
Another characteristic of feminist community social work organizations is conceptualized as Home-place [Hirsch, 2000): the creation of a "home place" that enables the development of self via organizational responsiveness to girls’ voices, strong bonds between girls and staff, adaptive peer friendship cliques, and the development of programs that fuse the interests of girls and adult staff.  
Such a home-place would include a comforting and safe environment as opposed to the constricting environments they might find elsewhere, a space for resistance against constraining social and political norms, and a place to develop in relationships with adults and peers from diverse backgrounds… a place where girls can be connected to each other and their inner selves." (Hirsch et al., 2000, 215). 
Pryor & Outley (2014) suggest that such home places “become important islands of hope for marginalized youth” yet, “additional research is needed to understand how these spaces assist youth in responding to larger political and economic forces in their communities.” (p. 272).

The Research Context: The Women’s Courtyards – An Alternative Critically-Oriented Service
“The Women’s Courtyard” was founded in 2003 by a social worker and a criminologist who sought a new and different way to work and interact with young and adolescent women who cope with extreme situations of social exclusion, poverty, hardship, and danger. The Women’s Courtyard offers a unique approach to working with such young women, relying on social work critical theory (Adams, et al, 2002), seeking to understand how social power structures are reproduced in the lives of the Courtyard service users, mapping the nature of the actions, and trying to employ alternative action within these power structures. The first Women’s Courtyard was founded in Jaffa and offered a hairdresser, an open space structured like a large living room, a kitchen to prepare meals, and two smaller rooms for private conversations, all free of charge. The Women’s Courtyard organizes regular recreational activities and classes, as well as free employment, welfare, finance, health care and self-advocacy services for its visitors. Adolescents and young women can choose with which staff member they want to speak. Some adolescents and young women visit for an activity, and others come to stay in the Courtyard and eat. Courtyard staff members are women only and mostly social workers. Currently, there are three Courtyards – in Jaffa, Haifa, and Netanya. These provide services for girls and young women experiencing extreme poverty and social exclusion, and each has a unique character within the application of critical social work principles. The population that uses the services of each Courtyard is slightly different although all Courtyards are ethnically mixed. Whereas Jaffa and Haifa are mixed towns where both Jews and Arabs live, Netanya is mainly characterized as a city with a large immigrant population, from Ethiopia in the 1990s, and most recently from France. Every Courtyard has a regional coordinator, a social worker, an employment coordinator, and permanent volunteers. The Women’s Courtyard Society has a permanent group of supporting women, and recently established a Board of Directors, reflecting the institutionalization of the organizational processes.
Each Courtyard works with approximately 50–70 women who visit the Courtyard regularly, and many dozens more who visit intermittently. The Courtyards has no complete data concerning the length of stay and the demographic characteristics of the service users who attend it. 
The women arrived by word of mouth thus several specific communities chose to become the target population of the courtyards and they were branded as social services for youth and young women who suffer from poverty, violent habitat, social exclusion, and diverse adversities. The women who attend the courtyards lack formal education, some are employed in “dead-end” employments, and some are unemployed, all experience poverty and various other distresses and experience a violent and nonsecure living environment, some are mothers, in most cases the fathers are not functioning nor are in touch with their children.
There is a lack in understanding of the experiences of both women in socially excluded contexts and their staff during the pandemic and the ways in which empowerment and togetherness can occur during these times. The aim of this paper is to focus on minority women and the ways of empowering them during major crisis as we evidenced during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, and to portray the challenges and the practices of coping with COVID-19 among the service-users and the service providers of "The Women’s Courtyards” in the first year of the pandemic in its community and organizational context. More specifically, in the investigation of the lived experience of women, both users and employees of "the yards", we followed Van Manen’s phenomenology of practice, which draws from many phenomenological models to provide varying ways of ‘seeing’ a social phenomenon (van Manen, 2014,). 
Specifically, the goals of the study are to describe the organizational challenges and strengths of the courtyards during the crisis as they reorganized within and communicated with other neighboring organizations, communities, and establishments.

Method
The research method is grounded ethnography, combined with critical research. The process of constructing the research was carried out using the Grounded Theory approach (Charmaz, 2005). Based on critical approaches, this study considers every person as possessing knowledge and abilities (Krumer-Nevo & Barak, 2006). We view the young women and staff at the Women’s Courtyard as women possessing important and unique knowledge for establishing a successful and relevant learning space for themselves. We purposefully interviewed both users and staff, volunteers, managers, and social workers, to receive different prisms of the phenomena, but also to flatten hierarchies and dichotomies, in the spirit of the Yards' ideology.   By conducting semi-structured interviews with the young women and staff members, the main difficulties they were currently experiencing will be mapped. 
It is important to mention that during the first Coronavirus period, Israel restricted movement and access for most of the population. Thus, causing many women to experience loneliness and deprivation as well as concrete physical hardship. 
Participants 
The sample group consists of three young women, current users of the Women’s Courtyards’ services, as well as eleven current women’s Courtyards’ staff, both social workers and volunteers: the Courtyards’ CEO (chief executive officer), three directors of the three Courtyards, social workers in their profession, three volunteering therapists and three social workers. The young women are 18-, 19-, and 25-year-old, the youngest of them is a school student. The participants who are staff in the courtyards are 29-62 years old, the duration of stay in the courtyards is between ten months and eight years, and the mean stay in the courtyards is 3.5 years. Eight staff members are married and have children. The participants were recruited with the help of the CEOs and by snowballing. Due to the recurring waves of Coronavirus that caused much unemployment and financial difficulties - many users of the Yards found it difficult to find the time to be interviewed (shift work, temporary jobs, and caring for children and elders). However, we still wanted to use their voices as they have a valuable standpoint.
Measures
The current study follows the qualitative tradition, therefore we used descriptions and interpretations of lived experiences of the study participants. 
Procedure
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with young women, and female staff from all three Courtyards. The interviews were conducted both by the principal researchers and by research assistants with master's degrees., The interviews took place mainly in the Yards, some by Zoom. Most interviews lasted around an hour. No personal payment was offered, but we offered to present the findings to the women and staff of each Yard.  The Interview guide opened with a general request from the interviewee to tell us about herself. The following questions asked about the Yard's place in the woman's life and moved on to questions about the Coronavirus period and the difficulties it raised. The presentation focused on the coping strategies (or its lack) of the interviewee. 
Data analyses
The transcribed interviews were analyzed as initial content analysis (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009) and subsequent initial categories and sub-categories were established. Thematic content analysis was designed to identify patterns (themes) that emerge from the data and the initial units of analysis were units of meaning produced by each participant in her words. Afterward, data analysis took place in five stages: (1) continuous reading of all the content collected (2) identification of key themes and their open coding (3) refinement of a map of core categories whose titles will be taken from the texts to be analyzed, from the wordings that will emerge from the field, (4) identifying pieces of text into the categories (5) Construction of principles, metaphors, and practices from the categories and an attempt to understand the relationship between them (Herzog, 2014). We analyzed the transcriptions of service users and staff apart and together, to gain a holistic view regarding their experiences during pandemic. In interpreting the interviews, we made efforts to structure possibilities for action as well as solutions applicable to future crises (Lavie-Ajayi, 2014), using research methods of knowledge extraction and merging of knowledge.
Ethical Issues
The study was approved by the Co-CEO, who founded the organization, as well as by the current CEO, and was approved by the Yezreel Valley College Ethics Committee (Approval No. EMEK 2020-92).
Results
Our major findings point at the crucial role of the community networks the Courtyards had generated before COVID-19. We identified four major themes that emerged from both interviews of young women and staff, that constitute the principles of feminist community social work We seek to demonstrate the application of the four principles of feminist community-based social work at the Courtyard during the COVID-19 pandemic through their descriptions: (1) a holistic approach addressing physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, spatial, and other needs by means of building a supportive community; (2) a partnership of service users, which considers the service users as partners in the Courtyard just as they are in their own homes, a place where they are encouraged to make their voices heard and to describe their needs, and where they receive support and help in advocating for themselves; (3) community involvement, i.e., seeing the communities and people neighboring the Courtyard as potential partners in the Courtyard community and enlisting them for the good of the Courtyard community; (4) activism and change in policy to reduce oppression as a natural continuation of social action in the environment in which the Courtyard exists; and another theme concerning the Yards’ (5) Conflicts with authorities.
We intend to present the way in which these principles were manifested during the COVID-19 pandemic by citing what the study participants themselves had to say.
1. A Holistic Approach [Community-Based Social Work]
Before the pandemic and even more so during it, the Courtyards made a concerted effort to provide holistic solutions for adolescent and young women during the lockdowns, while trying to see the context of the response, the way it was provided, and its suitability to the specific needs of every service user.
CEO of the Courtyards: 
The Courtyard as community – there’s a combination, also because it feels like home, to try to pay attention to the small things, to solutions they can get in this space that are very much tailored to them therefore the space changes all the time. The permanent things here, there’s a professional staff. And the approach is holistic, which is unique to us; it’s like a one-stop shop where they can do it all, what’s unique is that they are helped to the extent they want to be helped, how they want to be helped; they’re partners in setting their own goals.
Director, Netanya: 
On the first day [of the lockdown], It was, like, let’s say, 80 girls, and we divided them up among the three of us and we called each and every one of them. we asked what was happening at home, and we mediated solutions from the welfare services, from the city, also for their families. The forms, the computers, the… I don’t know, even down to food baskets; we got stuff like that and handed it out.
As these two quotes show, the girls are "partners in setting their own goals", in the sense that the solution is in constant negotiation with each one of them. The caretakers mainly used their experience and community connections to 'mediate solutions".
2. The Courtyard as an Empowering Place
This theme was combined from several sub-themes that describe the role of the courtyards for the service users: (a) The Courtyard as a home; (b) The Courtyard as a safe community for women; (c) The Courtyard as a provider of concrete as well as emotional needs; and (d) The Courtyard as a place to restore belief in oneself. The organizing principle of the theme is the courtyards' empowering function.
[bookmark: _Hlk131771733]a. The Courtyard as a home 
Both users and staff view the Courtyard as a home, not a service. It is an extension of a safe, secure place, and at times even a substitute for the absence of a safe or secure place at home. Social services are not the be-all and end-all of Courtyard activities; rather, the Courtyard also generates an environment that provides an experience of home, of sitting in the living room, chatting, eating meals together, pots full of food waiting on the stove for them. And, of course, women who ask newcomers “how they’re doing.”
A young woman from Netanya: 
	It’s like a second home, it’s like… If you’re down in the dumps, you still don't stay in bed, I get up, get myself together, and go to the Courtyard. You don’t even have to get dressed; you can come in your pajamas. I can sit here and cry or spill my heart out to one of the girls on staff. I feel like doing it here because I don’t have a place; there’s no space for me at home.
Social worker, Netanya: 
Here I do things the same as I do at my own house. It’s just being with the girls, the young women, not on equal terms because there really isn’t any such thing as absolutely equal, but it’s as if we’re totally [in this] together… together with them… 
[bookmark: _Hlk131771764]b. The Courtyard as a safe community for women
The Courtyard as an all-women’s community is a space free of the threats young women experience in the shared female-male sphere. This is especially critical in the context of the lives of many of them who, according to the staff, have been and continue to be harmed by the men in their daily lives.
Young woman, Netanya: 
I think that what makes this place so special is that it’s just for women…Other places  [The community center, school] weren’t at all significant or experiential the way it was here.”
Temporary director, Haifa: 
First, security. They enter through the gates and they’re safe. And that’s not self-evident, because many of them don’t live in spaces that are secure for them…being able for a second to let go of your issues, your problems, all of that, and themselves is itself significant.
However, despite the security the yards provide, the covid pandemic changed things overnight: The space of the Courtyards – an open place allowing all young women using the service limitless and unconditional entrance – became a shut space and then a selective place allowing entrance only in small groups and by pre-registration. This was a change to the fundamental essence of the Courtyards, requiring an adjustment to the new situation foreign to the Courtyards’ professionals and to its basic principles.
Director, Netanya: 
All that “Just come, come as you are,” the ostensibly personal – that was really, hard. It made us captives; it turned food into something much more difficult and rigid. It just went against… went against the Courtyard telling girls “Four of you, go.” That’s not how it worked out ever, it just didn’t work out. 
c. The Courtyard as a provider of concrete as well as emotional needs
The Courtyards provides their users with services that meet their concrete needs as well as their emotional and mental needs, which are met in a variety of ways. This is evident in interviews both with the staff members and the users.
Young woman, Haifa: 
	What do I receive in the yard? Everything. Support, love, help, even food, clothes, whatever pops into your head. I was on the edge, no food, nothing. They made sure that food was brought to me, they went shopping. They took care of me in every way. And they didn’t even know me.
Young woman, Haifa: 
A sympathetic ear when you just want to talk with someone, or just to come and rest, eat. I’ve made several friends here. Also, in terms of school, for instance, let’s say I needed lessons in math, English, whatever, they’d pair me up with someone who can help me. 
By understanding the diverse and multiple needs, the staff members of the Courtyards were able to devise an emergency plan. As can be seen in the above quotes, the needs are many, and diverse: Food, rehab basket, a place to go to away from the lock-up, as well as a place to consult about future positions in the army service, and someone "who see you."
Director, Haifa: 
I think we realized it was a “to be or not to be” situation, so at once we started to map needs, basically by making phone calls, leaving messages, zoom meetings with the girls to gain an understanding of the need, what is now unavailable to them and what we can still do given the current constellation. So, we realized that food is a major need, and we realized that the loneliness was terribly difficult.”
Social worker, Haifa: 
The girls hear one another’s stories or stories about other people. And it’s as if their feelings are validated. They see the other girls’ progress; they see the process. And they can help one another to rise higher. 
As can be seen from this theme – The Yards have many ways of approaching the different needs of the service users, and by combining the understanding that their needs are not merely psychological and not merely concrete, but unique to each of the young women – they project the fact that the service users are seen, and in that way, they are empowered. 
3. Community Involvement
The third theme refers to the importance of the neighborhood and the relationships that were built before the crisis with the local community. As such' the neighborhood is presented as the encasement of the Yards, and as a crucial partner to their survival during the pandemic.
5. a. The personal is political
The interviews elicited the insight that the personal situation of the young women reflects the condition of society: the social condition is tied to their lives and the opportunities afforded to them.
Director, Netanya: 
The worse the country’s situation got during COVID, in Heftzibah [neighborhood], things got even worse .It's a poor neighborhood. It got bad for our young women, and for the men in Heftzibah it got even worse; I think the situation was much, much, much worse and they [the women]have far fewer resources… 
Social worker, Haifa: 
I think it’s possible that the Arab women and girls were a little more resistant to the COVID regime, like, with the masks and distancing and all that. …Lately, in terms of the difficulties around COVID, it may  be they ran into greater financial trouble. But also, because they came from a lower starting point.
b. Relationship with the community and the neighborhood
The interviews elicited many descriptions of the connection between the Courtyards and their geographical neighborhoods and communities.
Temporary director, Haifa: 
We’re on Ben-Yehuda, the trashiest street in Hadar [Haifa neighborhood], which is, in general, a pretty trashy neighborhood, and we’re really at home here. …. It’s a very marginal community itself and that’s why there’s no dissonance between us and the physical environment. … I think that for some of the girls, the fact that this is an environment with which they are familiar and in which they feel comfortable is important. It’s very accessible.
Director of extractions of rights and community relations: 
lots of the clothing comes here as donations; if the stuff isn’t suitable for our girls, they bring it down there. We bring them stuff several times a week. Sometimes it’s food donations; people bring us leftovers from Elbit [Hi Tech company] we have very good communal relations, we’re very “connected” and on good terms… 
Temporary director, Haifa: 
The Haifa network that C. manages here is super significant and super momentous and super strong. And COVID was exactly the kind of situation to test that. All we needed, from tampons and paper plates and masks and gloves and a thermometer to a learning space that cost NIS 9,000 to transport the girls here and there –Iin terms of responses from the community, we’re well-connected.  It’s also very personal and very C. I mean, everyone knows C., and whenever something is needed it’s always a phone call [away].
4. Activism to Reduce Oppression
Based on feminist community-based social work, the Courtyards’ primary path to confront the pandemic challenges was activism by taking advantage of the state’s emergency benefits for the young women’s benefit, recruiting the Courtyards’ network of volunteers to create an active virtual network, and strengthening the goodwill of the Courtyards’ volunteer community.
a. Leveraging the pandemic situation for the young women’s benefit
The times of pandemic led to a series of lenient policies regarding acceptance to educational settings. Also, many citizens initiated local entrepreneurship as a substitute route for income. The staff took advantage of the opportunity and leveraged the updated policies for the welfare and advancement of the girls in the Courtyards.
Director, Netanya: 
The prerequisites to get into school were more flexible… We took advantage of it and pushed them in that direction, telling them, “Apply this year…” And, in business, … she’s doing great with a cake business… Demand for such things really went up. 
Social worker, Haifa: 
During the first lockdown, we didn’t close down at all. And we fought for it. When the whole of the rest of the country was locked down, we had permission for our employees and volunteers to leave home and drive around.
b. A network of volunteers in the virtual sphere
Another activist practice that the Courtyards hold is maintaining a large network of volunteers that during the pandemic created a significant safety net that enabled the Courtyards to continue and provide efficient services to the girls.
Volunteering therapist, Haifa: 
There are 120 volunteers and it’s a multi-age staff… It’s very diverse because there are women in their 30s, volunteers, students, and women who retired in their 60s. The force is very varied.
The director of extraction of rights and community relations demonstrates the crucial role of volunteers who could supply food, teaching aid, assistance with medical matters, etc. when the Courtyard was forced to shut down during lockdown and couldn't provide essential services: 
I think that the volunteers are a very, very important resource, also in terms of connection with the girls when there was no Courtyard, also offering hands-on support that was sometimes needed concerning medical things when there was no Courtyard. …. We opened a virtual space for the girls on Zoom three times a week. Some of the volunteers ran them, each focused on her niche.
c. Joint endeavors
One of the Courtyards’ strengths was an already built infrastructure for joint action, since they entered in advance into partnerships with community parties, organizations and the municipality, and also the Courtyards worked together and generated added value, both professionally and emotionally, long before COVID. These joint endeavors intensified during the pandemic and proved to be tremendously important during the lockdowns.
Director, Haifa: 
We always used to talk every week or two with the other Courtyards, just to ask one another, “So what did you do?” and thereby learn from one another. And it was a feeling that we’re doing something good, that we’re not just treading water and waiting for the crisis of the day to pass.
 The Courtyard in Netanya is the only one that works in tandem with a municipality. We also work with the Community Center. … They refer young women here, we refer young women there… It’s a neighborhood. I call it a ghetto. The neighborhood is a no-man’s land, Until about two years ago, some young people, … They approached a council member and thanks to them, [the city] started to make this place a little nicer. … contacted Tempo [a large beverage company headquartered in Netanya], proposed a joint project, and renovated the neighborhood; the company kicked in money. But it would never have happened without the young people. 
5. With or without you, municipal authorities– - Conflicts with Authorities
This theme illustrates the role of official support, namely – municipal welfare departments. As the quotes below demonstrate some of these departments were more cooperative while others weren't. 
CEO of courtyards: 
So, what happened with the Netanya Courtyard is that the municipality, despite instructions from the Welfare Ministry, decided to keep the [Courtyard]staff, because some of the Courtyard staff members are actually employed by the city.  In Haifa, we had a problem; we could keep only one member employed. Of three staffers, I could only keep… I kept only the director, who’s a social worker. 
Director of take-up of rights and community relations: 
We work jointly with [the Haifa Municipality Welfare Department]. It’s not always the most efficient method. They’re good to work with on the personal level, but the bureaucracy holds them and us up. It holds us up because they work by the book, and they have to… There’s no flexibility, no creativity, nothing. And then you’re stuck.
Although the Courtyards are an integral section of the national social services, conflicts with other authorities emerged concerning their target population and the role and capacity of the Courtyards.
Social worker, Netanya: 
The conflicts [with the ministry of welfare and social services] are about the target populations… we don’t like to label. …it’s really important to the Welfare Ministry to define specific populations. For example, there are lots of groups that the Ministry doesn’t see as our target population but we still welcome them and provide them with support. … the financing doesn’t reflect the scope of work and our importance to the population. And the method of work… we’re not connected to their databases. So, often the expectation is that the information will flow from us to them and not vice versa.”
Director of take-up rights and community relations mentions the dual message the Ministries sent out to them regarding their place in the social services array: 
I think it’s the year we got the most Welfare referrals in all of the Courtyards’ existence. they threw us pitiful cases that were made even more pitiful because of COVID, because there was much more violence, much more poverty, We… like, at the Courtyard, we never stopped opening the doors, but we also couldn’t work at that level of intensity as effectively as we have liked to, given the caseload.”
[bookmark: _Hlk131878447]In practice, the services the Courtyards provide are limited, and pertain mostly to affording the users access to municipal and national social services. Therefore, training clients in self-advocacy is critical so that the young women can take advantage of these services most effectively and efficiently to meet their needs. This issue came up in several interviews. for example, the CEO of the Courtyards refers to the importance of imparting self-advocacy skills to the young women and girls who come to the Courtyards so they can handle the social services they receive and need:
In fact, we’re an intermediate service connecting users with other services. Most of the young women and girls who come here don’t trust the system. They’ve either been thrown out of certain settings, or they have negative feelings about the welfare system. So, this is, like, a service to contact the welfare authorities from a different angle. Because it’s not as if we’re telling them… We don’t make them sign up for welfare. But there’s the option to do it, to do something else, to try something new… And, ironically, it’s the informality of this place that makes it possible for us to connect them with the more formal place and teach them how to be a consumer of services in a way that works for them. And that’s the whole notion of maximizing rights and providing personal help that happens through this process.

Discussion
The findings described above seem to indicate that the principles of feminist community-based social work were preserved at the Courtyards even during the challenging period of the COVID pandemic. This is despite the many difficulties and challenges the crisis posed to services such as the Courtyards, which is not an institutionalized place and is supported mostly by independent fundraising and volunteers. The community that has been built – both internally in the Courtyard itself and externally with the neighborhoods, other organizations, and between the Courtyards – proved itself to be strong and stable.
The principle of providing a holistic response that simultaneously includes physical-concrete solutions (food, computers, help with schoolwork) and emotional and spiritual answers (personal attention, “someone sees and hears me” even if only virtually, dispelling loneliness, etc.) was extended so that it differed from the Courtyard routine, but was still preserved and even expanded based on the needs and possibilities of the emergency and attendant rules. There is no doubt that, despite the lockdown and isolation, this was made possible thanks to the community already built. This community made it possible to help not only the service users but also the employees and volunteers, as it enabled them to engage in activities that are both meaningful and provide important human connections in the midst of enforced isolation and physical distancing.
The view of the Courtyards as a "home place" (Hirsch, 2000), as a community that provides protection to women, made the Courtyards – even when the physical space was closed and there was a ban on going there –an alternate or additional sphere to one’s home. While the conditions of isolation, distance, the “pods,” the need for registration, limiting the number of participants, etc., created conditions that differed from the Courtyards’ normal operating principles, the resilience of the human community generated the possibility to partly preserve (at least for a while) the sense of safety and belonging.
A key recurring topic is working hand-in-hand with the surrounding communities: other organizations, the neighborhood in which the Courtyard is located, the various welfare institutions, and the municipality. The interviews seem to indicate that the connections and joint work with private, public, and nonprofit associations as well as neighborhood residents were critical to the Courtyards’ survival and functioning in this crisis.
Another important dimension that surfaced in the interviews is activism designed to reduce oppression stemming from poverty, otherness, and marginalization. It would never occur to the women of the Courtyard to close the Courtyard community even when it was forced to close as a physical space. That is how the communal sphere breaks the bonds of the physical space. Yet in the interviews we noticed very few elements of knowledge recognition or joint learning with or from the young women came up.
As evidenced by the interviewees, the strength of the community was a central motivating factor during the pandemic. At first glance, the lockdowns and isolations imposed on the entire population are the very antitheses of all operating principles that inform feminist community-based social work in general and those of the Women’s Courtyard in particular. Classification and labeling, constricting movement and space, isolation, and lockdown – all of these were difficult for most people. But when it comes to young women suffering economic hardship, social ostracism, and often violence within the family, the risk to their health and wellbeing because of the restrictions and lockdowns was no less serious (and possibly more serious!) than contracting COVID. All the women of the Courtyard – users, employees, and volunteers – realized this very quickly. As people used to improvise, finding emergency solutions in the blink of an eye, and building a community inwards and outwards, their human community continued to function even when the physical sphere was closed to them. The branched and wide network that the yards created around them, including reciprocal support between Courtyards, neighborhood relations, the Courtyards' Circle of donators and supporters, as well as the establishment of relations with municipal and state institutions, enabled this flexibility and agility in addition to the ability to innovate and improvise solutions to the crisis in a short time.
Being a nonformal institution the Courtyards suffer from an ambivalent attitude from the authorities. On the one hand, the Yards is perceived as a crucial service that succeeds in working with women whom the formal institutions cannot communicate with and the Yards managed a handful of referrals from the formal services but on the other hand, its fluidity that enlarges their capacity to be inclusive and provide flexible and versatile responses to the women, positioned the Yards in a somewhat ambivalent position amidst the formal gaze. In a sense, the yards are also a kind of outcast for the social services, and they employ networking strategies to avoid the results and consequences of the intersectionality they experience as a strange social service.  
Following Cheney (2014) who mentioned solidarity and connection with the broader community and the natural environment as an element of feminist social organizations, we evidence the Yards as a social service that applies care practices that involve the women and the community thus perceiving them as part of the solution and not as elements of the social problem.
Creating various social networks with the local communities, local volunteers, and local organizations as well as with other Courtyards is a complicated, time-consuming but highly rewarding and strengthening practice. This practice of bonding to various and even unusual organizations and persons enables wide, diverse, flexible, and dynamic solutions in times of pandemic and in stressed times at large and enables creative and rapid adaptation to unexpected trajectories.
Study limitations
The study is based in interviews mostly with Courtyard staff members rather than service users who were difficult to locate and, even if located, difficult to enlist to this study. This perspective is partly presented in the findings. Also missing from the complete picture is the perspective of other stakeholders that operated around and together with the Courtyards. Furthermore, the study does not compare the pre- and post-pandemic periods, but only provides a snapshot of a given time, meaning that it is based on testimony provided by employees located squarely within their own subjective impressions of an experience during a difficult period. Lastly, the study refers to just one service of many that young women use and therefore lacks a comprehensive assessment of responses.
We’ll conclude with the immortal words of John Donne:
No man is an island,
Entire of itself,
Every man is a piece of the continent,
A part of the main.
If a clod be washed away by the sea,
Europe is the less.
As well as if a promontory were.
As well as if a manor of thy friend's
Or of thine own were:
Any man's death diminishes me,
Because I am involved in mankind,
And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls;
It tolls for thee.
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