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Preface

he original impetus for creating The Social Work Skills

Workbook began with observations and, yes, com-

plaints from students that social work professors and
their textbooks tend to “talk about practice rather than help
us learn what to do and how to do it.” This was a typical com-
ment: “In the classroom, the professors talk at such abstract
levels that when I'm with clients, I don’t really know what I'm
supposed to do.” Clearly, we needed more practical and ap-
plied learning materials.

The eighth edition of The Social Work Skills Workbook
addresses these needs and provides opportunities for you
to gain proficiency in essential social work skills. While
maintaining the general organizational structure of earlier
editions, several changes enhance support for the social, eco-
nomic, and environmental justice mission of the profession
and the nature and scope of contemporary social work prac-
tice. The integration of the social work skills and the com-
petencies identified in the 2015 iteration of the Educational
Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) of the Coun-
cil on Social Work Education (CSWE) remain evident, as
do many of the abilities addressed in social work licensing
examinations sponsored by the Association of Social Work
Boards (ASWB). Indeed, each social work skill supports one
or more of the 43 knowledge and value statements (KVs)
and the 31 practice behaviors (PBs) which elaborate the
nine core competencies presented in the EPAS. They also
address knowledge, skills and abilities (KSAs) contained
in the ASWB exams. However, the skills workbook should
not be viewed as a manual for the CSWE endorsed EPAS
competencies or as a study guide for the ASWB sponsored
licensing examinations. The social work skills incorporated
here are consistent with the purposes of the profession, its
core values and ethics, and findings from the professional
literature and scholarly research studies.

Consistent with social works person-in-environment
perspective, studies that highlight the “power of context”
serve to inform the selection of case examples and exer-
cises included in this edition. This edition reflects increased
attention to policy—practice and social action, and main-
tains its focus upon scientific inquiry, critical thought, and

Goals

Following completion of The Social
Work Skills Workbook, you should
be able to:

e Apply the dimensions of
professionalism in social work
practice.

e Think critically in professional
contexts and throughout the phases
and processes of social work.

e Engage in scientific inquiry and
lifelong learning to seek, discover,
evaluate, and apply relevant
knowledge in professional practice.

e Access a place of peace, engage
diversity and difference, and
accept others in a culturally
sensitive and respectful manner.

e Consider core social work
values, ethics, and relevant legal
obligations in making ethical
decisions and taking ethical action.

e Demonstrate oral and written
communication skills in working
with individuals, families, groups,
organizations, communities, and
societies.

o Apply the skills of preparing,
beginning, exploring, assessing,
contracting, working and
evaluating, and ending in your
work with and on behalf of
individuals, families, groups,
organizations, and communities.

e Engage in policy-practice and
social action to advocate for
human rights; social, economic,
and environmental justice; and
social well-being.

® Assess and evaluate one’s
proficiency in the social work skills.

® Prepare a Social Work Skills
Learning Portfolio to plan,
integrate, synthesize, and
document lifelong learning for
your career in social work.

xi

18/02/16 3:33 PM



xii | Preface

incorporation of research-based knowledge in collaborative decision making with clients and
others. Such emphases reflect current political and socioeconomic conditions as well as con-
temporary views of evidence-based and outcome-informed practice. Clearly, social workers are
guided by practice-relevant, credible research findings. However, we also recognize our human
tendencies toward self-affirmation and confirmation bias. Therefore, we consistently seck evi-
dence of progress toward those collaboratively established goals that clients, social workers, and
other stakeholders pursue. We engage in continuous evaluation of our work with individuals,
families, groups, organizations, and communities to improve outcomes as well as enhance the
quality of our service to others.

'This edition of The Social Work Skills Workbook may be used (1) as the primary text for social work

» e

practice and social work skills laboratory courses (which might be titled “interviewing skills,” “in-

”» e ” (e

terpersonal skills,” “professional skills,” “interactional skills,” “interpersonal communication skills,”

»” K«

“microskills,” “practice skills,” or “helping skills”labs); (2) as a text for introductory, “immersion,” or
professional socialization seminars or modules; (3) as a workbook for social work practice courses;
(4) by social work students and field instructors during practicum experiences; and (5) by profes-
sional social workers seeking to enhance their professionalism and their proficiency in essential

social work skills.

New to the Eighth Edition

e Fully integrated with the most recent (2015) iteration of the Educational Policy and Educational
Standards (EPAS) of the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE).

e Enhanced integration with online resources through MindTap.

e More colorful and attractive style, and improved readability.

e Increased exploration of social, economic, and environmental justice—including contemporary

forms of racism and related topics such as mass incarceration, police misconduct, increasing

income and wealth inequality, and political and financial corruption and oppression.

Added emphasis to social and political action, policy-practice, and cause and class advocacy.

Major new case illustration and analysis for the purposes of ethical analysis and decision making.

New, revised, and updated in-chapter and end-of chapter exercises.

Revised assessment content, processes, and skills.

Improved and more detailed guidelines for the five-session experiential learning exercise with a

practice client.

e The Self-Appraisal of Proficiency of EPAS Competency-Based Knowledge and Values, and Practice
Behaviors—Updated and revised.

e The Social Work Skills Test—Updated and revised.

Social work programs may use the skills workbook in courses over two terms in their BSW or
MSW foundation curriculums. This approach allows students additional time to complete and re-
flect upon the numerous skill-building exercises, and to refine materials included within their Social
Work Skills Learning Portfolios (see Appendix 1) that result from completion of chapter exercises.
To facilitate such an option, this edition is organized into two major parts. Part 1: Professionalism
introduces students to the values, culture, and context of social work. It contains an introduction
and four chapters that address 10 dimensions of professionalism: integrity; self-understanding and
self-control; knowledge, expertise, and self-efficacy; social support and well-being; critical thinking
and scientific inquiry; lifelong learning; diversity and difference; human rights and social, economic,
and environmental justice; policy—practice; and ethical decision making. The exercises contained in
Part 1 emphasize these aspects of professionalism and involve scientific inquiry, critical thought and
reflection, independent learning, and preparation of several written documents.

33780_fm_ptg01.indd 12 18/02/16 3:33 PM
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Part 2: Social Work Skills emphasizes skills needed for contemporary practice. Part 2 begins with
a review of the basic skills of talking and listening followed by chapters that address skills associated
with seven phases of practice: (1) preparing, (2) beginning, (3) exploring, (4) assessing, (5) contract-
ing, (6) working and evaluating, and (7) ending. The exercises in Part 2 are competency-based and
focus on the development of proficiency in the social work skills.

'The Council on Social Work expects programs to assess students’ progress toward the achieve-
ment of competencies. Furthermore, programs must use the results of such assessments to im-
prove program quality and educational outcomes. Typically, social work programs expect their
students to demonstrate proficiency in most or all of the social work skills reflected in this book.
Because each of the social work skills supports one or more of the EPAS competencies, the Social
Work Skills Self-Appraisal Questionnaire (Appendix 3); the Self-Appraisal of Proficiency: EPAS
Competency-Based Knowledge and Values, and Practice Behaviors (Appendix 13), and items from
The Social Work Skills Test (Appendix 2)—especially when used in “before” and “after” fashion—
can contribute data for student learning outcome assessment of individual students, student co-
horts, and the program as a whole.

The Social Work Skills Test may be used to advance individual student learning or for social
work program evaluation. Students may complete some or all test items at the beginning of a course
or program of study and then again at the end to provide a direct indication of learning progress.
Professors may find students’ responses to the first test administration helpful in determining which
skills to emphasize or reinforce during the learning experience.

The Social Work Skills Test contains two major parts. Part 1 includes 140 true-false and
multiple-choice items that refer directly to descriptive content contained within the book. These
items are written primarily at the comprehension level of intellectual development. In order to
answer such items correctly, you must have read, understood, and remembered material presented
in the book. Part 2 includes 50 short-answer items through which you apply what you have learned
to practice scenarios. More intellectually challenging than Part 1, these items are framed at the
application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation levels of intellectual development. Many of these
items approximate contexts and exchanges that commonly occur in social work practice. You must
invest considerable thought, judgment, and care in responding to items in Part 2 of The Social
Work Skills Test.

Many of the end-of-chapter exercises result in word-processed documents for inclusion in the
Social Work Skills Learning Portfolio. As a result, learners naturally create additional relevant infor-
mation for potential use in outcome assessment—whether that involves self-assessment by learners
themselves, or evaluation by their professors, advisers, or the school, department, or educational
program. The documents are stored in a designated portion of an electronic storage medium such as
a computer hard drive or removable disk. Prepared in word-processed format, the learning portfolio
provides ready access to documentary evidence of progress in developing proficiency in the social
work skills. The Social Work Skills Learning Portfolio may also be used for self-assessment pur-
poses or by professors to evaluate individual student learning. Social work schools and departments
may use the portfolios of student cohorts (or samples thereof) to evaluate the general effectiveness
of a course or educational program. Educators may use the assessments and evaluations formatively
to identify additional individual or group learning needs, or summatively to determine a rank, status,
or grade. When collated and aggregated by class or cohort, responses to self-appraisal questions and
test items, and the numerous documents produced for the Social Work Skills Learning Portfolio
can help social work programs evaluate progress toward the achievement of their educational goals,
objectives, and competencies as part of their effort to improve learning outcomes and meet CSWE
accreditation standards.
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Some skill-building exercises involve resources available through the Internet, whereas others
require personal reflection, self-analysis, or some form of critical thinking and scholarly inquiry.
Certain exercises may provoke discomfort as students begin to question or challenge strongly held
personal beliefs, attitudes, and ideologies. Indeed, some discomfort may stimulate you to think skep-
tically and critically about your own ideas and those of others. You might even change your mind
about some things you now assume to be true. As social workers, we routinely face extraordinarily
difficult and highly stressful situations that challenge our personal views, values, and expectations.
We must learn to cope with and manage considerable individual, interpersonal, and social distress
as well as a great deal of intellectual ambiguity so that we can maintain primary focus on our clients’
needs and goals, on human rights and social justice, and on our own professional responsibilities.

Please use the exercises in this book to explore and indeed question your assumptions about
humans and human behavior, about fairness and justice, and about life and living. Don’t believe ev-
erything you think. Appreciate that social work commonly involves complex, deep thinking about
personal and social phenomena that often trigger powerful emotions and attitudes. As you use this
book, I hope you learn to examine and analyze the underlying assumptions and the nature, source,
and quality of the evidence that support the values and ideas that guide your approach to others and
the world around you.

'The individuals, families, groups, organizations, communities, and societies that social work-
ers serve differ in various ways. As you proceed through the skills book, you will explore problems,
issues, and scenarios that reflect diversity and difference as well as some that reveal profound com-
monalities within our human family. Many exercises address aspects of culture, status, and dif-
ference as they relate to policies and practices that affect human rights and social, economic, and
environmental justice.

Completion of the learning exercises leads to the preparation of two “case records.” Based on
self-understanding gained through various exercises, you prepare the description and assessment
sections of your own personal case record. In addition, you produce a more complete and more
formal case record in the course of conducting five interviews with a “practice client.” The five inter-
views provide an opportunity for you to simulate all phases of the working relationship (preparing,
beginning, exploring, assessing, contracting, working and evaluating, and ending). In addition to the
description, assessment, and contract sections, you also prepare progress notes and a closing sum-
mary as you engage a practice client in this intensive practice exercise. Both “case records” represent
important written products for inclusion in the Social Work Skills Learning Portfolio.

'The cases and situations used as illustrative examples and incorporated within learning exercises
come from a variety of service settings and circumstances. Although many of the case vignettes
involve interaction with individuals, families, and groups, several relate to work with organizations
and communities. The significance of social and environmental factors is reflected as are the inter-
relationships between people and the environment. Several examples of extra-client systems (for
example, referral sources, community resources, or related social systems) are incorporated, and
case vignettes are chosen with a view toward diversity of age, gender, sexual orientation, and racial,
ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic status.

Professors who employ the workbook in their social work courses may use the exercises in a
variety of ways. As part of a homework or in-class assignment, they might ask students to respond
to selected exercises and then call on students to share their responses and discuss the character-
istics that account for proficiency. Alternately, professors may assign certain exercises as written
homework for evaluation. Numerous opportunities stimulate evaluation processes of various kinds,
including self-assessments, peer assessments, and appraisals by instructors. Indeed, professors may
use aggregated assessment data to highlight skill areas that need further collective attention or
move more quickly through skill areas where proficiency is already high. Similarly, students and

33780_fm_ptg01.indd 14 18/02/16 3:33 PM
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professors may periodically review the Social Work Skills Learning Portfolios for formative or sum-
mative assessment purposes.

During classroom meetings, professors may ask students to form pairs, triads, or small groups
to carry out selected learning exercises. Role plays in which learners alternately assume the part of
client and social worker can be especially effective learning experiences—particularly when there
is timely and constructive feedback from the professor. In general, professors should recognize that
we use the social work skills in the context of helping people. Therefore, learning processes that ap-
proximate the actual doing with opportunities for evaluative feedback are preferred. “Talking about”
topics can lead to considerable insight. However, when skills and competencies are involved, doing,
applying, and practicing tend to yield a much greater return on our educational investment.

In addition to appendices that pertain to self-appraisal and evaluation tools, other appendices
contain materials to support your learning. Within the appendices you will find an interview rat-
ing form for clients; guidelines and forms for the multiweek experiential interviewing exercise; an
alphabetized vocabulary of English “feeling” words; an example of the Description, Assessment,
and Contract (DAC) portions of a case record; a form for assessing skills performance during in-
terviews with simulated or actual clients; a table of social work skills; and a table that links skills to
the knowledge and values, and practice behaviors that support the nine core EPAS competencies.

In addition to the appendices, ancillary learning resources are available through the book’s com-
panion website—accessible via the Cengage Learning portal at www.cengage.com.

B Ancillaries

MindTap

The Social Work Skills Workbook comes with MindTap, an online learning solution created to harness
the power of technology to drive student success. This cloud-based platform integrates a number of
learning applications (“apps”) into an easy to use and easy to access tool that supports a personalized
learning experience. MindTap combines student learning tools—readings, multimedia, activities,
and assessments—into a singular Learning Path that guides students through the course.

Online Instructor’s Manual

'The Instructor’s Manual (IM) contains a variety of resources to aid instructors in preparing and
presenting text material in a manner that meets their personal preferences and course needs. It
presents chapter-by-chapter suggestions and resources to enhance and facilitate learning. Available
on the instructor companion site.

Online Test Bank

For supplementary assessment support, the updated test bank includes true/false, multiple-choice,
matching, short answer, and essay questions for each chapter. Available on the instructor companion
site.

Online PowerPoint Lecture Slides

'These vibrant Microsoft® PowerPoint® lecture slides for each chapter assist instructors with their
lectures by providing concept coverage using images, figures, and tables directly from the textbook.
Awailable on the instructor companion site.
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Introduction

‘ N J elcome to the exciting and challenging world

of social work! As a social worker, you may

serve individuals, families, groups, organizations, and
communities in all kinds of situations. You may do
so in direct collaboration with others or indirectly
through the development and implementation of
policies and programs; organization of groups and
communities; leadership of organizations; the design
and conduct of socially relevant research studies

and evaluation projects; or participation in major
social movements intended to resist oppression,
safeguard endangered human rights, or advance
social, economic, or environmental justice. The range
of settings in which you might function is wide

and varied. The contexts for social work practice

are often complex, usually demanding, and always
challenging. Despite the extraordinary demands,

(Continued)

Core Competencies

The content addressed in this chapter supports the
following core EPAS competencies:

Competency 1: Demonstrate Ethical
and Professional Behavior

Competency 2: Engage Diversity and Difference
in Practice

Competency 3: Advance Human Rights and Social,
Economic, and Environmental Justice

Competency 4: Engage in Practice-Informed
Research and Research-Informed Practice

Competency 5: Engage in Policy-Practice

CHAPTER

Chapter Goals

Following completion of this
chapter, you should be able to:

Describe the mission and
purposes of the social work
profession.

Discuss the concepts of social
work skills and competencies.

Identify the phases or processes
of social work practice.

Identify the dimensions of
professionalism addressed in
The Social Work Skills Workbook.
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service as a social worker remains a satisfying and personally rewarding endeavor. Social workers
often attribute their satisfaction to factors such as the variety of work challenges, the creativity
needed to address those challenges, the opportunity to work closely with and on behalf of people—
especially people in need—and, importantly, high-quality supervision and positive relationships
within their service organizations (Smith & Shields, 2013).

The demands, challenges, and responsibilities of social work service are sometimes daunt-
ing. To serve competently in such circumstances, social workers today need to be knowledgeable,
thoughtful, ethical, accountable, and proficient. In this chapter, we introduce you to the mission
of the social work profession and to our conception of social work skills; outline the phases of
practice; and briefly outline the qualities and characteristics of professionalism needed for ethical,
effective social work practice in our complex, ever-changing, contemporary society.

The overall purpose of The Social Work Skills Workbook is to help learners develop a strong
sense of professionalism and gain proficiency in skills needed for ethical and effective social work
practice. These skills are consistent with the raison détre of the social work profession, its aims,
and its values and ethics. Of course, we could not include every one of the various skills that
might potentially have relevance for some social workers on certain occasions in some situations.
Rather, we address those skills that are (1) most applicable to the social work profession’s mission,
purposes, and scope; (2) compatible with and supportive of the phases or processes of contem-
porary social work practice; (3) representative of the dimensions of professionalism; (4) consis-
tent with social work values, ethics, and obligations; (5) supported by research-based knowledge;
and (6) consistent with the competencies, knowledge, values, and practice behaviors identified
in the Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) of the Council on Social Work
Education (2015) as well as knowledge, skills, and abilities addressed in social work licensing
examinations.

The social work skills are organized and presented to coincide with the phases or processes of
contemporary social work practice. Of course, any phase-to-phase or stage-to-stage approach runs
the risk of suggesting that service to all client systems follows the same linear sequence and that
the characteristics and skills relevant to one phase are distinctly different from those of another.
This is not the case. Sometimes work usually undertaken in one phase emerges in another, or the
sequence must change to address urgent circumstances. In work with a particular client system,
many of the dynamics, tasks, functions, and skills applicable to one phase are evident in other
phases as well. We typically use certain skills (for example, empathic reflection, questioning, and
secking feedback) repeatedly throughout the course of our efforts with and on behalf of people we
serve. Many skills are applied in similar fashion in work with individuals, dyads, families, groups,
organizations, and communities. Others must be adapted somewhat to accommodate the size and
composition of the client system, or when we are engaged in policy—practice and advocacy. Indeed,
reflective thought and sound judgment are vital in the selection and application of skills through-
out all phases of practice.

Professionalism is essential precisely because the social work skills cannot and should not be
applied mechanically or bureaucratically without careful consideration of the people and contexts
involved. Aspects of professionalism, such as integrity, knowledge, critical thinking and scientific
inquiry, ethical decision making, recognition of human rights, respect for diversity, and the pro-
motion of social, economic, and environmental justice, serve as the basic foundation and context
within which the social work skills emerge (see Figure 1.1). Without such a professional founda-
tion, the skills could easily be used in an insensitive, shallow, inappropriate, untimely, and ultimately
damaging manner.

At some point in your career as a social worker, you might serve in a child-protection
capacity, responding to indications that a child may be at risk of abuse or neglect. You may
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FIGURE 1.1 Professionalism: Foundation and Context for Social Work Skills

help families improve their child-caring capabilities or serve in the emergency room of a
hospital, intervening with people and families in crises. You might lead groups for sexually
victimized children or provide education and counseling to abusive or incarcerated adults.
You could aid couples in strained relationships or help single parents who seek guidance and
support in rearing their children. You may serve people who misuse alcohol and drugs or help
family members affected by the substance abuse of a parent, child, spouse, or sibling. You
might work in a residential setting for youthful offenders, a prison for adults, or a psychiatric
institution.

You might serve in a university counseling center, working with college students, faculty mem-
bers, and other campus employees. You could help people challenged in some way—perhaps physi-
cally or mentally, or both. You might serve in a school system or perhaps as a consultant to a local
police department or a state or national agency. You might serve as a member of the armed services—
helping soldiers, sailors, marines, airmen, or members of the coast guard and their families. You could
work in a mayor’s office, serve on the staff of a state legislator, or perhaps even become a member of
Congress yourself.

You may function in a crisis intervention capacity for a suicide prevention service. You
could work for a health maintenance organization (HMO), a managed health care system, or
an employee assistance program (EAP). As a social worker, you might act as an advocate for
people who have experienced discrimination, oppression, or exploitation, perhaps because of
racism, sexism, ageism, or dogmatic ideology. For example, you might help lesbian, bisexual,
gay, transgendered, intersexed, or asexual people assert their human rights in a hostile social
environment. You might take action to prevent human sex trafficking—one of the contempo-
rary forms of slavery. You might organize groups or communities, perhaps help workers cre-
ate or join labor unions, or lead a social action movement. For example, you might take action
to strengthen women’s human rights or perhaps the rights of our descendants to an environ-
mentally secure planet. You could challenge extreme social and economic inequality, protest the
militarization of local police departments (Balko, 2013; Balko & Cato, 2006) and police mis-
conduct, or challenge political and financial corruption. You could publicly disagree with cer-
tain policies of your government and promote alternative approaches. For example, you might
object to the extraordinary rendition of international suspects, the torture of prisoners, the pre-
mature use of deadly military force against people who may or may not represent a potential
danger to your country at some point in the future, or the use of the death penalty as a form of
punishment.

You might engage in social entrepreneurship and create social programs designed to aid
people or groups in need. You might analyze policies, conduct research related to various social
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problems, or evaluate the effectiveness and outcomes of intervention programs and practices. You
might work with homeless families, runaway youth, or street people struggling to survive through
panhandling or prostitution. You might work with people victimized by crime or perhaps with
those who previously engaged in criminal activity. You might serve in a domestic violence pro-
gram, providing social services to people affected by child abuse, spouse abuse, or elder abuse; or
you might help those affected by war and violent conflicts. For example, you might help injured
or traumatized soldiers recover from the horrors of battle and provide needed support to their
families. You could provide psychosocial services to people dealing with a physical illness, such
as cancer, kidney failure, Alzheimer’s disease, HIV/AIDS, or Ebola, and help their families cope
with the myriad psychosocial effects of such conditions. You might work in a hospice, helping
people with a terminal illness prepare for their own death or that of a family member. You could
help unemployed and underemployed people find employment or locate needed services and
resources by providing information and arranging referrals, or by promoting the creation of ad-
ditional employment opportunities. You might serve documented or undocumented immigrants,
refugees, transients, or migrant workers. You might counsel individuals suffering from a serious
mental illness, such as schizophrenia or bipolar disorder, and provide support and education to
their families. You could work in an assisted care facility for aged people, leading groups for resi-
dents or counseling family members. You might serve in a halfway house, work with foster care
providers, or perhaps provide information and support to teenage parents. You might serve active
or retired military personnel and their families or work in industry, consulting with employers
and employees about problems and issues that affect their well-being during times of economic
instability.

In conjunction with affected individuals and groups, you might engage in the design, develop-
ment, and establishment of organizations that promote social well-being among vulnerable popu-
lations and struggling communities. You might consult with or help to facilitate the creation of
social or political advocacy groups that promote social and economic justice, or participate in those
that need additional support.

The range of settings where you might work and the variety of functions that you could fulfill
are mind-boggling. Such breadth, diversity, and complexity can be overwhelming. You may ask
yourself, “Can I possibly learn what I need to so that I can serve competently as a social worker in
all those places, serving such different people, and helping them to address such complex issues?”
The answer to that question is certainly NO!

We could never become truly competent in all the arenas where social workers practice be-
cause it would require a greater breadth and depth of knowledge and expertise than any one per-
son could ever acquire. Indeed, social workers need a specialized body of knowledge and skill for
each practice setting, each special population group, and each social problem. You cannot know
everything, do everything, or be competent in helping people struggling with every one of the
enormous array of psychosocial issues. However, you can acquire expertise in those skills that are
common to social work practice with all population groups and all problems in all settings. These
common social work skills bring coherence to the profession, despite its extraordinary variety and
complexity.

I A Social Work Profession

In addition to applying a common set of skills, social workers tend to approach clients from
a similar perspective—one that is reflected in a set of core values and a distinctive language,
and epitomized in the name of our profession. Our profession is “social work” and we call our-
selves “social workers.” We do not attach “ist” to the end of our name, as do our sister helping
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professionals in psychology and psychiatry. Rather, we identify ourselves as “workers.” In so do-
ing, we establish a view of ourselves as equal rather than superior to others; that we work with
and on behalf of people; and that we do much more than think, study, and advise—we also take
action.

In this context, the terms profession, professional, and professionalism warrant some clar-
ification. A profession is a “vocation or calling, especially one that involves some branch of
advanced learning or science” as, for example, the medical profession (7The Oxford English
Dictionary [Online], 2014). For many of us, social work is both a vocation and a calling. We sin-
cerely want to help others and are motivated by more than money and status to do so. Although
the term professional as used, for example, in the sentence, “She is a professional,” connotes a
relatively high social status—as would befit those with advanced learning—many social work-
ers use the term to refer to qualities such as integrity, competence, and conscientiousness rather
than as a sign of rank or privilege. In this sense, we distinguish those who have earned a college
diploma or advanced degree, or hold a license to practice a profession from those who both pos-
sess the relevant educational and legal credentials and regularly perform in a respectful, caring,
competent, and ethical manner. The former may be members of a profession while the latter are
professional indeed.

Social workers usually refer to the people we serve as clients, consumers, or people rather
than patients, subjects, or cases. Social workers also favor the word assessment over diagnosis,
study, examination, or investigation. Furthermore, we tend to look for strengths, assets, resources,
resiliencies, competencies, and abilities rather than attending exclusively to problems, obstacles,
deficiencies, or pathologies. We also commonly adopt helping processes that involve cooperation,
collaboration, mutuality, shared decision making, and joint action rather than prescription, direction,
or coercion. In addition, we use language that is easily understood by all. Eschewing esoteric ter-
minology, such as is often associated with the legal, medical, and psychology professions, we at-
tempt to speak the “language of the people.” In so doing, we may downplay our special, advanced
knowledge and expertise; and underplay our social status to promote a sense of collaboration,
equal participation, and mutual respect with clients and other constituents. The active encour-
agement of equal status with others, reflected in our identity as social workers and our use of the
people’s language, is characteristic of most contemporary social workers regardless of practice
setting.

Professional social workers have earned a baccalaureate, master’s, or doctoral degree in social
work. Usually, we are licensed or certified to practice social work in our locale. We adopt certain
common values that pervade all aspects of our helping activities, pledge adherence to a social work
code of ethics, and tend to view social work in a manner similar to that reflected in the Global
Definition of Social Work of the International Federation of Social Workers IFSW):

Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes social
change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of people.
Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities are
central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences, humanities and
indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and structures to address life challenges and
enhance well-being. (2014, para. 1)

While our specialized education, subscription to a code of ethics, and public endorsement
in the form of legal certification or licensure are similar to that of medical doctors and lawyers,
the social work mission is quite different from those professions. Rather than maintaining the
status quo, social workers actively seek to “promote social change ... and the empowerment and
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liberation of people” (International Federation of Social Workers, 2014, para. 1). These are radical
and, in some contexts, revolutionary aspirations. In their pursuit, we often risk our jobs and social
status, and sometimes even our lives.

Regardless of our practice setting or position, social workers tend to view person-in-environment,
person-and-environment, or person-in-context' as the basic unit of attention. This too is a radi-
cal notion, especially in North America where individuals are commonly viewed iconically as au-
tonomous, independent, and completely free-willed creatures who can readily choose to become
whatever and whomever they wish to become, regardless of current or past circumstances. Social
workers recognize that the past and present physical and social environments profoundly affect
people by influencing their development, their thinking processes and belief systems, their habits
and behavior toward others, and their subjective experience. We understand that hurricanes or
tsunamis, tornadoes, earthquakes, floods or droughts; war, civil conflict, acts of terror, or crimes
of violence; political, cultural, and economic conditions; access to food, clean air, water, and op-
portunities for training and education impact humans and their thoughts, emotions, and actions.
We recognize that the “playing field”is not level and the concept of “equal opportunity” is mythical
(Stiglitz, 2013, Feb. 16). In addition, social workers realize that many communities are predisposed
to react favorably or unfavorably to individual characteristics clearly beyond anyone’s personal con-
trol. Each of us is born with certain genitalia and a particular skin tone. We cannot easily change
those; nor can we readily alter our DNA or that of our ancestors. Humans can relocate but we can
never change the time and place of our birth nor the communities and cultures of our childhood.
We cannot choose to have been born in a time and place of peace when we were not, into a domi-
nant and privileged class when we were not, nor physically beautiful when we were not. As infants,
we could not decide upon our ethnicity, religious or nonreligious affiliation, and language, dialect,
or accent; nor could we determine how the people around us would respond to our presence. Oth-
ers might love and cherish us or treat us with disgust and disdain. Their attitudes and behavior
were beyond our influence. Many of us were unfortunate and grew up unwanted and unloved in
violent, chaotic times and places. Some of us survived and a few thrived. While we celebrate sur-
vivors’ resilience and capacity to overcome obstacles and transcend limitations, we recognize that
peaceful, loving, resource-rich environments containing wide-ranging opportunities enable people
to more readily maximize their potential and fulfill their aspirations than do conflicted, unloving,
resource-scarce settings. Social workers resist temptations to blame people—and especially so for
circumstances beyond their control.

Recognizing the power of context (Gershoft, Mistry, & Crosby, 2014), social workers consider
the enhancement of social functioning and the promotion or restoration of “a mutually beneficial
interaction between individuals and society to improve the quality of life for everyone” (Minahan,
1981, p. 6) as an overriding purpose of practice. This consistent dual focus on people and environ-
ment leads social workers to consider multiple systems—even when an individual person or family
is formally the “client.” Indeed, social workers always consider and usually involve other people or
other social systems in the helping process.

In the Preamble to its Code of Ethics, the National Association of Social Workers (NASW)
states that:

A historic and defining feature of social work is the profession’s focus on individual well-being
in a social context and the well-being of society. Fundamental to social work is attention to the

! In this book, we use the term person or people in the same manner we use the term c/ient or clients. We recognize that a cli-
ent may be an individual person or many people. A client might be a dyad, family, group, organization, community, or even a
society with which a social worker has an agreement to provide services. Furthermore, in the spirit of the concept person-in-
environment, we always consider clients, indeed all people, within the context of their situation and circumstances.
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environmental forces that create, contribute to, and address problems in living. Social workers
promote social justice and social change with and on behalf of clients.... Social workers are
sensitive to cultural and ethnic diversity and strive to end discrimination, oppression, poverty,
and other forms of social injustice. (2008)

In its EPAS, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) indicates that:

'The purpose of the social work profession is to promote human and community well-being.
Guided by a person-in-environment framework, a global perspective, respect for human diver-
sity, and knowledge based on scientific inquiry, the purpose of social work is actualized through
its quest for social and economic justice, the prevention of conditions that limit human rights,
the elimination of poverty, and the enhancement of the quality of life for all persons, locally
and globally. (2015, para. 1)

Notice that the NASW and the CSWE, like the IFSW, endorse a social change—oriented
conception of the profession. These organizations suggest that social work’s mission involves the
promotion of social, economic, and environmental justice; the enhancement of social well-being
and quality of life; and the elimination of “discrimination, oppression, poverty, and other forms of
social injustice” (National Association of Social Workers, 2008, Preamble). Such aspirations do not
appear in the mission statements or ethical codes of other professions. Social work alone dares to
endorse publicly such potentially controversial ideas and to establish them as central to its profes-
sional identity, purpose, and raison d’tre.

Given our focus on social change, social workers tend to conceive of people and situations as
dynamic and as having the potential for planned change. We view professional practice as pre-
dominantly for clients: the individuals, families, groups, organizations, communities, and societies
that we serve. Whatever personal benefit we might gain is secondary; the notion of service to oth-
ers is foremost. The primacy of service in social work is reflected through a special sensitivity to
those living in poverty; unemployed and underemployed people; vulnerable populations and at-risk
individuals; and oppressed peoples. Indeed, people with the lowest status, the fewest resources, and
the least power constitute social work’s most cherished constituency.

Many social workers address the most urgent social, economic, and environmental problems
facing individuals, families, and communities throughout North America and the world. These
include the devastating consequences of apparently endless war (Risen, 2014); state and non-
state sponsored international violence—including the use of assassination, preemptive military
strikes, extraordinary rendition, and torture of prisoners (Senate Select Committee on Intelligence,
2014); militarization of domestic police forces, the rise of the “warrior cop” (Balko, 2013), and fre-
quent incidents of police misconduct—especially toward African American, Hispanic, and other
“profiled” minorities (Johnson, Hoyer, & Heath, 2014, May 8; Lee, 2014, Aug. 15), and persons
affected by mental illness and other disabilities (Mizner, 2015, Jan. 8); disproportionately high
rates of incarceration—especially among racial and ethnic minority groups (Alexander, 2010;
Henrichson & Delaney, 2012, Jan.); high levels of homelessness (Homelessness Research Insti-
tute, 2014); widespread political and financial corruption (Taibbi, 2011); and rising income and
wealth inequality along with diminished economic opportunity and decreasing socioeconomic mo-
bility (Krugman, 2014, May 8; Piketty, 2014). Other problems addressed include increased expense
and decreased value of several forms of higher education (Arum & Roksa, 2011); apparently in-
creasing self-admiration, narcissism, and materialism among many populations (Campbell, Bush,
Brunell, & Shelton, 2005; Twenge, 2006; Twenge & Campbell, 2009); pervasive incivility toward
and intolerance of “others” (Bey, 2012, Mar. 2); extensive and growing medicalization of personal
and social problems (Szasz, 2007; Whitaker, 2010); deleterious effects of increasing rates of climate
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