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Abstract and Keywords

Occupational (industrial) social work, one of the newest fields of policy and practice, has 
evolved since the mid-1960s to become a dynamic arena for social service and practice in
novation. Focusing on work, workers, and work organizations, occupational social work 
provides unique opportunities for the profession to affect the decisions and provisions of 
management and labor. Despite the risks inherent in working in powerful and often pro
prietary settings, being positioned to help workers, their families, and job hunters en
ables professional social workers to have the leverage both to provide expert service and 
to become agents of progressive social change.

Keywords: employee assistance programs, labor union, health-care expenditures, social welfare system, troubled 
employees, social services, confidentiality

In the United States, occupational (industrial) social work is generally defined as pro
grams and services under the auspices of labor or management that utilize professional 
social workers to serve members or employees and the legitimate social welfare needs of 
the labor or industrial organization. It also includes the use by a voluntary or proprietary 
social agency of trained social workers to provide social welfare services or consultation 
to a trade union or employing organization under a specific contractual agreement. The 
employing organizations are not only labor unions and corporations, but often govern
ment agencies and not-for-profit organizations (for additional definitions of occupational 
social work, see Akabas, Kurzman, & Kolben 1979, p. 5; Barker, 2003, p. 302; de Silva, 
1988, p. 283; Googins & Godfrey 1987, p. 5; Kurzman & Akabas 1981, p. 52; Straussner, 
1990, p. 2).

In ecological terms, occupational social work is a field of practice “where the focus is on 
the individual in the status of worker, the environment as defined by employing organiza
tions and trade unions, work as the goal of functional performance among client popula
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tions, and social policy as a recognition of the interconnection between social welfare and 
the world of work” (Akabas & Kurzman 1982, p. 197).

Conceptual Framework
On an international level, the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United 
Nations (1971, p. 3) defines occupational social welfare as “the range of programs, opera
tions and activities carried out at any level or by any group which promotes or preserves 
the welfare of the worker and protects him and his family from the social costs of the 
work process and work setting.” The three major differences between the international 
definition provided by the United Nations and the definition commonly accepted in the 
United States are instructive. First, the United Nations offers a somewhat broader con
ception of what actually constitutes occupational social welfare activities; second, that or
ganization does not emphasize professional social workers as the principal providers of 
services; and third, the international definition places little emphasis on the auspices of 
programs and services, which have been a central focus of the American definition (Masi, 
2006). (Although a discussion on international occupational social welfare programs is be
yond the scope of this entry, it should be noted that occupational social work practice has 
existed on a large scale abroad for many years as a permanent and frequently govern
ment-supported field of practice. Such countries as Belgium, Brazil, France, Germany, 
Holland, India, Ireland, Israel, Peru, Poland, and Zambia have well-established occupa
tional social welfare programs and services.)

Professional practice in world-of-work settings in the United States includes addressing, 
for example, the need for youth employment training, outplacement services, personnel 
and guidance programs, worker retraining and upgrading, and programs of vocational re
habilitation. The broader world-of-work rubric is helpful in identifying a conceptually im
portant larger perspective, which includes a general emphasis on the social welfare 
needs of workers and work organizations.

The conceptualization of an occupational social welfare system and the social work 
profession's entry into this arena as a site for program development and service delivery 
are important, given current fiscal trends. Public welfare expenditures have been declin
ing for some time. However, the private, occupational welfare system—which spent $852 
billion in the form of employee benefits and services in 1992 (Kerns, 1995)—has been ex
panding rapidly. By 1992, for example, private (occupational) health-care expenditures 
exceeded public (governmental) health expenditures by more than $100 billion (Hoeffer 
& Colby 1997). The social work profession's willingness to play a role in the development 
and administration of such benefits and services becomes increasingly important as the 
occupational system takes on an ever greater role in financing services to the more than 
155 million Americans in the work force, and their families.

Furthermore, occupational social work provides easy access to a population in its natural 
life space and offers the profession an opportunity to develop a universal service delivery 
system unencumbered by the usual eligibility and categorical requirements of the public 
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sector. Service here is an earned entitlement, universally available to all participants in 
the work force without cost and in a familiar environment—the world of work. In Kahn's 
sense (1973), these are not stigmatized “case services.” Rather, these programs and ser
vices represent social utilities of the workplace—on tap, as needed, for all work force par
ticipants and their families. Like the social worker in the school system or the settlement 
house worker in the neighborhood, an occupational social worker generally serves clients 
from within the functional community of work.

Social Work Functions
Among employing organizations, employee assistance or employee counseling programs 
are perhaps the best known and most rapidly developing social work services. Usually lo
cated in a medical or human resource office, these programs employ the largest number 
of individual social workers today and represent the most prevalent social work service 
under the auspices of the major institutional arrangements in the world of work: employ
ers and trade unions. Social workers, however, also serve in company training units, affir
mative action offices, corporate social responsibility departments, and human resources 
divisions. Typical titles may include employee counselor, affirmative action officer, com
munity relations consultant, substance abuse services coordinator, employee resources 
manager, corporate relocation officer, human resources policy adviser, career planning 
and development counselor, training consultant, charitable allocations analyst, urban af
fairs adviser, or coordinator of corporate health and wellness programs (Kurzman, 1992).

The majority of social workers employed by organized labor provide services through 
union counseling and advocacy programs, frequently called personal or membership ser
vice units. Such union programs are a source of employment for a modest number of so
cial workers, primarily in the Northeast (Kurzman & Maiden 2008; Molloy & Kurzman 

1993; Kurzman, 2010). Professional social workers also have assumed responsibility for 
overseeing a variety of individual programs sponsored by union locals and district coun
cils and at the headquarters of international unions and the American Federation of La
bor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), which coordinates the work of a 
major portion of the labor union movement. Typical titles for social workers employed in 
these organizations include personal services worker, education program director, occu
pational safety and health officer, health and security plan manager, membership services 
coordinator, career training and upgrading adviser, preretirement services worker, day 
care consultant, legislative analyst, benefit plan administrator, community services liai
son, substance abuse program supervisor, and director of retiree services (Akabas & 
Kurzman 2005). A job description for the prototypical occupational social welfare special
ist may list some of the following duties:

• Counseling and other activities with troubled employees or members (in jeopardy of 
losing their job) to assist them with their personal problems and to help them achieve 
and maintain a high level of performance.
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• Advising on the use of community services to meet the needs of clients and establish
ing linkages with such programs.
• Training front-line personnel (union representatives, foremen, line supervisors) to 
enable them to determine when changes in an employee's job performance warrant re
ferral to a social service unit and carrying out an appropriate approach to the employ
ee/member that will result in a referral.
• Helping to initiate new welfare, community health, recreational, and educational pro
grams for active and retired employees or members.
• Assisting in the administration of the benefit and health-care structure and helping 
plan for new initiatives.
• Consulting on the development and administration of an appropriate affirmative ac
tion plan for women, immigrants, minorities, and the disabled.
• Advising on labor coalition building and on organizational positions in relation to 
pending social welfare legislation (Kurzman & Akabas, 1993, chap. 3; Molloy & 
Burmeister, 1990; Rosenberg, 2009).

Historical Background
The historical roots of occupational social work in the United States can be found in what 
has been termed “welfare capitalism”—those benefits and services provided voluntarily 
by employers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries in an effort to socialize, retain, and 
control a raw, unskilled, and badly needed labor force at a time of rapid industrialization 
(Brandes, 1976). Paternalistic in nature, inconsistent and inadequate in provision, direct
ed at fostering dependence and loyalty in employees, the early programs were more an 
instrument of management than a service to workers. Companies hired staff, usually 
called welfare secretaries, to administer the programs and services, which may include 
improving sanitation, providing housing, supervising safety, and offering classes. The wel
fare secretaries, as the hand-maidens of management, were increasingly perceived as 
policing an immigrant work force to prevent malingering and to discourage workers' 
identification with a growing trade union movement. Their covert responsibility to investi
gate employees and to see that labor unions did not gain a foothold in industry ensured 
the enmity of American Federation of Labor President Samuel Gompers and distrust (by 
workers) of employers' motives for providing such programs.

Although initially these welfare secretaries had no formal training, this situation gradual
ly began to change after World War I. The idea of welfare secretaries received consider
able attention from two national organizations whose goals prominently included occupa
tional social welfare services—the National Civic Federation and the American Institute 
for Social Service. Popple (1981) noted that this stimulus was important and that by 1920 
more graduates of the New York School for Social Work were taking jobs in industry than 
in any other setting. Social workers often served in the role of social welfare secretaries, 
although not always with that title. During the 1920s, welfare secretaries began dying 
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out, and by 1935 they had largely disappeared, with some of their functions being as
sumed by personnel officers and some by industrial nurses.

Industrially based social work reemerged during World War II when new groups of em
ployees entered the labor force to respond to the wartime shortage in the work force. 
These new workers, many of them women and minorities, needed help in becoming accul
turated to the experience of full-time employment in industry and often in balancing the 
complex roles now of employee and single parent. The major employers of occupational 
social workers were the airplane and munitions industries and the unions representing 
the shipping industry and merchant seamen. Bertha Reynolds, a prominent social work 
theoretician and practitioner, was hired to direct the joint labor-management program of 
the United Seamen's Service, which served members of the National Maritime Union. 
Reynolds's (1975) superb work at the National Maritime Union during World War II fur
ther strengthened these bonds of trust between organized labor and the social work pro
fession.

Often overlooked as a model for promoting the growth of occupational social work was 
the participation of social workers in the armed forces during World War II. With its num
bers swelled by a war effort on two fronts, the military became the major national em
ployer. This work force, moreover, had to adapt to new job specifications in an alien envi
ronment under hostile and anxiety-producing working conditions. Social workers took on 
major direct service roles in helping to meet the needs of soldiers and their families and 
thereby established an ongoing role for the profession in the military for the postwar peri
od. In 1946, the office of the Surgeon General established a permanent army commis
sioned officer corps of social workers, which grew and expanded to the other branches of 
military service in succeeding years (Garber & McNelis, 1995). The professional social 
workers in the Medical Service Corps of the three branches of the armed forces may be 
conceptualized as occupational social workers insofar as they work for an employing or
ganization to serve the health and welfare needs of its work force.

Modern Development
Modern occupational social welfare practice can be dated from the mid-1960s, when two 
important events occurred. Management at Polaroid in Boston decided that their innova
tive employee counseling program was meeting a definite need of this growing corpora
tion and should become a permanent part of the organization (“Counseling and Consulta
tion,” 1978). Directed by an experienced social worker, the counseling department had 
proved its value to the workers and to the management both through the direct service 
function and through its role as human resource consultant to the decision makers of the 
corporation. At the same time, Weiner, Akabas, and Sommer (1973) in New York were es
tablishing a labor-based mental health and rehabilitation program at the Sidney Hillman 
Health Center of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America. These two innovations 
of the late 1960s continued into the early 1970s and set the stage for the growth and de
velopment of the field.
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If one were to apply Rostow's (1960) paradigm for analyzing the growth of an economy to 
the growth of a social welfare sector, one might say that the “traditional” period for occu
pational social welfare was up through the end of World War II. The postwar period, until 
the mid-1970s, saw a “development of preconditions” and was followed by a period of 
“take off” from 1975 to the present. There are signs now that the field may be close to en
tering the early stages of its “drive to maturity,” although it is unlikely that Rostow's final 
phase of “high mass consumption” is realistic in the foreseeable future.

Evolution of Practice
Growth in occupational social work practice since the mid-1970s reflects a concerted ef
fort and a concentration of human and fiscal resources. By the mid-1970s, employers 
were coming to the realization that they had to deal with a changing work force as well as 
to new social legislation. Women, minorities, and persons with disabilities were entering 
the work force in great numbers and with new needs. In the movement-oriented spirit of 
the day, they were voicing their needs for day care, nondiscriminatory assignments, flex
time, barrier-free work sites, career-training and upgrading programs, and concessions 
on some “quality of life” issues. The federal Hughes Act (Pub. L. No. 91–616), Rehabilita
tion Act (Pub. L. No. 101–336), Occupational Safety and Health Act (Pub. L. No. 91–596), 
Employee Retirement Income Security Act (Pub. L. No. 93–406), Age Discrimination in 
Employment Act (Pub. L. No. 90–202), and Title VII of the Civil Rights Act (Pub. L. No. 
88–352) were among the new work-related laws to which industry had to become respon
sive.

The permanent attachment of women to the world of work reminded industry of what so
cial workers already knew—that work and family were not separate worlds and that what 
occurs in one inevitably affects what happens in the other. Therefore, employers needed 
to understand that linkages to the family, the neighborhood, and the community at large 
were outcomes not merely of the new mandates of social legislation but of the changing 
complexion both of the American work force and of the communities in which they manu
factured their goods and marketed their services. Employers needed help from a profes
sion that would offer generalists capable of bringing both clinical and organizational so
phistication to bear on industry's new human service agendas.

Unions began to develop a system of direct services to their members; these services 
were in addition to the occupational social welfare benefits that were essentially fiscal. 
Organized labor, having won significant financial gains at the bargaining table, now need
ed to bring in new services to maintain the loyalty of members to the union and its lead
ers (Akabas, 1977).

Federal agencies, responding to these conditions and to the various mandates of the new 
social legislation, began to support social work education and training programs in this 
arena. Foremost in this effort was the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alco
holism, which began to realize that alcoholism in industry was an issue of growing con
cern that required federal support for training and for introducing programs at the work 
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site. The National Institute of Mental Health, the Rehabilitation Services Administration, 
and the Manpower Administration of the U.S. Department of Labor also showed their in
terest and support for social work initiatives at the workplace. Several philanthropic foun
dations, especially the Lois and Samuel Silberman Fund and the Johnson Foundation, 
demonstrated their interest in fostering the systematic development of curriculum and 
practice models for this growing field of practice. The National Association of Social 
Workers (NASW) underwrote a 2-year joint project with the Council on Social Work Edu
cation (CSWE) to promote the preparation of professional social workers for occupational 
social work practice (Akabas & Kurzman 2005).

Several graduate schools of social work provided leadership in conceptualizing occupa
tional practice and in refining models for this field. The first among the landmark events 
in this area was the establishment of an Industrial Social Welfare Center at the Columbia 
University School of Social Work in 1970. This event was followed by the initiation of oc
cupational social work programs in 1974 at the schools of social work at Boston College, 
Hunter College, and the University of Utah. Then, in 1978, Columbia University and 
Hunter College (along with CSWE) sponsored the First National Conference on Social 
Work Practice in Labor and Industrial Settings.

Challenges

Focus on Alcoholism and “Troubled Employees”

An early issue concerned whether direct service programs should focus primarily on sub
stance abuse, particularly alcoholism, or whether the service should be more broadly con
ceptualized, offering services to workers (or members) with any personal or emotional 
problems. Because the early funding for the labor and industrial service programs came 
largely from the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, and the early affilia
tion of occupational social workers was primarily with the Association of Labor-Manage
ment Administrators and Consultants on Alcoholism, the focus on substance abuse pre
vailed. (Founded in 1971, the Association of Labor-Management Administrators and Con
sultants on Alcoholism was subsequently reconstituted in 1989 as the Employee Assis
tance Professionals Association [EAPA].) Today this situation has changed, partly in re
sponse to leadership from social work, and partly also in reaction to the needs of the 
field. A broad model of service, customarily offered in industry under the auspices of an 
employee assistance or employee counseling program, or in unions, under a personal ser
vices or member assistance program, has become the prevailing model. Although there 
are still those, for example, who feel that EAP practitioners should adhere to a narrow 
and EAPA-promoted core technology model (Mannion, 2006; Maynard, 2003), which fo
cuses on the EAP as a management tool to ensure worker productivity, today most social 
workers embrace a comprehensive service model, which conceptualizes the EAP as a ben
efit (entitlement) designed to help workers to function more effectively in the key arenas 
of life—work, family, and community (Kurzman, 1993, chap. 2). Specifically:
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Comprehensive EAPs are free and confidential workplace entitlements are volun
tarily sponsored by employers or trade unions (or jointly by both). In-house (inter
nal) and contract (external) EAPs respond to the human service needs of workers 
and their families and to the corresponding agendas of the work organization. Un
der the overall direction of professional health or mental health staff, such EAPs 
address comprehensive current and prospective biopsychosocial programs of edu
cation, prevention, assessment, treatment, case management, and referral. (Kurz
man, 1993, p. 35)

Proponents of the core technology model (Roman & Blum 1988; White & Sharar 2003) envision 
the comprehensive service model as promoting “boundary erosion.” They want to return to an 
exclusive focus on “troubled employees” whose personal problems adversely affect their job per
formance. This focus, however, does not appear to be the preference of either management or la
bor, both of which appear to strongly prefer social work's comprehensive service model.

Ensuring Confidentiality

Another issue has been whether confidentiality is truly possible in these settings, espe
cially in management-sponsored programs. The placement of such programs generally 
under the personnel or medical department, both of which have manifest or latent moni
toring functions, makes the issue more serious. Since a breach of confidentiality could 
mean the loss of a worker's job or a stigma that could affect the worker's advancement, 
the issue of confidentiality takes on special importance in this setting. Because the corpo
rate world is not oriented to human services, the social worker must always be prepared 
to question managers' understanding of the nature and boundaries of confidentiality and 
their willingness to respect workers' rights. Although this issue remains central to all oc
cupational social work practice, instances of actual abuse are rare (Cunningham, 1994).

Motivations of Corporations and the Profession

Some have questioned the motives of the social work profession in embracing the occupa
tional arena, especially at a time when corporations dominate the allocation of national 
resources. They ask whether the profession is motivated to move into the area primarily 
to demonstrate its capacity for entrepreneurship and to maximize practitioners' income 
and prestige. Do the trends in occupational social work mean that social work is or will 
become less committed to serving the poor, who often are not members of the work 
force? Given the national trend toward “privatization” of the economy in general and of 
the human services in particular, is occupational social work another step in this direction 
by a profession historically committed to the public and voluntary sectors? In view of the 
recent growth of private entrepreneurship in such service sectors as child care, nursing 
homes, education, and home health care, and the parallel growth of private clinical prac
tice, will occupational social work become still a further move toward modeling the pro
fession on the profit-making sector?
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Although the profession has begun to address some of these ethical issues (Kurzman, 
1988, 1998; NASW Code of Ethics, 1999), the answers to these questions are not yet clear 
and must await the further evolution and maturation of this field of practice. However, 
there are several promising signs. First, leaders in the profession are willing to discuss 
these issues openly, partly to increase awareness of potential problems and to ensure that 
the fundamental issues will be addressed both by individual social workers and by gate
keepers in professional agencies and organizations. Second, the recent growth of occupa
tional social work in government and not-for-profit settings has created a balance in this 
emerging field that gives promise of a measured and varied perspective in the field. 
Third, leaders in the development of occupational social work have suggested a broad 
world-of-work framework as the arena for specialization, and this perspective has been 
supported by NASW and CSWE. This view of the field casts the net for service more 
broadly than merely over those with an active and relatively permanent attachment to the 
labor force and includes the newly employed, the unemployed looking for work, and the 
disadvantaged and disabled.

Social Service Versus Social Change

The final issue is related to the question of “privatization” and is perhaps the most funda
mental of all. Briefly stated, it is whether social workers' participation in the world of 
work will be exclusively, or even largely, as providers of service or whether they will also 
act as agents of social change. This issue is an old and honored one and embraces 
Richmond's (1917) focus on the tension between “retail” and “wholesale,” Schwartz's 
(1969) discussion of “private troubles” and “public issues,” Wilensky and Lebeaux's 
(1965) concern with the “residual” and “institutional,” and the Milford Conference's 
(1929) attention to “cause” as well as “function.”

To be fully responsive to the profession's dual mission, Iversen (1998, p. 561) accurately 
notes that occupational social workers will increasingly need to enlarge their practice do
main to focus on what she terms “the full spectrum of individuals' work situations.” In 
this context, Mor Barak (2000, pp. 205, 208) suggests that occupational social work prac
tice today should refer broadly to

the need for social work intervention not only with workers in the workplace but 
also with individuals and groups at the point of entry to, or exit from, the world of 
work, and with those who are temporarily or chronically unemployed…. The main 
element in the field's recent evolution has been the move away from defining it by 
its practice location… to defining it by its practice mission.

Inseparably related to this question is the issue of social control and whether occupational social 
workers' professional use of self will be primarily in service to the individual or to the employing 
organization. As Bakalinsky (1980, p. 472) has argued:

Concern for the well-being of people, individually and collectively, historically has 
been social work's trademark. Industry, on the other hand, places its primary val
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ue on production and profits. Its people are viewed as a commodity having only in
strumental value for the industry's central purpose.

Walden (1978) questioned whether occupational social workers will serve only the individual 
needs of workers or will move organizationally to address collective issues, such as hazardous 
working conditions, the dehumanization of workers, and violations of affirmative action.
Ultimately, this question cannot be answered easily or absolutely. Social workers have 
had to deal with these same dilemmas in such settings as public welfare, corrections, 
school social work, addiction services, and child welfare. The fundamental question that 
social workers must ask is, whose agent are we? Clarity about role and function means 
that people are the central focus of attention and yet that social workers will develop the 
organizational sophistication necessary to mediate between individuals and their environ
ment. In occupational social work, no less than in other fields of practice that appear to 
constrain options, practitioners must hold fast to their dual commitment to being 
providers of expert social services and agents of progressive social change (Simmons, 
2010). This is a historical mandate of the social work profession.

Trends and Future Direction
Five current trends are likely to shape the future of the field.

First, the change in focus of employee assistance programs (EAPs). The external (contrac
tual) paradigm is replacing the internal (in-house) model, and the preponderance of new 
EAP programs and services is, and will continue to be, provided by proprietary firms. Re
sponding to employers' concerns for health care cost-containment, EAPs are assuming 
many managed, behavioral health-care functions. They are making mental health refer
rals primarily to established (preferred) providers—frequently clinical social workers— 

working in both agency and private practice settings. The dominant social work conceptu
alization of the EAP as a comprehensive service employee benefit will continue to prevail, 
focusing not merely on the provision of individual services but increasingly on wellness, 
education, case management, and prevention. Working in concert with human resources 
department directors in management settings, and with health and benefit plan adminis
trators in labor venues, EAP managers will be taking on a much larger role in the areas of 
benefits management, work/family programming, community advocacy, disability man
agement, and compliance with workplace-focused laws and regulations.

Second, the arenas of affirmative action, training, and compliance offer new roles for oc
cupational social workers. Affirmative action, on behalf of both workers and applicants, is 
a serious and expanding responsibility of virtually all work organizations today, given the 
numerous federal statutes that mandate compliance (Akabas & Kurzman 2005, pp. 83– 

84), and American employees' individual and collective predisposition toward litigation. 
The range of current federal laws, for example, covers race (Equal Employment Opportu
nity Act of 1972, Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1991); gender (Equal Pay Act of 1963, 
Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978, Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993); age (Age 
Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967, Retirement Equity Act of 1984, Older Workers 
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Benefit Protection Act of 1990); safety (Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970, Drug 
Free Workplace Act of 1988); and disability (Employment Opportunities for Disabled 
Americans Act of 1987, Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990). Both management and 
labor look to professional social workers' understanding of these variables, their training 
expertise, and their skills in performing key mediating functions. Occupational practition
ers today are conducting diversity management training (Mor Barak, 2000); stress man
agement workshops and critical incident stress debriefing—in a post 9/11 world (Greene 
et al., 2006); sexual harassment colloquia to ensure employers' conformance with Title 
VII of the Civil Rights Act (Akabas, 1995, p. 1784); and retirement (and preretirement) 
seminars, both for employers and for trade unions (Stuen & Worden 1993).

Third, the changing composition of the American work force. This will engender a new 
and potentially expansive role for occupational social workers. Once largely White, Ameri
can-born, and male, the labor force today is very rapidly becoming more heterogeneous 
than it was even 20 years ago (Akabas & Gates 2000; Akabas & Kurzman 2005, pp. 34–39; 
Gray & Barrow 1993; Mor Barak, 2000; Poverny, 2000). Immigrants and refugees; African 
Americans, Asian Americans, and Latinos; gay and lesbian domestic partners; men and 
women older than 65 years; dual-career and single-parenting women; and persons with 
physical, emotional, and developmental disabilities all are permanent participants in the 
world of work today. Immigrants, for example, bring their own languages, perspectives, 
and cultural values to the workplace. The numbers, moreover, are large: The foreign-born 
population in the United States has increased more than 55% in the last 15 years. Occu
pational social workers therefore are being called upon to help supervisors understand 
the importance of demonstrating respect for their newest employees, and to assist in the 
formation of work groups to help all workers become comfortable with respecting the be
liefs and customs of their newest coworkers. The new American labor force also includes 
large cohorts of single-parents and dual-career couples, who need family-friendly (yet 
cost-effective) programs and benefits to help them with both their elder care and their 
child care obligations. Similarly, many today are working well past the age of 65, some
times because they want to, but often because they need to, given the gradual move of 
full social security benefits forward to age 67, increased life expectancy, and the trend to
ward discontinuance of employer-funded defined pension plans. Finally, persons with dis
abilities, formally relegated to sheltered workshops, now are moving into the mainstream 
of American life, including the competitive workplace. Occupational social workers' cul
tural competence, appreciation for the strengths inherent in heterogeneity, and social 
systems sensitivity all provide a goodness-of-fit for helping workers and work organiza
tions with these issues, thereby creating an ever expanding occupational portfolio.

Fourth, the expanded role of federal and state governments. In part, as a result of the 
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, Workforce In
vestment Act of 1998, Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999, and Job Creation and 
Worker Assistance Act of 2002, new roles for occupational social workers have evolved. A 
national “work first” policy has emerged, stressing employment as a prerequisite for gov
ernment benefits and as a mandate for most entitlements. As a result, government at all 
levels is finding a need for occupational social workers' expertise. The Employment and 
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Training Administration of the U.S. Department of Labor, the Commissioned Corps of the 
U.S. Public Health Service, State Employment Services Divisions, Municipal and County 
Vocational Education Departments and Job Centers, and government-funded welfare-to- 
work programs are rapidly becoming new occasions for occupational social work employ
ment.

Finally, the needs of labor unions, which now in 2011 represent less than 12% of all work
ers in America. Clinical social workers staffing member assistance programs, group work
ers running retraining and upgrading programs for dislocated members, researchers doc
umenting evidence-based outcomes of union-managed health and benefit programs, and 
community organizers helping to develop strategies for enrolling new members from 
emerging sectors of the economy are likely to provide a value-added to trade unions. The 
potential for employment of more occupational social workers in labor settings—especial
ly those representing government workers—today is present because of the emerging 
needs of organized labor, and a clear maturation of the relationship between the labor 
movement and the social work profession.

Occupational social work continues to be an important arena for the profession of social 
work because work itself is so central to the lives of our clients and their families. Indeed, 
leaders suggest that a principal measure of progress toward equality in America will 
emerge from the world of work. It is therefore imperative that social workers be present.
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