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Original Premises of the Grand Challenges

• Social is Fundamental—strengthening social responses strengthens 
society

• Social work is positioned to be the convener of the grand 
challenges to solve some of society’s greatest problems because of a 
history of commitment to equity

• Stronger science, and interdisciplinary science, is necessary to our 
success

• Much innovation is needed

• The grand challenges are intervention focused
• These interventions can and must occur at all levels: Policy, Program, and 

Practice



Brekke, J. S. (2012). Shaping a Science 

of Social Work. Research on Social Work 

Practice, 22(5), 455-464. 

doi:10.1177/1049731512441263



Grand Challenge Pioneers

Edwina “Eddie” Uehara (UW) Marilyn Flynn (USC)





AASWSW Hosts Grand Challenges 

•Select an Executive Committee of 11-15 (as per other 
National Academy of Science panels)

• Fellows of the Academy would predominate but be 
supplemented by other expertise

• Communication with other SW leadership organizations would 
be maintained 

• The Executive Committee would select its own Chair or Co-Chair, 
identify the process to be used, and the duration of the project

• The AASWSW Board would endeavor to raise the support 
needed to launch the SW Grand Challenges Initiative



Call to Action: 
Social progress powered by science

•Harness social work’s science and knowledge base 

•Collaborate with individuals, community-based 
organizations, and professionals from all fields and 
disciplines

•Work together to tackle some of our toughest social 
problems, the Grand Challenges



Likely Strategies for Additional Input on GCs

The Profession’s Way
• National Academy of Engineering’s approach (many meetings and much 

involvement of engineers on a regional basis)

The Expert’s Way?
• Gate’s Foundation’s Grand Challenges for Global Health relied on an 

international group of luminaries

• NIMH Grand Challenges for Global Mental Health
• Heavy reliance on Delphi Method

A Different Way that Best Fits Social Work?
• TBD



Illustrative Challenges Derived from John 
Brekke Domains of Science of Social Work

THEME Grand Challenges Research Needed

Reduce 
Marginalization

Every adult has positive 
social connections

1. Development of community, institutional, familial, 
and personal interventions to increase the 
provision and uptake of accurate information 
about the widespread need and use of social 
work services.

2. Develop effective interventions to reduce stigma 
for persons with behavioral health problems

Increase 
understanding of 
social determinants 
of poor health, 
education, and well-
being

Babies are born healthy and 
provided with responsive 
and safe parenting

1. Develop effective parenting interventions that can 
be used  by social workers in conjunction with 
health-related hospital, home visiting, and clinic 
interventions. 

2. Develop more effective versions of parent 
interventions in Early Head Start and Head Start

Increase social 
factors protecting 
health, education, 
and well-being

Nurturing and engaged 
communities and families 
are universally available

1. Enhanced implementation research to take best 
prevention services to scale.

2. Create an array of social work interventions that 
help organize communities and families for better 
health before and after the need for acute 
hospital-based care.



Big, compelling and important

Amenable to analysis, assessment, improvement

Demonstrable progress in a decade

Cross-sector interdisciplinary collaboration

Significant innovation

Criteria for GCs





Ensure healthy development for youth 

Close the health gap 

Build healthy relationships to end 
violence 

Advance long and productive lives 

Eradicate social isolation 

End homelessness 

Create social responses to a changing 
environment 

Harness technology for social good   

Promote smart decarceration 

Reduce extreme economic 
inequality 

Build financial capability and 
assets for all 

Achieve equal opportunity and 
justice   

The Grand Challenges 

Eliminate racism



Guiding Principles

•Developed with input from 
the social work community

•Published February 2019

• Living document

•Available on the website

•Affirms commitment to 
ending racism and other 
injustices



Grand Challenge to Eliminate Racism

The Grand Challenge to Eliminate Racism was established in 2020 — a year in 
which the nation and the world’s attention was once again focused on racial 
injustice and ending systemic violence and oppression against Black people. It 
recognizes that the United States is built on a legacy of racism and white 
supremacy that has consistently and significantly affected the daily lives of 
millions of people. It acknowledges that today, racist policies, bias, and 
discriminatory practices continue to promote racial inequality in myriad ways. 

In response, the Eliminate Racism network will identify evidence and practice-
based interventions that take on discrimination in all its forms and redress 
racism’s most dangerous and 
negative effects on the health 
and well being of our country. 



Mainstreaming Gender in the Grand 
Challenges

• Special Issue in the Social Work journal: Mainstreaming Gender: 
An Intersectional Feminist Approach to the Grand Challenges for 
Social Work

• Second edition of Grand Challenges for Social Work and Society
will include one-pager callouts in each chapter 
showcasing how gender can be centered in the
context and interventions of that Grand Challenge

https://academic.oup.com/sw/article/65/4/313/5910313


5 Year Impact Report

• GC-involved Scholars have engaged in numerous 

research efforts and have published their findings in 

journals

• Many of the Grand Challenges have developed textbooks, 
education modules, and webinars to train students, 
professionals and the public

• There has been various policy activities, including 
congressional testimony related to the Grand Challenges, 
contributions to several reports from the NASEM

• Leaders of GC networks have been instrumental in 
implementing programs and tools that help social work 
practitioners and the people with whom they work



GCSW Policy Successes
• Members of the FCAB network are leading a statewide policy experiment 

testing universal child development accounts (CDA) and findings have informed 
design and implementation of CDA policies in several states

• In advance of the 2020 election, the Grand Challenge to End Homelessness 
released a comprehensive policy brief to educate state and federal officials

• Members of Ensure Healthy Development for Youth helped develop the 
Colorado Statewide Strategic Plan for Primary Prevention, and have worked to 
promote the infrastructure necessary to increase the use of tested and effective 
preventive interventions in 4 states

• Research by members of Promote Smart Decarceration contributed to the 
implementation of the First Step Act (2018) prison reform bill.



Collaboration and Partnership

• GCSW has collaborated with NASW to help shape 
their 2021-2024 Policy Priorities Blueprint providing 
policy recommendations to the incoming 
administration

• The 2020 Power Conference, hosted by Wichita State 
University was themed around the Grand Challenges 
for Social Work

• SSWR 2021 hosted a GCSW Roundtable, Roundtable 
on the GC to Eliminate Racism



Infrastructure

•GCSW leadership
•Grand Challenge networks
•Executive Committee and 

subcommittees
• Leadership Board
•Distinguished Advisory Board

•Staffing for centralized administration 
and communications

•University & organizational sponsors



The NYU Silver School of Social Work held a student-led competition to 
inspire students at both the undergraduate and graduate levels to apply 
the core social work values to address one or more of Grand Challenges. 

The Graduate School of Social Work at the University of Denver held a 
Social Work Grand Challenges Science for Action Series. The series is 
addressing all 12 of the challenges over four years.

Colorado State University’s School of Social Work used visual 
communications to associate faculty members and their research with the 
GCSW, with the goal of building momentum on a grassroots level among 
students.

GCSW Campus Activities





By working together in creative new ways we have the power to bring greater visibility 
to these critical issues, to build new knowledge, and to translate that knowledge into 
the practice and policy efforts that are essential to driving real, lasting, and 
transformative social change. Join us and be a part of this history in the making!

Find out which 
faculty are 
working on topics 
that fall under 
one or more of 
the challenges 
and how you can 
be involved in 
that work. 

Host an event on 
campus or in 
your class to raise 
awareness about 
one or more of 
the Grand 
Challenges, or 
the initiative as a 
whole.

Create your own 
Grand Challenge 
discussion group or 
brown bag lunch 
series. Ask a network 
leader to speak to 
the group via video 
(or in-person if 
feasible).

Build an 
interdisciplinary 
coalition of 
students from a 
variety of schools 
on campus 
centered on one 
or more Grand 
Challenge. 

Explore ways to 
raise awareness 
about a 
particular Grand 
Challenge in your 
field placement. 
Share network 
publications, 
websites or other 
resources. 

Write an 
article for your 
school 
newspaper. 

Post information about your or others’ Grand Challenge-related work on social media using: 
#Up4theChallenge



Aspirations
• Establishes itself as one of the most important initiatives in the history of the 

profession for increasing social work’s influence

• Becomes a useful framework for still greater collaborative efforts to address 
society’s most fundamental social problems

• Evolves into major problem-solving and solution-testing entities that span the 
nation

• Helps society learn and use new ways to end racism, homelessness, and 
violence and to prevent harms from each other, climate change, and social 
actions and policies that undermine justice and social cohesion



Learn how you can be a part of the GCSW!



How are you #Up4theChallenge?

The Grand Challenges are growing and building momentum, recognizing

that so many are already doing the work. How are you #Up4theChallenge?

https://twitter.com/hashtag/Up4theChallenge?src=hashtag_click


Please Stay Tuned and Involved
ALL IDEAS & ACTIONS MATTER

THANK YOU

Questions, Comments, Recommendations?



www.presentationmagazine.com
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