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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





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



Big, compelling and important

Amenable to analysis, assessment, improvement

Demonstrable progress in a decade

Cross-sector interdisciplinary collaboration

Significant innovation

Criteria for GCs





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


Evolution: Minimum Sufficient Infrastructure

•GCSW leadership
•Grand Challenge networks*
•Executive Committee and 

subcommittees
• Leadership Board
•Distinguished Advisory Board

•Staffing for centralized administration 
and communications

•University & organizational sponsors



Network Driven

• Networks manage their own leadership

• Resources are locally given

• Communications and central office functions are intended to support 
the networks

• Some networks are highly evolved and have multiple committees, a 
strategic plan, a website, and a clear statement of science-informed 
policy
• End Homelessness

• Ensure Healthy Development for Youth

• Some networks have re-invented themselves—”Stop Family 
Violence” became “Build Healthy Relationships to End Violence”



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 have 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.



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



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

• Many collaborations with CSWE, NADD, SLG, CRISP 
and AASWSW behind and ahead of us



Successes of the Grand Challenges Approach

• Bringing new light and talent to the field’s most 
pressing issues

• Coalescing the field around issues of public 
interest beyond traditional social work areas

• Adding a new dimension to social work 
organizational efforts to strengthen social work 
with a more explicit focus on strengthening 
society.



Aspirations
• Established 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

• Society will 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



Thank you, Leadership Board
• For the doors you have opened

• For the committees you have led or served on

• For the support you have given network leads

• For being network leads, yourselves

• For the funds you have contributed or stirred

• For the nudges and pushes you have given us to improve

• For many years of engagement

• For the ideas you have shared… and much more

Welcome new Leadership Board members!



www.presentationmagazine.com

Thank you to our sponsors 
who have allowed this work to happen!

Become a sponsor: https://bit.ly/3i2vumL

Premier Sponsors
American Academy of Social 

Work and Social Welfare
Arizona State University
New York University
University of Maryland
University of Washington
Washington University

in St. Louis

Contributing Sponsors
Loma Linda University
Sacred Heart University
Smith College

Individual Donors
Richard Barth
Marilyn Flynn
Raheem and Erika Lay

Sustaining Sponsors
Boston College
Boston University
Case Western Reserve University
Colorado State University
Columbia University
Fordham University
Michigan State University
Rutgers
The Ohio State University
University at Buffalo
University of Alabama
University of California, Berkeley
University of California,

Los Angeles
University of Chicago
University of Connecticut

University of Denver
University of Georgia
University of Houston
University of Illinois
University of Kentucky
University of Louisville
University of Michigan
University of Missouri
University of Nebraska Omaha
University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill
University of Pennsylvania
University of Pittsburgh
University of Southern California
University of Tennessee
University of Texas at Austin
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