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Envisioning the Future 
of Social Work and 
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Introduction 
 

n Historical Background 

 

n Contemporary Context 

 

n A Vision of the Future  



Historical Background 

Social work in the U.S. Has 

been shaped by: 

 

n Economic & social development 

n The evolving roles of the public 

& nonprofit sectors 

n Shifting demographic trends 

n Ideological conflicts in society 



Impact of Economic & 
Social Development 

 

n Distribution of income & wealth 

 

n Nature of work & employment 

 

n Consequences for individuals, 

families, and communities 



Evolving Roles of Public 
& Nonprofit Sectors 

 

n Functions of social policy 

 

n Evolution of nonprofit sector 

 

n Emergence of self-help, mutual 

aid, and empowerment focus 



Demographic Trends 
 

n Urbanization & suburbanization 

 

n Immigration & internal migration 

 

n Racial & ethnic diversity 

 

n Aging of population 



Ideological Conflicts in 
Society & the Profession 

 

n Charity v. Justice 

 

n Self v. Social Responsibility 

 

n Professionalism v. Politics 

 

n Individual v. Social Treatment 



Contemporary Trends & 
Their Implications 

 

n Economic globalization 

 

n Shifts in the political climate 

 

n Demographic transformation 

 

n Changes in social work practice 

 



Economic Globalization 

 

n Marked increase in inequality 

 

n Shift in power balance 

 

n Changing nature of work 

 

n Impact on policy & practice 



The Political Climate 

n Changing relationship of 

government to the market 

 

n Growing distrust in government 

 

n Power shift + devolution 

 

n Movement of political “center” 



Demographic Changes 

n Increasingly multiracial & 

multicultural society 

 

n Nature & function of cities 

 

n Gender roles & family patterns 

 

n Aging population 



Changes in  
Social Service Agencies 

n Influence of market mechanisms 

 

n Impact of privatization 

 

n Increased competition 

 

n Ethical & value conflicts 

 

n Effect on social work careers 



The Changing Nature of 
Social Work Practice 

n Short-term interventions 

 

n Increasingly outcome oriented 

 

n More involuntary clients 

 

n “Multi-problem” clients 

 

n More adversarial relationships 



Implications for the 
Future of Social Work 

n Overarching issues 

 

n Premises for the future about 

 

-- Social work’s role in society 

-- Social work values 

-- Social work & politics 

 

n Conceptual questions 



Overarching Issues 

n Who should bear the social and 

economic costs of change? 

n What will be the relative roles of 

the public, nonprofit, and private 

sectors in the future? 

n How can social services and 

social work research bring 

about purposeful change? 

n What can educators do to help 

shape the future we want? 



Premises for the Future 

1. Social work has a unique role in 

 

n Integrating knowledge & values 

n Identifying new issues of social 

and political concern 

n Framing issues in new ways 

n Developing alternative 

approaches to social problems 



Premises for the Future 

2. Social justice requires us to 

 

n Protect the most vulnerable & 

disadvantaged populations  

n Emphasize prevention 

n Focus on community-based 

research & intervention 

n Create new forms of service 

design & delivery 



Premises for the Future 

3. Compatibility of politics and 

professionalism enables us to 

 

n Shape the parameters of current 

political debates in the U.S. 

n Use research & advocacy to 

develop new policy options 

n Find common ground in an 

increasingly diverse society 

n Focus on regional concerns 



Premises for the Future 

4. A vision requires building on 

the School’s strengths such as 

n Longstanding research on 

practice interventions 

n Consistent focus on new 

multicultural frameworks 

n Ongoing relationships with 

community groups 

n Empowerment emphasis 

n Use of new technology 



Examples of Issues 

n Health care coverage for all 

n Child poverty: impact of TANF 

n Needs of working people 

n Unique needs of people of color, 

women, LGBT persons 

n Linking community economic 

and social development 

n Environmental justice 

n Transportation & housing 



Conceptual Questions 
to Be Resolved 

n Given the changing context -- 

what is the meaning and future 

implications of concepts like 

-- Social justice 

-- Empowerment 

-- Self-determination 

-- Oppression 

-- Multiculturalism & diversity 

-- Social change 



The Future of Social 
Work Education 

n Mission & vision 

n Persistent issues & dilemmas 

n Curriculum content & structure 

n Teaching & technology 

n The focus of knowledge 

development & dissemination 

n Needs of students 

n The school’s role in the 

university and community 



The Mission & Vision of 
Social Work Education 

n Define meaning of social service 

- values into policies 

n Shape policy debates through 

“discovery” and “integration” 

n Enhance practice knowledge & 

program effectiveness 

n Train future leaders 

n Enable clients to define and alter 

their environments 



Persistent Issues For 
Social Work Education 

n Identifying the knowledge we 

want to create and convey & 

when students should learn it 

n The unique contributions of 

social work research & practice 

n Effective integration of new 

technologies in our teaching 

n General v. Specialized approach 

n Relationship to other disciplines 

 

 

 



Curriculum Content & 
Structure: Problems 

 

n Gap between mission & content: 

translating values into practice 

n Limitations of 2-year curriculum 

n Vertical & horizontal integration 

n Limitations of UG education 

n Innovation v. Accreditation 

n Classroom-Field dichotomy 

 

 



Curriculum Content  
To Be Emphasized 

n Political & psychosocial 

implications of social change 

n Local economic development 

n Reality of multicultural practice 

n Advocacy & action research 

n Collaborative, community-based 

research and practice 

n Inter-organizational practice 

n Imaginative field placements 



Imagining the Features 
of a 21st Century Social 

Work Curriculum 
 

n Community/field based design 

n Multicultural paradigms derived 

from research & practice 

n Truly international focus 

n Flexible course structure 

n Technology that transforms the 

nature and scope of the 

educational process 



Research & Scholarship 

n Ongoing community-based 

collaborative research projects 

n Centers for developing & 

disseminating new practice & 

service delivery models 

n Reemergence of the concept of 

the “public intellectual” 

n Use of technology to create new 

educational programs and a 

national clearinghouse 



Related Student Issues 
for the Future  

n Recruiting and admitting A high 

quality & diverse student body 

n Student demographics 

n The growing faculty/student 

“cultural gap” 

n Stronger program linkages 

n Financial assistance 

n Post-graduate experience & 

ongoing continuing education 



Related Faculty Issues 
for the Future 

n Recruiting and retaining a high 

quality & diverse faculty 

n Ongoing opportunities for 

faculty growth & development 

n A supportive & collegial 

environment for faculty work 

n Fair & adequate compensation  

n Faculty involvement in school & 

university and the community 

 



Related Staff Issues for 
the Future 

n Attracting and retaining a high 

quality and diverse staff to 

support the school’s needs 

n Integrating staff into all aspects 

of the school’s work 

n Ongoing staff development 

n Adequate compensation 

n A supportive and appreciative 

environment 



The School’s Role in the 
University & Community 

n Impact of a community-centered 

curriculum and community-

based research 

n Service learning programs 

n Community/regional dialogues 

n Influence of regional/national 

clearinghouse 

n New practice frameworks 

n Redefining concept of service 

 



What Lies Ahead? 

n Paradigm shifts in social welfare 

and social work 

n Emerging professional roles 

n New ways of knowing and 

synthesizing knowledge  

n Need to implement our historic 

belief in the possibility and 

desirability of individual, 

community, and social change 



The Dean’s Role in 
Shaping the Future 

n Leader & Role Model 

n Resource Developer 

n Advocate & Spokesperson 

n Facilitator & Broker 

n Colleague & Mentor 

n Catalyst 

n Consultant 

 


