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 Why social justice? 

 

 Social work & social justice: A mini-
history 

 

 The impact of globalization on poverty 
and inequality in the U.S. 

 

 Social justice practice 



 All Include: 
 Eradication of injustice 
 Valuing differences, building on 

strengths 
 Equitable distribution of power & 

resources 
 Equality of opportunity 

Conflicts Between: 
 Social Justice & Human Rights 
 Outcomes vs. Opportunities 
 (Fair Shares vs. Fair Play) 

 



 Social justice requires the creation of a more 
egalitarian society within existing structures 

 

 Social justice goals complement the 
preservation of individual rights and freedom 

 

 There is a single, universal definition of social 
justice which can be applied to all groups in 
the same way. 

















 Huge increase in socio-economic inequality 

 Increased persistence/depth of poverty 

 Growing racial disparities in health, mental 
health, education, housing, and employment 

 Transformation of role of government 

 Changes in mission & goals of non-profits 

 De-politicization of social work profession 

 Undermines assumptions about SW practice: 

 - Role of state  - Worker-client relationships 





 Poverty rate in the U.S. is 15.1% (15 yr high).  
Over 46.2 M are poor. 

 African Americans :25.8%; Latinos: 25.3%; 
Single female-headed households: 38.5%. 

 Deep poverty (< 50% of poverty) is 6.3%.  
 ~2 x higher among African Americans, 

Latinos & unmarried female-headed 
households (14%).  

o 4 million Americans live in extreme poverty 
($2/day)  

 
 



 Adult women 32% more likely to be poor. 

 Elderly women and female single parents are 
62% more likely to be poor.  

 At every educational level, women are more 
likely to be poor. 

 U.S. has highest poverty rate for female-
headed households and children (20.7%) 
among the 22 most industrialized nations. 

 35.7% of African American children are poor 

 

 

 



 Official unemployment rate is now 8.3%.  

 

 Real unemployment rate est. at 16-23%. 

 

 Among African Americans it is 15.3%; 
Latinos it is 12.7%; teens 23.9%. 

 

 Over two million people over 55 are 
unemployed (a record for this age cohort). 

 



Poverty Statistics: 
 
 (1) Exclude homeless persons, prisoners, and 

people “doubled up” or living with family;  
 
 (2) Set poverty thresholds too low  
 
 Without UI, Food Stamps, & prison system, 60 

million + would be “poor.”   
 Number receiving FS up 50% since 2007 
 Without SS, 20 M more would be poor. 
 Without EITC, another 5.4 M would be poor 
 
 If the poverty line was ~$25,000, ~1/3 of the 

population would be poor (~100 Million).  
 
 



By 2014: Overall poverty 
rate will increase to ~16% 
(+10 Million). 

 
Child poverty will increase 
to ~26% (+ 6 M).   

 
Nearly 50 M Americans will 
be poor; 20 M children. 

 
 



 Poverty statistics are merely a snapshot 

 

 Over half of U.S. population is poor at some time 
before age 65, especially when young.  

 

 91% of African Americans are poor at some time 
in their lives. 

 

 ~50% who escape poverty are poor again in 5 yrs. 

 

 Key factors: Race, household status, education 
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 Individualism: Victim Blaming 

 

 Use of poverty & unemployment in 
economic planning & for political 
purposes 

 

 Expectation of Competition 

 

 Social  & Cultural Apartheid   



Quintile  1979  2005  %+ 

Lowest 1/5 $14,400 15,300 6 

Second 1/5 $29,100 33,700 16 

Middle 1/5 $41,500 50,200 21 

Fourth 1/5 $54,300 70,300 29 

Top 1/5  $95,700 172,200 80 

Top 1%        $326,400 1,071,500 228 



 2007: top 1% of households had largest share 
of after-tax income since 1979 

 Middle and lowest 1/5 of households had 
smallest share of after-tax income. 

 Top 1% of households earned 70 x as much as 
bottom 1/5. In 1979: 22 times. 

 2006 tax cuts gave bottom 1/5 $20; middle 
1/5 $740; top 1% $44,200. 
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Full employment 
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 Deindustrialization  

 Decline of unions & outsourcing of jobs 

 Changes in tax policy since the 1980s 

 Stagnation in wages 

 Decrease in value of welfare benefits 

 Cuts in private benefits (esp. pensions) 

 Increased cost of basic goods (health care) 

 Conscious policy decisions 



 Tension in Social Relations: Class, Race, 
Religion, Generation, Region 

 

 Psychological Effects 

 

 Impact on Specific Policy Areas: Housing, 
Health, Education, Employment, Environment 

 

 Unequal Political Influence 

 

 



SES 

Mental Health 

Physical Health 

Social Isolation/Support 
Social Stress 

Labelling 

Access to health care 
Psychosocial factors 
Working conditions 

Environmental exposure 



Mental Health 

Physical Health 

Access to health care 
Psychosocial factors 
Working conditions 

Environmental factors 
Residential Segregation 

Race/Ethnicity 

? 

SES 





Assumptions 

 There will be a gradual and continuing 
expansion of gov’t responsibility for SW 

 Social policies can ameliorate the negative 
effects of the market economy by 
collectivizing the “social costs.” 

Realities 

 Gov’t policies now emphasize the creation of 
a suitable environment for investment. 

 



Assumption 

 Social policies operate within national 
boundaries – to reduce the negative effects of 
national economies.  

New Reality 

 Because of globalization, economic, 
environmental, demographic, and public 
health problems can no longer be addressed 
solely within national or local boundaries. 

 



Old Assumptions 

 The social justice goals of social work can 
best be achieved through cooperation with 
state policy-making bodies. 

 Social workers can cooperate with the state 
without compromising their basic values. 

New Realities 

 Concentrated political power threatens social 
work’s principles of social justice 

 Gov’t has lost credibility as a problem-solver 
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 Hold vulnerable groups harmless 

 Emphasize mutuality, reciprocity, humanity 

 Focus policies and services on prevention 

 Stress multiple forms of helping at multiple 
levels via multiple points of access 

 Combine an emphasis on rights and needs. 

 Promote true democratic participation 

 Address the mutually reinforcing structures 
of privilege and domination in all forms. 

 



 Greater competition among non-profits 

 Clients’ needs increase & are more complex 

 Increasing numbers of involuntary clients 
undermine basic practice assumptions 

 Workers & clients compete for agency 
resources due to fiscal scarcity. 

 Non-profits are trying to fill the gaps created 
by the fraying of the public social safety net. 

 The culture of the market has altered the 
environment of non-profits. 

 



A: No – Social justice practice refers 
more broadly to social action in the 
context of unequal power relations. 



 SJ practice is not merely an “add on.” 

 It involves both SJ goals & SJ processes. 

 Recognizes the critical role of context. 

 Focuses on overcoming oppression. 

 Cultural competence is a necessary but 
insufficient component of SJ practice. 

 It is both an end and a means: It is a 
necessary pre-condition to the achievement 
of social and personal peace and harmony. 

 



• Analyze root causes of inequality & injustice 

• Emphasize power dynamics 

• Juxtapose goals of market economy and SW 

• Critique role of ideology and culture 

• Focus on basic institutions & human needs 

• Promote structural & institutional change 

• Create alternative institutions & solutions 



 Educational aspects of all our work 

 Develop critical consciousness 

 Integrate marginalized groups 

 Create multicultural coalitions 

 Community-based participatory 
action research 

 Ongoing support mechanisms 
 



1. Create a social justice vision   

2. Develop goals & act towards that vision 

3. Engage with others across boundaries 

4. Apply critical contextual analyses.  

5. Cultivate critical consciousness and generativity.   

6. Apply praxis.   



CONTEXT 

PEOPLE* 

YOU 

WORK 

WITH 

YOU 

Reflect/
Analyze 

Theorize 

Figure one: Critical Analyses 

* People/organization/community with whom you work 
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Figure Two:  Praxis and Critical Consciousness 

Reflect/
Analyze 

* People/organization/community with whom 
 you work 



Engage 

Plan 

Implement Celebrate/Terminate 

Figure Three:  Dimensions of Practice 

Explore 
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Evaluate 



Engage 

Plan 

Implement 
Celebrate/Terminate 

Figure 4. Dimensions of Social Justice Practice 

Attention to Power 

Explore 

Monitor & 
Evaluate 
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•People/organization/ 
community you work with 



1. How can we develop universal social justice 
principles in a society in which the concept 
has different and conflicting meanings? 

2. How can we achieve social justice in the 
context of economic globalization when 
governments have less power and influence? 

3. How can we close the gap between our 
rhetoric and practice and fulfill our social 
justice mission? 

 



 SJ issues are always present 
 
 Social justice is a complex, dynamic, 

conflict-laden, & subjective concept.  
  
 Our definition of social justice must 

contain a positive vision.  
 
 Social justice is never achieved for all 

time.  It requires ongoing struggle. 
 



• It attends to both goals & processes 
 
• Positionalities/standpoints matter 
 
• History & context are critical 
 
• Power affects all parts of practice 
 
• It requires the ongoing negotiation of 

boundaries, conflicts, and roles  
 



• Focus on more than eradication of injustice. 

 

• Be aware of differences among Swers 

 

• Be aware of our “points of departure” 

 

• Recognize role of diversity in all practice 

 

• Clarify the meaning of “success” 





 Social workers can not play a meaningful 
role in the 21st century using outdated 
practice frameworks and existing skills. 

 Rapid changes in the environment of social 
work practice will require us to  

  -- Reexamine our basic assumptions 

 -- Reformulate our practice concepts 

 -- Clarify the meaning of our core values 

IF 

 We are to achieve a socially just future. 

 




