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Michael Reisch 

Current Trends & Challenges 

to Prevailing Assumptions 

About Social Work in the 

United States 



Assumptions about the State, 

Social Welfare, and Social Work 

• There will be a gradual and continuing 

expansion of state responsibility for social 

provision with modest redistributive results. 

 

• State-sponsored social policies can 

ameliorate the excesses and negative effects 

of the market economy by collectivizing the 

“social costs of private enterprise.”  



New Realities 

• Economic globalization has invalidated 

these long-standing assumptions. 

• Fiscal, monetary, and spending policies now 

primarily emphasize the creation of a 

suitable environment for investment. 

• This has produced budget and tax cuts, as 

well as increased reliance on private sector 

alternatives to state provision of services. 



Recent Examples Include 

• Attacks on the Concept of Entitlement 

• Welfare Reform  

• Managed Care in health/mental health 

• Efforts to privatize Social Security and cut 

benefits in Medicare & Medicaid 

• The rollback of Affirmative Action and 

other anti-discrimination legislation 



Assumptions about the State, 

Social Welfare and Social Work 

• Political and social stability require the 

existence of a modified welfare state -- to 

sustain the legitimacy of liberal democracy 

and the appearance of a pluralistic society. 

• Both social policies & social work practice 

operate within national boundaries in which 

international developments are not central 

to their formulation or implementation. 



New Realities 

• The U.S. is now the most unequal of all 

industrialized nations -- more so than at any 

time since World War II. Recent tax cuts 

and the disappearance of the budget surplus 

will further exacerbate this situation. 

• Problems such as environmental pollution, 

AIDS, immigration, & unemployment can 

no longer be understood or responded to 

solely within national or local boundaries. 



Assumptions about the State, 

Social Welfare and Social Work 

• The stated goals of social work -- social 

justice, social treatment, & empowerment -- 

require the existence of a benevolent state & 

the cooperation of social workers with state 

policy-making and state intervention. 

• Social work can serve as an instrument of 

the state -- to further both the redistributive 

and social control ends of social policies -- 

without compromising its basic values. 



New Realities 

• As a consequence of persistent ideological 

attacks and decades of cutbacks, the 

credibility and capacity of government as a 

problem-solving institution have eroded. 

• Changes in the distribution of political 

power and the nature of U.S. politics have 

effectively disenfranchised millions. 

• These changes threaten the core social work 

principles of social justice & empowerment. 



ISSUE: 

Can the social work profession 

sustain itself in a recognizable 

form when the social justice core 

of its mission is deliberately 

thwarted by public policies? 



Assumptions about Social 

Service Agencies & Social Work 

• Non-profit organizations in U.S. society 

have a distinct function in the social welfare 

system that complements that of the state. 

• Non-profit agencies create fundamentally 

different “commodities” from those 

produced by the private, for-profit market 

system and, therefore, require a different 

type of organizational structure and culture. 



New Realities 

• For over 30 years, the lines between public, 

non-profit, & for-profit agencies have been 

deliberately blurred through policy changes.   

• Non-profits are increasingly expected to fill 

in the gaps created by the fraying of the 

government-funded social safety net. 

• The culture of the market has permeated the 

environment of many non-profit agencies. 



Assumptions about Social 

Service Agencies & Social Work 

• Social service agencies -- public & non-

profit -- are integral and benign partners in 

the design and delivery of services.  Their 

goals are generally compatible with the 

goals of social workers and clients. 

• A climate of relatively benign cooperation 

exists among public, non-profit, & for-profit 

organizations in the social welfare field. 



New Realities 

• Recent research reveals that many non-

profits are experiencing greater competition 

for shrinking resources even as clients’ 

demands increase & become more complex. 

• Welfare reform and managed care have 

undermined existing cooperative networks 

between public/non-profit, non-profit/for-

profit, and secular/religious organizations. 



Assumptions about Social 

Service Agencies & Social Work 

• Client and community self-determination 

and empowerment are compatible, indeed 

integral, to the development and the 

implementation of effective social services. 

• The ethical guidelines of social work 

practice are compatible with enhanced state 

intervention in social welfare and the goals 

and purposes of non-profit organizations. 



New Realities 

• Increases in involuntary clients undercut the 

basic assumptions of social work practice 

regarding the worker-client relationship. 

• Workers & clients now compete for agency 

resources in a climate of fiscal scarcity. 

• Policy shifts and greater accountability 

demands jeopardize clients’/communities’ 

ability to exercise self-determination and 

undermine the principle of confidentiality. 



ISSUE: 

 

In today’s context, what meaning 

& utility do concepts like self-

determination, confidentiality, & 

empowerment have for social 

workers? 



Assumptions about 

Multiculturalism & Social Work  

• Divisions in U.S. society occur primarily 

along a “majority-minority” axis that 

juxtaposes white/male/middle-upper class 

heterosexuals with all other groups. 

• These “minority” groups will remain in 

minority status for the indefinite future and 

the principle tensions in society will be 

between the dominant or “majority” culture 

and these various minority groups. 



New Realities 

• In most major cities and a few states, 

“minorities” are now the majority. 

• The majority of the new workforce is 

comprised of women and people of color. 

• Particularly in urban areas, social tensions 

have increasingly occurred along multi-

racial lines and between minorities of color 

& other disenfranchised communities. 



Assumptions about 

Multiculturalism & Social Work 

• The expansion of social provision will 

gradually create a more egalitarian society 

in which invidious discrimination in all its 

forms will eventually diminish or disappear. 

• The creation of a multicultural society will 

lead to greater support for ALL equality-

based social policies & a consensus about 

the roles of government, the private sector, 

and religious groups in social provision. 



New Realities 

• Nearly all minorities of color still lag 

significantly behind whites in most major 

economic & social indicators of well being. 

• Attacks on Affirmative Action threaten to 

undermine decades of social progress. 

• Divisions among minority groups have 

arisen over issues such as abortion, faith-

based social services, and immigration. 



Assumptions about 

Multiculturalism & Social Work  

• Concerns over multiculturalism and the 

eradication of white privilege are fully 

compatible with the other social justice-

related goals of social work practice. 

• The resolution of racial and cultural issues 

is compatible with the maintenance of the 

major features of the U.S. social welfare 

system and social work practice. 



New Realities 

• Debates over the nature of welfare reform, 

school vouchers, and the role of faith-based 

institutions reveal significant differences 

across racial/cultural lines over the structure 

and functions of social provision in the U.S. 

• Tensions over the rights of women & LGBT 

persons, and laws regarding the parent-child 

relationship underscore fundamental social 

and cultural disagreements about values. 

 



ISSUE: 

 

What will be the “social glue” 

that binds together an 

increasingly multicultural society 

in the 21st Century? 



Assumptions about Social Work 

in the 21st Century 

• Social work’s practice frameworks require 

only the integration of enhanced racial, 

ethnic, and cultural consciousness to adapt 

to the realities of a multicultural society. 

• The skills social workers need to practice 

effectively in this emerging environment 

remain fundamentally unchanged. 



New Realities 

• Social workers can not play a meaningful 

role in the 21st Century using outdated 

practice frameworks and existing skills. 

• They will have to acquire new skills and 

adapt existing skills to the rapid and 

enormous changes that are occurring in the 

economic, social, political, and cultural 

environments of the U.S. and the world. 



Conclusion 

• 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 play a viable role in the future. 



Questions for Discussion 

• What do such values as social justice and 

empowerment mean in the changing 

environmental context? 

• How can we reconcile our basic 

assumptions with the changing realities of 

policy & practice in a multicultural society? 

• What will be the relative roles of the public, 

private, and non-profit sectors in the 

provision of social welfare in the future? 



FINALLY: 

What are the implications of these 

changes & challenges for the UM 

School of Social Work? 


