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Promoting Social Justice in 

a Multicultural Society: 

Challenges & Opportunities for 
Social Work Scholarship,  

Education and Practice 

Michael Reisch, U. of Michigan 



Overview of Presentation 

• Background & Scholarly Interests: 
Implications for Vision & Dean’s Role 

 

• Vision for the SSW  

 

• Dean’s Role 



My Background 

• Roots of Scholarly & Professional Interests  

 

 

• Past Professional and Political Activities 

 

 

• Current Social Justice-oriented Work 



Ongoing Scholarly Interests 

• Social Policies Affecting Low-income Children & 

Families, especially welfare reform 

 

• History of Social Welfare: Impact of Political-

Economic & Ideological Developments 

 

• Theory & Practice of Community Organization 

 

• Ethical Dilemmas of Social Work Practice 



Current Research/Scholarship 

• The cross-national impact of economic 

globalization on the welfare state, and on SW 

practice in communities and organizations 

 

• Multicultural history of social work/welfare 

 

  

• The role of social justice movements & politics in 

the development of social work: Past & Present 

 

 



The Impact of Globalization: 

Implications for Social Welfare 

• Exacerbation of prevailing inequalities 

• Transformation of the relationship between 

the state & market, & between sectors 

• Changes in ideology & language of SW 

• De-politicization of social work 

• Changes in social service agencies & SW 

practice in public & non-profit sectors 

• Challenges to prevailing assumptions 



Assumptions About Policy 

• State-sponsored policies, operating within 

existing political boundaries, can diminish 

the social costs of a market economy 

• Expanded state provision will gradually 

increase social equity and diminish the 

level of institutional discrimination 

• The social justice goals of social work are 

compatible with the goals of the state 

 



Assumptions About Programs 

• Social service agencies’ goals are largely 

compatible w/those of clients and workers 

• Nonprofit organizations play a distinct, yet 

complementary role in U.S. social welfare, 

reflected in their organizational cultures 

• Relatively benign cooperation exists 

among the various sectors in the SW field  



Assumptions About Practice 

• Client & community self-determination and 

empowerment are integral to the creation 

and implementation of effective services 

• The values and ethics of social workers 

are compatible with the stated goals of 

public & private organizations; and 

• These goals are consistent with social 

work’s mission regarding social justice. 

 



Some New Realities 

• Problems can no longer be resolved by 

gov’t within existing political boundaries 

• Relationships between public, private, and 

nonprofits sectors have been transformed 

• Increase in involuntary clients undercuts 

many basic assumptions of SW practice 

• Impact of demographic/cultural changes 

on the focus of SW policies and services 



New Demographic Realities 

• Aging of the population, esp. the “old old” 

• Dramatic shifts in racial/ethnic makeup 

• Changing patterns in household size & 
ethnic/regional variations in these patterns 

• Transformation of family/gender roles 

• Depopulation of certain regions of U.S. 

• Economic decline of “inner ring” suburbs 

• Changing attitudes re sexual orientation 



Social Justice & Multiculturalism: 

Why Write an Alternative History? 

• Social justice: The central normative 

component of social work/social welfare  

 

• Ongoing conflicts between concepts & 

goals of social justice and multiculturalism 

 

• Resolving this conflict is critical to respond 

effectively to 21st C. demographic realities 



Historical Research: Findings & 

Implications for the Future 

• Until the mid-20th C., different conceptions 

of SW existed in communities & regions 

• Cultural distinctions shaped groups’ 

concepts of need & helping and were 

reflected in language, goals, organizations 

• “Minority” conceptions of SW influenced 

U.S. ideas & practices to a far greater 

extent than usually acknowledged. 

 

 



Themes of Multicultural History 

• Tensions in social welfare because of 

parallel discourses on social justice and 

multiculturalism: Implications for policy  

• Evolution of meaning of social justice 

• Emergence of alternative social services 

• Current theoretical and practical efforts to 

reconcile these concepts: Limitations 

 



Prevailing Assumptions About 

Multiculturalism & Social Justice 

• Divisions in U.S. society occur primarily 
along a clear “majority-minority” axis 

• The definition of a “minority” is fixed and 
social policies & practice need to integrate 
this definition into their theoretical frames  

• The goals of multiculturalism and social 
justice are always compatible because a 
multicultural society will lead to greater 
support for all equality-based policies. 



Issues for SW 

• How can the SW profession sustain its 
social justice mission when that mission is 
deliberately thwarted by public policies? 

• What is the meaning of concepts like self-
determination & empowerment today? 

• Who will bear the social costs of change? 

• What will be the “glue” that binds together 
an increasingly multicultural society? 

• What role should each sector play in SW? 



Challenges for Social Work 

• Reexamine our fundamental assumptions 

• Clarify the meaning of our core values 

• Reformulate our practice concepts and 
frameworks for 21st C. realities based on a 
combination of environmental analysis and 
multi-method, evidence-based research 

• Adjust our skills to contemporary realities 

• Put research and practice in both local and 
international contexts 



Implications for a Vision  

The Potential Roles of the 

School of Social Welfare in the 

Years Ahead 



Future Goals for the SSW 

• Maintain high level of scholarly quality and 
productivity, while enhancing the impact of 
its research on public policy and practice 

• Reflect new multicultural realities in its 
research, educational programs, faculty & 
students, and community relationships 

• Revise curriculum content to prepare 
graduates for emerging SW challenges 

• Maintain national leadership in SW Educ. 



Components of a Vision: Research 

• Strengthen the research infrastructure of 
the SSW to facilitate submission of grants 
to government & foundations, promote 
development of junior faculty & doctoral 
students, & increase collegial scholarship 

• Increase opportunities for dissemination of 
research to government & the private 
sector, & to the general public thru media 

• Promote greater dialogue over SW issues 



Components of a Vision: Education 

• Prepare students to work effectively in 

future SW organizations via content on: 

-- Uses of technology in practice & mgmt 

-- Cultural diversity, including languages 

-- Emerging ethical & political dilemmas 

-- New direct & macro practice models  

-- Evaluating impact of programs & practice 

 



Components of a Vision: Int’l 

• Strengthen relationships with educational 

institutions & scholars in other countries 

• Develop a cross-national dimension to 

SSW’s research & scholarly efforts 

• Incorporate more international content into 

the SSW’s curriculum, including more 

opportunities for student/faculty exchange 

• Expand existing dual Master’s program 



Components of a Vision: Students 

• Maintain active program to recruit diverse 

students, in California, the US, & abroad 

• Build collaborative relationships with other 

universities, community groups, and 

professional organizations to identify a 

diverse pool of potential applicants 

• Expand financial aid resources to enable 

more students to enroll in graduate study 



Components of a Vision: Faculty 

• Sustain an aggressive recruiting program 
to identify strong & diverse pool of faculty 

• Plan faculty hires to ensure maintenance 
of sufficient depth & breadth in future 

• Promote the retention of junior faculty via 
strong mentorship, financial & workload 
assistance, & supportive atmosphere 

• Balance faculty independence with the 
promotion of collaborative research/educ. 



The Dean’s Role 

• Articulate the vision, mission & goals of 
the SSW inside and outside the University 

• Secure sufficient material and political 
resources to achieve the SSW’s goals 

• Provide collegial intellectual leadership & 
mentoring, e.g. for jr. faculty and students 

• Lead by example: Through scholarship, 
teaching, service, and management style 

• Sustain healthy organizational environm’t 


