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Abstract 

 

Validation of a Set of Principles for Social Work Leadership 

S. Colby Peters, Doctor of Philosophy, 2016 

Dissertation Directed by: Dr. Karen Hopkins, Associate Professor, School of Social Work 

A recent increase in social work leadership research reveals two primary issues: 1) lack of 

demonstrated linkages between the social work mission and leadership theories 

commonly used in social work research; and 2) leadership deficit on multiple practice 

levels. This first part of this dissertation examines the historical evolution, current 

trajectory, and consequences of these issues, and the negative outcomes for the 

profession, its employees, and its clients. The primary purpose of this dissertation 

research, to develop a model and measure of social work leadership to address challenges 

in leadership practice and research, is fulfilled using the following methodological steps: 

1) extraction of social work leadership principles from a systematic theoretical literature 

review, empirical literature reviews, and focus group; 2) development of a definition of 

social work leadership; 3) a review of leadership measures that have been used in social 

work research to determine if one or more could be used as the basis of a social work 

leadership measure; 4) development of a measure of social work leadership based on the 

leadership principles, with the addition of a set of items measuring respondents’ 

perceptions of positive change facilitation for clients; and 5) statistical validation of the 

leadership measure. Exploratory factor analysis, used to validate the measure, produced a 

five factor model provisionally labeled organizational health, change management, 

community relations, relational empowerment, and social work ethics. Multiple regression 



 

 

 

 

analyses are performed to assess the relationship between the validated leadership 

measure and respondents’ perceptions of client outcomes. All subscales, except for 

change management, predicted a significant amount of variance in their corresponding 

change score. The five subscales together accounted for about 50% of the variance in the 

total change score. The conceptual meaning behind each of the five subscales is explored 

with the use of supporting literature and results of the statistical analyses are used to 

develop implications for research and practice. Potential uses of the final leadership 

measure and model in addressing the previously identified research and practice 

challenges are discussed.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

The purposes of this dissertation are to a) explicate the reasoning behind and necessity 

for the adaptation or development of a social work leadership measure, b) describe the series of 

steps that were used in the assembly and validation of such a measure, and c) describe the results 

of the administration of the measure and draw some implications for future research. For the 

purposes of this dissertation, the phrase “social work leadership” refers to a set of behaviors that 

are specific to the profession and based on the purpose, goals, mission, and values of social work. 

Social workers engaging in social work leadership need not occupy administrative positions or 

have certain professional affiliations. Further, the assertion made later in this dissertation that 

certain behaviors demonstrate social work leadership does not necessarily preclude non-social 

workers from engaging in these behaviors. Similarly, the fact that the Council on Social Work 

Education asserts that to “apply social work ethical principles to guide professional practice” 

(EPAS, 2008) reflects competency in social work does not prevent a dentist from using the 

National Association of Social Worker Code of Ethics (NASW, 2015) to guide her practice.  

In Chapter 2, an analysis of historical scholarly writings on social work leadership and a 

description of current issues in social work leadership and practice are used to argue that social 

work leadership requires a specific definition and set of principles derived from the values and 

ethics of the profession. Chapter 3 presents a description of the development of a set of 

leadership principles for social work using a systematic review of current theoretical and 

empirical social work leadership literature, as well as data from a focus group on social work 

leadership. Results of the theoretical literature review also include a working definition of social 
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work leadership and four dialectical themes extricated from the literature. Chapter 4 describes 

the method of developing and validating a measure of social work leadership using the principles 

specified in Chapter 3. Chapter 5 contains the results of the analysis of data obtained from the 

administration of the leadership measure, and Chapter 6 offers a discussion of the results and 

their significance. 

The recent increase in theoretical and empirical interest in social work leadership has 

revealed two primary issues in the research and practice, including the lack of demonstrated 

linkages between the mission of social work and popular leadership theories and models; as well 

as a deficit of leadership skills demonstrated by social workers in different levels of practice  

(Booker, 2012; Foster, 2013; Jabour, 2012; Knee & Folsom, 2012; Lawler & Bilson, 2013; Lazzari, 

Colarossi, & Collins, 2009; Ykiruka & Karvinen-Niinikoski, 2013). In Chapter 2, a review of available 

scholarly leadership social work articles written between the 1920s and the 1980s reveals that 

social work educators, researchers, theorists, and advocates have been debating the same issues 

for decades, including whether the underlying values and ethics of social work should: lean 

towards sociology and psychology (McCoin, 1973); whether the profession’s true roots are in the 

Settlement House movement or the casework method (Brilliant, 1986; Jabour, 2012); and 

whether social workers should just focus on practice rather than research (Hagerty, 1923).  

Running below the surface of these ongoing debates is the often unspoken question of why social 

workers are failing to consistently lead the profession toward the achievement of social work’s 

social justice mission. The historical literature review reveals three primary themes, the 

expression of which have contributed to solidifying the barriers to social workers’ professional 

goals: 1) uncertain professional identity; 2) insufficient education; and 3) challenges related to 
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sexism, discrimination, and power. These issues have not only arguably had profound negative 

consequences for the profession and for its employees and clients, but also have forced social 

workers to perpetually straddle the line between adhering to societal norms in order to 

neutralize perceived threats of professional dissolution, and pursuing goals related to social 

justice.     

 Also in Chapter 2, the details of and potential reasons underlying the unresolved issues in 

current social work leadership research and practice are explored and discussed. Despite an avid 

interest in the outcomes and benefits associated with social work leadership for over 20 years, 

there has been no systematic and purposeful evaluation of available leadership models’ 

applicability to social work research and practice. Social work researchers have instead adopted 

the theories that have had the most success in business and military environments, origins of the 

majority of leadership models (Lawler, & Bilson, 2013). Moreover, no agreed-upon definition of 

social work leadership exists, highlighting the tenuous connections between existing leadership 

theories and social work practice.  

 While researchers may not agree as to the specific nature of social work leadership and 

its application, a general consensus exists in the social work literature and education that the 

profession lacks leadership in the individual, organizational, and interprofessional practice levels. 

In the case of the interprofessional level, social workers have to contend with secondary 

professional status, especially in healthcare settings (Lymbery, 2005; Montroe & DeLoach, 2011). 

For example, in hospice care, there is evidence that social workers are viewed as secondary to 

physicians and nurses on in interprofessional teams (Montroe & DeLoach, 2011). On the 

organizational level, as previously discussed, social workers have been competing for fewer 
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administrative jobs with individuals from other disciplines and losing (Patti, 1984; Brilliant, 1986; 

Knee & Folsom, 2012). Finally, on the individual level, social workers often do not understand the 

organizational influences on their work and how they can use leadership to make changes 

(Spitzer, Silverman, & Allen, 2015). Many social work researchers point to the lack of leadership 

and management curriculum in baccalaureate and masters programs in social work (Knee & 

Folsom, 2012) and the deficit of leadership training for practicing social workers (Austin, Regan, 

Samples, Schwartz, & Carnochan, 2011), especially those in direct practice, as the reasons for the 

noticeable scarcity of social workers in upper-level administrative positions in agencies and 

organizations that offer social services (Austin & Ezell, 2004; Knee & Folsom, 2012).  

 The internal leadership challenges and external societal issues that confront the social 

work profession have significant direct and proximal effects on its organizations and employees. 

Most importantly, if social workers are not invested in and committed to best practices in 

leadership research and services, clients and their families ultimately do not receive the services 

they need and deserve. Chapter 2 describes five currently critical challenges that demand strong 

leadership in social work research and practice, including: 1) linking leadership research to client 

outcomes; 2) improving social work education for entry into leadership positions; 3) 

counteracting managerialism to more effectively address seemingly intractable social problems, 

4) advancing social work values and ethics in interprofessional partnerships; and 5) increasing 

advocacy for equality and social justice.  

 Both the articles used in the historical analysis of social work leadership in Chapter 2, and 

the articles used for a theoretical analysis of social work leadership in Chapter 3 were found using 

a modified systematic search of peer-reviewed journal articles. The purpose of the analysis 
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presented in Chapter 3 is to take a first step toward resolving social work leadership issues in 

social work practice and research and determine which theory or model, if any, might fit best 

with the mission, values, ethics, and goals of social work practice. Two databases managed by 

EbscoHost, PsychInfo and Socindex, and one database managed by Web of Science, the Social 

Sciences Citation Index, were used to identify articles. Search terms for PsychInfo were 

determined using the PsychInfo thesaurus, and the search string was as follows: (“leadership” OR 

“leadership qualities” OR “leadership style” OR “transformational leadership”) AND (“social 

workers” OR “psychiatric social workers”); the search results were then narrowed to peer 

reviewed articles only. Socindex terms were also identified using the thesaurus and the search 

string was as follows: “leadership” AND “social workers”. Finally, the Social Sciences citation 

index was searched using the term “leader*”. Results were then refined to the social work 

category and limited to journal articles only. Search results from each of the three databases 

yielded 659 articles after duplicates were removed from the lists. Additional details specific to 

the historical and theoretical analyses are explained in Chapters 2 and 3, respectively. 

In addition to a theoretical analysis, Chapter 3 also presents the elements of social work 

leadership according to the reviewed articles and a working definition of social work leadership. 

Eight articles on leadership in social work are described and discussed, and their propositions are 

organized according to their origination from a conceptual framework, theory, or model; as well 

as their application to organizational, interpersonal, or individual leadership practices. Four 

primary themes emerged from the theoretical literature review, including a) the cultivation of a 

soft exterior and hard interior (Foster, 2013); b) the autonomy of social workers in an 

environment of managerialism; c) maintaining a social work identity while promoting 
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interdependence, acceptance, and integration; and d) emotional openness and competency. In 

addition, several leadership principles derived from the most relevant theories and models 

described in the reviewed literature are organized, described, and linked to social work practices 

on the organizational, interpersonal, and individual levels.  

Method 

 In Chapter 4, the method of developing and validating a measure of social work leadership 

using the principles generated in Chapter 3 is described. Research for measure development was 

conducted at the University of Maryland School of Social Work (UMB SSW) where the final 

measure was distributed in paper and online form to a) master’s students with at least six months 

of professional social work experience; b) members of the local chapter of the National Network 

for Social Work Management; c) professional social workers enrolled in continuing education 

courses at UMB SSW and training courses with the Title IV-E program, with the goal of collecting 

400 surveys completed by individuals who meet the study criteria. A series of exploratory factor 

analyses (EFA’s) was used to initially validate a measure of social work leadership and a set of 

leadership principles. In addition, multiple regression analyses were used to determine which 

items on the leadership measure were predictive of perceptions or beliefs about effecting change 

on the individual, relational, and organizational levels.  

Results 

Chapter 5 presents the results of the EFA and multiple regression analyses. Results of the 

EFA’s indicate a five-factor structure, to include organizational health, change management, 

community relationships, empowerment, and social work ethics. Several EFA’s were run to 
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confirm the validity of the five-factor solution. Results indicated good fit but several cross-loaded 

and unloaded items still remained, most likely because the prior EFA’s used information from all 

survey items to generate the five-factor solution, while the EFA’s used for confirmation included 

only information from the items in the  five-factor model.  

The remaining 37 scale items were used to generate scores for the five new factors, which 

were in turn used as predictors in a series of multiple regression analyses to determine whether 

factor scores contributed to variance in the hypothesized dependent variable, positive change, 

measured with five items that asked respondents about the extent to which their organization, 

their colleagues, and they were able to facilitate positive changes for service users. Results of 

multiple regression analyses showed that four of the five new factor subscales – organizational 

health, community relations, mutual empowerment, and social work ethics – were significant 

predictors of perceptions or beliefs about effecting positive change for service users; change 

management was not a significant predictor of positive change for service users. 

Discussion 

Chapter 6 offers an interpretation of the results of this study and draws some conclusions 

about its significance for social work research and practice. The proposed social work leadership 

principles were partially validated. The series of EFA’s suggested the retention of 37 of 52 items 

from the survey that was developed to measure these principles. Multiple regression analyses 

indicated that four of the five new factors predicted a significant amount of variance; altogether, 

these factors predicted about 50% of the variance in the dependent variable, perceptions of 

positive change for service users. 
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The five factors suggested by the EFA are examined in light of their associated items, as 

well as previous related research. The organizational health factor was the strongest factor with 

a good reliability score, and predicted a significant amount of variance in the dependent variable, 

change on the organizational level. The change management subscale was the second strongest 

factor, had a good reliability score after removing an item that was not correlated with the other 

items in the scale, but did not predict a significant amount of variance in change on the 

organizational level. The community relations subscale, the third strongest factor, had a good 

reliability score and predicted a significant amount of variance in change on the organizational 

level. The fourth strongest subscale, mutual empowerment, had a good reliability score and 

predicted a significant amount of variance in positive change on the relational level. Finally, 

though the social work ethics subscale was the weakest factor and had a poor reliability score, it 

predicted the most variance in the associated dependent variable, change on the individual level, 

relative to the other subscales. 

Suggestions for future research include further development of the social work ethics 

subscale and change management subscale, as well as an investigation as to the reason that the 

emotional competence items were only partially validated. Additional research is suggested for 

a few demographic trends in order to determine first, whether they are representative of the 

population and second, if so, the mechanism behind the trends. 

Suggestions for future practice include encouraging organizations to assess their 

organizational health on all levels to ensure that the organization not only has enough resources 

to function, but also that employees are being treated well and are practicing self-care. Since 

results indicate that perceptions of positive change for service users is partly predicted by the 
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organization’s relationship with the surrounding community, organizations should pursue social 

justice for community members, develop relationships with community members, and 

collaborate with other organizations in the area to provide better services to clients. Results also 

suggest that empowering employees and encouraging employees to develop mutually 

empowering relationships with coworkers may increase positive outcomes for service users. 

Finally, social work core values and ethics have emerged as an important indicator of perceptions 

of positive change for service users, particularly social worker integrity, respecting and valuing 

others, and taking responsibility for the well-being of service users. 

Strengths of this study include the development of a set of social work leadership 

principles and survey underpinned by thorough research into previous leadership literature, a 

focus group, and the use of proven survey design methods. Double-entry, careful data 

organization and cleaning, and missing values analyses ensured the best data was used in the 

subsequent analyses. Study limitations include several sources of potential bias, including self-

selection, availability, and a preponderance of child welfare workers. In addition, though every 

effort was made to create clearly stated survey items as valid indicators of the social work 

leadership principles, respondents may not have understood certain items or their connection to 

leadership. 

Conclusion 

 This set of initially validated social work leadership principles provides strong evidence to 

support the necessity and potential usefulness of a model of social work leadership in research 

and practice. Specifically, research questions and methodology filtered through a leadership 
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model based on the values and goals of social work might result in research and practice that 

more often considers underlying internal and external issues related to gender, race, and power.  

Moreover, this leadership model and measure of social work leadership could provide a solid and 

enduring foundation for future empirical study of leadership in social work and aid researchers 

and practitioners in addressing current leadership challenges faced by the profession. The 

measure could also provide important and useful information about social workers’ perceptions 

of their own leadership abilities and those of their organizations, and may suggest effective 

methods and content of leadership training. Finally, a model and measure of social work 

leadership might be a subtle, yet powerful, mechanism to advance the values, ethics and mission 

of social work through research and practice. For example, leadership training for social workers 

using a model with a social justice orientation that addresses leadership issues specific to the 

profession could prepare social workers in many different positions and organizations to be more 

effective leaders. Alternatively, a measure of social work leadership could inform organizations 

on areas of leadership deficit that could be addressed to improve social-justice oriented services 

for clients. 
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Chapter 2: The Challenges of Social Work Leadership 

 

The approach to this literature review includes an examination of the origin and 

consequences of challenges related to leadership in the social work literature and in the social 

work profession, as well as the interaction of these issues with evolving political, social, and 

economic issues. The context for this examination will include a brief history of leadership 

research in the broader social sciences and, more specifically, in social work theory and practice. 

This historical review, in conjunction with an investigation into current research and practice 

challenges, will be used to argue that the social work profession must fully embrace, integrate, 

and solidify its identity as a legitimate force for social justice. The conceptualization of a strong 

identity coupled with a redefinition of leadership based on social work goals and values will 

empower social workers to successfully address our most urgent internal professional challenges 

and external societal issues. 

Material for this review was assembled from a combination of books, writings, and peer-

reviewed articles, which were identified using database and reference list searches in order to 

produce a broad overview of the historical challenges in social work leadership in the U.S. 

Databases that were searched include Google Scholar, two databases managed by EbscoHost, 

PsychInfo and Socindex, and one database managed by Web of Science, the Social Sciences 

Citation Index.  

Leadership in the Social Sciences 
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Leadership – what it is, where it is, and who practices it and how well – has been the 

subject of many theoretical and empirical articles in the business literature and, more recently, 

in the broader social sciences (Ruch, 2012). Although leadership research predates management 

research by decades (Greenwood, 1908; Lawler & Bilson, 2013; Mumford, 1906; Terman, 1904) 

the two concepts are strongly interrelated and complementary; researchers tend to imbue 

leadership of and for individuals and teams with aspects of inspiration, motivation, and 

transformation, while management comprises stability and routine (Collinson, 2014; Hannah, 

Sumanth, Lester, & Cavaretta, 2014).  

Since the early 20th century, theories of leadership have proliferated; one recent literature 

review of leadership research in the social sciences identified over 60 distinct theoretical 

approaches to the study of leadership in over 700 articles published between 2000 and 2012 

(Dinh, et. al., 2013).  Some of the most prominent and popular leadership theories include 

traditional behavioral-based leadership development models (Day, Fleenor, Atwater, Sturm, & 

McKee, 2013) related to individual cognitive processes, such as authentic leadership (Avolio, 

Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009; Dinh, et al., 2013); theories that focus on individual aspects as well 

as relationships and organizational processes, such as transformational and charismatic 

leadership, leader-member exchange, and cross-cultural leadership (Avolio, Walumbwa, & 

Weber, 2009; Dinh, et al., 2013); and leadership theories that focus on the system or organization 

as the unit of analysis, including complexity leadership, distributed leadership, and team 

leadership (Dinh, et al., 2013).  

In the past few years, a critical approach to leadership that includes a focus on 

communication and meaning, the impact of language, and relationship processes has surfaced in 
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the social sciences (Collinson, 2014; Fairhurst & Connaughton, 2014). Collinson (2014) argues 

that approaches to leadership research have become overly dichotomous, and Kellerman (2013) 

states that researchers and professionals assume that the only way to influence others and 

achieve change is to be ‘a leader’ in the most traditional sense. However, Collinson (2014) 

contends, approaching leadership research from a dialectic perspective – in which researchers 

examine fundamentally contradictory positions or behaviors that create discord and change in 

an effort to avoid dichotomization – allows researchers to incorporate processes such as those 

described in the distributed or shared leadership theories, in which many different players in 

many different positions can engage in influential leadership behaviors every day (Thorpe, Gold, 

& Lawler, 2011). Critical studies incorporate assessments of the underlying assumptions related 

to the concept of leadership, including issues of power, gender, and minority status; these issues 

often go unmentioned in traditional studies of leadership (Collinson, 2014).   

Historical Context of Social Work Leadership  

 

In order to determine the historical context of social work leadership, a modified 

systematic review was conducted, the details of which are in Chapter 1 in the section “Modified 

Systematic Review” on page 4. From the 659 articles yielded by the three databases, a search 

was conducted for theoretical, conceptual, or commentary articles between 1900 and 2005 

about the profession of social work (not the more general ‘human services’) in which the words 

“leadership” or “leader” were in the title, and “social work*” or “social welfare” were a subject 

term, which yielded nine articles. An additional five articles were identified via reference list 

searches that didn’t have ‘leadership’ in the title but discussed historical aspects of leadership in 

social work.  
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The history of social work leaders and social work leadership research, development, and 

practice reveals several underlying tensions in the discipline that have remained fairly consistent 

over time and have potentially contributed to social work’s reticence in addressing leadership 

challenges in research, practice, and education. Since the professionalization of social work and 

the opening of the first school dedicated to the education and training of social workers in 1903 

(the School of Sociology; Heraud, 2014), social work educators, researchers, theorists, and 

advocates have debated whether the underlying values and ethics of social work should: lean 

towards sociology or psychology (Phillips & Mandlebaum, 1968; McCoin, 1973); whether the 

profession’s true roots are in the Settlement House movement or the casework method (Brilliant, 

1986; Jabour, 2012); whether grassroots participative leadership or leadership based on 

hierarchical business models is more effective (Brilliant, 1986; Patti, 1984); and whether social 

workers should be educated in clinical field work and practice or focus more on administrative 

and management training (Hagerty, 1923).  These often passionate debates cut to the core of 

social work’s identity and were focused around major ideological shifts that were identified as 

vital for the profession’s integrity and ability to effect positive change. At the heart of each of 

these arguments is the question: ‘If leadership embodies innovation and change, and social 

workers are supposed to be agents of change for social justice, why aren’t social workers 

assuming more formal and informal leadership roles right now?”  

A review of conceptual and research articles on social work leadership reveals that social 

work researchers have been providing similar answers to this question in various ways for almost 

100 years. In addition to an uncertain professional identify that may be preventing the profession 

from uniting around a model and method of leadership for positive change, the historical 
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literature also indicates a few specific historical challenges that may also have influenced the 

profession’s current approach to leadership in research and practice: 1) insufficient leadership 

and administrative education, 2) lowered professional standards, and 3) issues related to sexism, 

discrimination, and power. Earlier decades saw the profession struggle to coalesce around the 

theoretical underpinnings from sociology (Bogardus, 1936; Hagerty, 1923) – as demonstrated by 

the Settlement House movement – and later, with the rising popularity of psychological science, 

around psychotherapeutic method – a movement with roots in casework and clinical practice. 

Subsequently, social worker practitioners and researchers either fought against or attempted to 

accommodate to the rise of conservatism and new business management practices in the 1970s.  

  For example, Hagerty (1923) introduces the sociological and psychological dichotomy 

when he asserts that social workers are being well trained in clinical matters, but are neglecting 

to take enough classes in the sociological and economic disciplines in order to establish a context 

for their work. In a qualitative analysis by Stotzer and Tropman (2006) of the opening addresses 

by the 21 women presidents of the National Conference for Social Work (NCSW) between 1910 

and 1983 (the year of dissolution), Grace L. Coyle (1940) asserted that, while social workers were 

successful in understanding individuals, they needed to concentrate on understanding issues 

related to communities and society. In 1968, Deschin and De Hoyos and De Hoyos wrote two 

companion articles in the same year in the American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, in which they 

argued that social workers were losing their jobs because the profession of social work was in a 

state of identity crisis, and must choose, once and for all, either a sociological or 

psychotherapeutic orientation.  
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 Fifty years later, social workers’ continued lack of leadership education, the new 

conservative political climate, and consolidation of social services under the aegis of the newly 

coined ‘human services’ resulted in reduced professional opportunities in social services due to 

lack of funding, and more competition for administrative positions from other disciplines 

(Brilliant, 1986; Patti, 1984). Recognizing this leadership challenge, some social work researchers 

attempted to integrate the new business management model with social work values, sparking 

a debate about the fit of business leadership models to social work that would last for decades. 

In one of the first of these articles, Kamerman (1974) attempted to resolve the debate by 

advocating for a balance between the business model of leadership, client participation, and use 

of social worker expertise based on the results of several community organizing projects. 

Kamerman (1974) reports that the few successful projects remained successful for two to three 

years because they maintained the aforementioned balance, but she doesn’t explain what 

business-based leadership behaviors were present or how they contributed to the success. Other 

researchers rejected the business-based leadership principles altogether. Patti (1984) asserted 

that acceptance or accommodation of the current leadership and management practices for 

business administration would cause social workers and the profession to compromise core 

social work values. He went on to state that the blending of social work into the human services 

soup comprised a “transformation…characterized by a displacement of previously paramount 

values such as individualization, mutuality, and social change, with such values as productivity, 

efficiency, and compliance (Patti, 1984, p. 22).” Other authors, such as Brilliant (1986), 

encouraged social workers to fully embrace the new business-oriented models of leadership. In 

her 1986 article in Social Work, Brilliant advocates for and establishes the context for social work 
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leadership and practice in the literature that continues today. Citing the divide between business 

and social work as a primary reason that the profession lacks strong leadership, the author 

echoed McCoin’s (1978) assertions when she pointed out that in interprofessional teams, social 

workers are rarely the leaders, and administrative positions are being taken by professionals with 

non-social work degrees. While Brilliant (1986) presents a comprehensive assessment of the 

reasons for social workers’ lack of leadership skills to include sexism, racism, and dearth of 

opportunities for management and leadership education, her arguments for adopting business-

based leadership models do not establish the strong parallels between business and social work 

that would indicate the usefulness of such models in the social work profession.  

 The paucity of leadership and management training in social work education has been 

strongly emphasized in recent years (Hoefer, 2013; Hoefer, Watson, & Preble, 2013). 

Interestingly, this issue was illuminated decades ago in a 1923 article by Hagerty in the Annals of 

Political and Social Science, in which he expressed concern that social workers were learning the 

casework method as a trade, rather than receiving a broader university-style education in 

sociology, economics, and psychology, which would not only provide context for their work, but 

enable them to be better leaders and administrators. The author concluded his argument by 

saying that the social work schools were training individuals to “fill the ranks of the army of social 

workers but not those in command of the army (Hagerty, 1923, p. 163).” Over 60 years later, 

Patti (1984) agreed with Hagerty (1923) and added that social workers were losing their 

administrative positions not only because many smaller, independent social service organizations 

were being consolidated under large human services organizations (Patti, 1984), but also because 

social workers lacked leadership and managerial skills and training that were popular in the new 
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conservative climate. Brilliant (1986) began her conceptual article by identifying the lack of 

leadership training in graduate school as one of the primary reasons underlying the leadership 

gap in the social work profession and in 2000, Rank and Hutchison used the continuing leadership 

gap to justify their social work leadership study of social work administrators’ conceptions of 

leadership in social work. Today, Sliva, Hoefer, and Watson (2014) contend that "preparing 

students for management and administration remains a tertiary function behind client services 

and community or policy practice (p. 3)." Knee and Folsom (2012) found that only 3% of social 

work graduate students choose a macro (i.e. large-scale community or organization-based 

interventions) track, while the majority choose a micro (i.e. clinical) concentration. 

 The historical issues of identity and education in the social work profession, however 

worthy of attention and action, appear to have been symptoms of a much larger and intractable 

challenge: sexism, discrimination, and powerlessness (Brilliant, 1986; Jabour, 2012; Patti, 1984; 

Stotzer & Tropman, 2006). These challenges have manifested in several ways, one of which is 

revealed by Stotzer and Tropman (2006) in their qualitative analysis of women presidents’ 

speeches at the National Conference for Social Work (NCSW). They note that of the 21 women 

presidents, only two – Gertrude Vaile (1926) and Eveline M. Burns (1958) – took the opportunity 

provided by the address to overtly address the lack of leadership and management skills in the 

social work profession. The authors hypothesize that most of the presidents chose to avoid 

advocating for aggressive leadership because they were attempting to protect a young and 

vulnerable profession that offered women a viable career path. Patti (1984) supported this 

finding, writing that “the profession’s status is inextricably intertwined with how society values 

women” and Brilliant (1986) concurred, maintaining that women social workers not only 
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experienced the deleterious effects of sexism, but also a broad discrimination because of their 

close association with disadvantaged groups.  

The history of discrimination against social workers and the profession may indicate that 

social workers, especially women, may have been uncomfortable with power and lacked the 

confidence to develop, achieve, and maintain rigorous educational and professional standards 

for themselves and their clients. Several authors observed that social workers must find ways of 

being comfortable with having and using power, as well as empowering others (Brilliant, 1986; 

Klingbeil, 1987; McCoin, 1973; Patti, 1984). Brilliant (1986) further argues that, since social 

workers’ jobs were eliminated by the reorganization of social work services into ‘human services’, 

social workers have attempted to regain some lost ground and maintain the social work 

profession’s openness to women and minorities by creating an “enabling culture” (p. 326) that 

provided opportunities for easy entry and advancement, rather than concern for quality 

standards in practice and education.  

 The profession of social work, as well as individual social workers, responded to pervasive 

sexism and discrimination, both from within the profession and without, in different ways. Many 

individuals distanced themselves from their vocation and assumed identities that carried fewer 

negative connotations, such as ‘counselor’ or ‘therapist’ (Patti, 1984). In an article asserting that 

social workers are just as qualified as psychologists to lead an interdisciplinary care team, McCoin 

(1973) encouraged social workers to embrace their social work identity, arguing that the social 

work profession could not advance until its professionals developed increased self-awareness 

and a “sincere dedication to and belief in the profession, not to mention courage and 

considerable leadership potential (p. 35).” The profession of social work also reacted to 
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discrimination by attempting to “masculinize” (Patti, 1984, p. 27) itself, and regularly promoted 

men over women, regardless of relative talent, ability, or professional knowledge (Patti, 1984). 

 Today, social work practitioners and researchers have arrived at a very strong consensus 

that there is a very alarming leadership gap in both education and practice (Jabour, 2012). Social 

work education programs lack leadership curriculum (Lazzari, 2007) and management training 

(Knee & Folsom, 2012) for students; social work administrative positions are being filled by 

individuals from other disciplines ,and direct service workers who are promoted to upper-level 

positions have little or no management training (Rank & Hutchison, 2012). Current social work 

leadership literature is not, aside from a few articles (Jabour, 2012; Stotzer & Tropman, 2006), 

adequately addressing the more insidious issues that underlie the leadership gap, namely, sexism 

and other forms of discrimination against not only social workers, but also their clientele. 

 This brief overview of the conceptual literature on leadership in social work in the United 

States from the early 1900s to 2005 indicates that the social work profession, potentially 

restrained by entrenched sexism and discrimination against women and persons of color, has 

struggled to find a balance on the one hand between adhering to societal norms to avoid conflict 

and protect the status of the profession, and on the other hand, pursuing goals related to social 

justice. This conflict may have contributed to the inability of the social work profession to achieve 

the status of other social sciences and a history of social justice achievements that, while 

impressive, fall short of the profession’s stated goals. Although progress has surely been made, 

both for the profession and for its clients, it is striking to note that the social work profession 

continues to face similar issues as those described in an article written almost 80 years ago by 

Bogardus (1936) in Sociology and Social Research. In 1936, the author described several familiar 
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problems, including overwhelming caseloads, transfers or changes in position without prior 

consultation, extreme criticism from multiple stakeholders, and pervasive political corruption 

that undermined possibilities of agencies receiving support for social work programs and 

projects. 

Current Challenges in Social Work Leadership 

 

Although leadership research and practice has not attracted the amount of attention in 

social work as in the related disciplines of education and nursing (Lawler & Bilson, 2013), there 

has been an increase in social work leadership theoretical literature and a significant increase in 

empirical articles in the past five to ten years (Ruch, 2012). Despite this burgeoning interest in 

the outcomes and benefits associated with social work leadership, several important issues in 

the literature and practice have yet to be resolved. Thus far, social work researchers and theorists 

have not demonstrated strong linkages between the purpose and goals of social work and the 

leadership theories and models that are commonly used in social work research, possibly due in 

part to a basic incompatibility between the values and goals of social work and those of the 

business world (further described in the next section), the sector for which leadership and 

management theories were originally developed. Moreover, no agreed-upon definition of social 

work leadership exists, highlighting the tenuous connections between existing leadership 

theories and social work practice. Granted, researchers from sociology (Mumford, 1906), 

psychology (Terman, 1904), and especially education (Greenwood, 1908) have been trying to 

define the construct for over 100 years; Kelly (2013) may be correct in stating that leadership is 

a construct that can only be defined by determining what it is not.  
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 The dearth of social work leadership has profound negative consequences for the 

profession as well as for its employees and clients, especially in context of the aftereffects of the 

2007 – 2009 recession and various noteworthy trends in the recent political and social climate, 

to include globalization, increased expansion of and reliance on information technology, and the 

push for increased risk management and accountability procedures, both in the public and 

private sectors. New public policies and programs, most notably and recently the Affordable Care 

Act and the National Institute of Health’s behavioral health initiative (Weinstein, 2013), will 

necessitate several changes to the system and delivery of health care. Aside from the steady loss 

of administrative social work positions to other professions (Patti, 1984; Knee & Folsom, 2012), 

a culture of risk-averse managerialism has spread across public and private agencies (Lawler, 

2007). Instead of allowing social workers to use creativity and an individualistic approach to client 

care, methods of risk management remove decision-making power from social workers and 

instead, overburden them with standardized client questionnaires and extensive paperwork 

(Ruch, 2012). These internal and environmental challenges highlight the need for social workers 

to not only aggressively pursue the administrative positions that are occupied by individuals from 

other disciplines (Knee & Folsom, 2012), but also bring social work leadership to positions outside 

of the profession.  

Leadership Challenges in Theory and Research. One important deficit in social work 

leadership research is the lack of a systematic and purposeful evaluation of available leadership 

models’ applicability to social work research and practice. Rather, it appears that researchers 

have adopted the theories that have had the most success in business leadership, i.e. 

transformational leadership (Elpers & Westhuis, 2008; Gellis, 2001; Mary, 2005; Tafvelin, 2011) 
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and leader-member exchange (Brimhall & Mor Barak, 2014; Hopkins, 2002). Leadership theories 

and models that have been developed for business may be incompatible with social work for 

several reasons. First, many of the current business-oriented leadership models arose from a 

white male militaristic tradition based on hierarchies (Lawler, 2007), with an overarching goal to 

defeat what is considered to be “the enemy” in an environment that stresses competition rather 

than collaboration. Additional influences include strict, scientifically-based management 

techniques for the purpose of increased efficiency and output in the post-Industrial Revolution 

era (Lawler & Bilson, 2013; Patti, 1986). Second, in contrast to for-profit business models, the 

primary purpose of social work, to increase human (NASW, 2008) and community (CSWE, 2008) 

well-being, equates to essentially decreasing demand for services and products (Lawler & Bilson, 

2013). Moreover, the values of social work differ sharply from those of business: Social work 

emphasizes the promotion of social justice (CSWE, 2008; NASW, 2008), while businesses harbor 

the primary objective of continually increasing profits.  

Third, social work agencies and organizations, which often rely on public funds, are 

vulnerable to public scrutiny and judgment; businesses are not as vulnerable. Fourth, there is a 

strong emotional aspect – both negative and positive – in social work practice that does not exist 

to the same extent in the for-profit world. Social workers, especially those in direct service, are 

called upon to enter into potentially unsafe and emotionally wrenching situations to work with 

individuals who may not want their help, and they do their job for low pay, and often, insufficient 

benefits (Blome & Steib, 2014). Finally, leadership theories that are currently popular in social 

work, most notably transformational leadership theory, emphasize the importance of the 

individual characteristics of a leader, but neglect to take organizational and social factors into 
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account. In contrast, social workers are trained to assess their clients in the context of their 

environment, and discouraged from attributing individuals’ problems to personal failings (CSWE, 

2008).  

A potential underlying cause of the unqualified adoption of business-oriented leadership 

models and proliferation of ambiguous compilations of leadership competencies, as those 

associated with many administrative positions in the human services field, may be the lack of a 

clear definition of social work leadership. Moreover, attempts to define social work leadership 

do not specify how definition elements connect to the practice methods and goals of social work 

(i.e., Holosko, 2009; Webster, 2010). Specifically, the primary purpose of social work, to increase 

human and community well-being through the pursuit of social justice (CSWE, 2008; NASW, 

2008), may be best-served with the adoption of a model and definition of leadership that has 

been linked, at least theoretically, to leadership actions that arise from and serve this purpose. 

Finally, although social work researchers agree that the social work profession lacks leadership 

(Holosko, 2009; Knee & Folsom, 2012; Rank & Hutchinson, 2000), very few articles explore the 

importance of leadership and related outcomes to social work (Lawler, 2007) except to cite 

general improvements such as potential increases in productivity (Yliruka & Karvinen-Niinikosi, 

2013) or reduction of employee stress (Webster, 2010). Outcomes for clients, arguably the most 

important beneficiaries of improved leadership, are almost never mentioned. Related to the 

leadership definition issue is the mingling of “human service worker” samples with “social 

worker” samples (i.e., Austin, Regan, Samples, Schwartz, & Carochan, 2011; Mary, 2005). Using 

samples of human service workers in place of samples composed exclusively of social workers 

might make theory and results more generalizable, but social work is a unique profession with a 



 

25 

 

strong inception and history, and merits a leadership model that relates directly to social work 

goals and values.  

 Finally, social work leadership research must begin responding to the changing landscape 

of leadership research in the broader social sciences. As early as 1996, researchers have been 

questioning mainstream approaches to leadership research (Bresnen, 1996); today, researchers 

are more commonly acknowledging the role of power, context, and time in leadership and 

related outcomes (Collinson, 2014). Newer articles advocate for a focus on the context and 

environment related to leadership, rather than the traits of a leader (Fairhurst & Connaughton, 

2014; Hopkins, Meyer, Shera, & Peters, 2015; Kelly, 2013). Dichotomous assessments – good/bad 

leadership, manager/leader, transformational/transactional, leader/follower – may be replaced 

by a more dialectical approach that accepts ambiguity, complexity, and contradiction (Collinson, 

2014). Kelly (2013) argues that the term “leadership” is not concrete or necessarily definable, but 

rather an ideological, almost mythical, concept that changes according to the time and context.  

Leadership Challenges in the Practice of Social Work. Despite the clear need for strong 

leaders in the managerial and executive positions of social work organizations, educational 

institutions, agencies, and non-profits, social work educational programs place little emphasis on 

leadership and management curriculum in their schools (Knee & Folsom, 2012).  In general, there 

are very few courses that teach the social work leadership skills needed for the administration of 

social work in the context of client needs, employee needs, organizational needs, and changing 

political climates (Austin, Regan, Samples, Schwartz, & Carnochan, 2011).  In a survey by the 

Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) assessing the state of leadership education, 36 social 

work institutions submitted 74 class syllabi for leadership and management courses, 
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representing only 6.8% of all accredited social work education programs (Lazzari, 2007).  

According to the 2013 annual report on social work education in the U.S. (CSWE, 2013), just 4% 

of the total number of students from 204 reporting institutions - 1,578 students - were pursuing 

administrative/management concentrations. Moreover, only 11.2% of programs even offered an 

administrative concentration (CSWE, 2013). 

 Professional leadership training for social workers is also scarce. In the past decade, 

human service agencies have only rarely offered leadership education and when they do, 

trainings are often sporadic and devote inadequate time and resources to allow individuals to 

learn and practice new leadership skills (Austin, Regan, Samples, Schwartz, & Carnochan, 2011).  

Agencies and organizations that offer social work services may either lack funding or have doubts 

about the value of leadership training.  In a case study of a leadership training by Austin, Regan, 

Samples, Schwartz, & Carnochan (2011), many of the participants, although they found the 

courses to be valuable and informative, complained that their agencies did not allow them 

enough time away from their regular work duties to fully take advantage of the program.  In fact, 

12 of the 22 participants were forced to abandon the program due to work obligations. 

 The lack of training and education in leadership skills, administration, and management 

affects clients, employees, organizations, and the integrity of the social work profession.  Social 

workers with direct service experience are often promoted with little or no training in leadership 

or management, leaving these individuals to rely on skills that may work well with individual 

clients, but do not address the professional needs of their employees or organizations (Knee & 

Folsom, 2012).  A study by Patti (2003) found that between 25% and 50% of MSW graduates 

occupy management positions with little or no training.  In these cases, the supervisees suffer; it 
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has been shown that insufficient managerial and leadership skills have a significant negative 

impact on the job satisfaction of supervisees (Elpers & Westhuis, 2008).   

 Recognizing a dearth of leadership capabilities in social workers, many organizations that 

offer social work services are choosing to hire individuals with degrees in other disciplines, such 

as public administration or business administration (Knee & Folsom, 2012).  Although these 

individuals may possess the required leadership skills, they may not have adequate knowledge 

of social work practice and ethical values (Knee & Folsom, 2012).  Thus, a growing number of 

individuals who are not necessarily committed to principles of social justice are occupying 

leadership positions in social work organizations. 

Examinations of underlying assumptions and sources of power in the development and 

practice of leadership in social work may reveal significant issues of discrimination and 

devaluation of social workers, especially those who work directly with clients. Very few 

leadership development and training programs are available to social workers who practice direct 

service, a set of circumstances that may be problematic, given that social workers in direct service 

have the most contact and influence with clients. Yliruka & Karvinen-Niinikoski (2013) assert that 

social workers with the most contact with clients are often seen as a necessary cost that can only 

be offset by finding ways to make them more productive, instead of a source of expertise. 

Moreover, many of the most popular leadership theories (i.e. transformational leadership, 

authentic leadership, servant leadership) harbor assumptions about necessary power 

differentials between those who handle administrative tasks and those who work with clients; 

some of these assumptions come to light when terms like frontline workers, coalface workers 

(Webster, 2010), worker capacity (Dickinson, 2014), and subordinates are used. The use of 
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frontline and coalface to refer to direct service social workers both simultaneously demean the 

worker and her client by indicating that the worker is expendable or interchangeable, and the 

client is an enemy or a harvestable resource. Even as early as the 1990s, researchers began 

questioning the power differential highlighted by the contemporary leadership language. 

Bresnen (1996) argued that simply using the terms “leader” and “follower” places the power with 

the individual who leads and disempowers the “follower”, leaving him or her helpless and 

dependent on the leader.  

Crucial Challenges for Social Work Leaders 

 

 The numerous internal and external issues that plague the social work profession and 

have indirect adverse effects on its employees and clients call for strong leadership research and 

practice that integrates the history, values, and mission of social work.  The following subsections 

describe five of the most urgent needs of the profession, workers, and clients that would benefit 

from robust leadership research and practice methods. 

Linking leadership research to client outcomes. First and foremost, social work 

leadership is needed to improve both outcomes that can be measured broadly and 

quantitatively, such as the change in the percentage of families living above or below the federal 

poverty level in the U.S.; and those that are more qualitative, such as a client's analysis of the 

improvement in their relationship with their children after the successful completion of a 

parenting class. In research, very few studies link leadership in social work agencies and 

organizations to client outcomes, partly due to the ethical and methodological complexities 

involved in gathering information from vulnerable and unstable clients (Poertner, 2006). 
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However, supervisory behavior has been linked to client outcomes in the human services 

literature (Poertner, 2006). A thorough search of the literature1 published in the last 10 years 

uncovered one quantitative article by Yoo and Brooks (2005) that examined the relationship 

between client outcomes, out-of-home placements for child and adolescent clients, and 

leadership. Results of this study showed that the networks of social workers reporting that their 

administrators had more transformational leadership qualities also served clients who were less 

likely to have an out-of-home placement. Given that the mission of social work includes 

improving the lives of vulnerable and disadvantaged individuals, overcoming methodological 

issues in order to measure the relationship between social work leadership – in addition to many 

other potential independent variables – would be a worthwhile endeavor.  

Improving social work education for entry into leadership positions. Increasing 

leadership practices in social work would necessitate, in part, having more social workers in 

upper level administrative and management positions. In a survey conducted by Perlmutter 

(2006), social workers reported that the values of direct service workers were incompatible with 

those of individuals in administrative positions in social agencies and organizations. If this 

incompatibility results from the tendency of agencies to hire administrators outside of the social 

work profession (Bliss, Pecukonis, & Snyder-Vogel, 2014; Perlmutter, 2006), at least one 

compelling reason exists to educate social workers to become managers and leaders. Perlmutter 

(2006) asserted that social workers were perceived as not well educated, as not having in-depth 

knowledge about their practice, having poor communication skills, and thus are also considered 

                                                           
1 See “Topics, Purposes, and Methods of Literature Review” section, paragraph 2, for details of literature search. 
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to be unqualified for upper-level management positions (Hoefer, Watson, & Preble, 2013). 

Perlmutter’s survey results, although a decade old, are troubling because they indicate that 

organizations consider individuals educated in social work to be poor choices for administration. 

If social workers truly lack these qualities, it could mean that individuals who may have 

insufficient knowledge and inadequate communication skills are being tasked to work with the 

most vulnerable and disadvantaged populations. 

Counteracting managerialism to more effectively address wicked problems. Social 

workers who have the expertise should be permitted to use their knowledge and practice wisdom 

with their clients instead of spending the majority of their time completing accountability-based 

paperwork. Ruch (2012) maintains that working with individuals and populations who are 

struggling directly with society’s wicked problems require creativity and insight, leadership skills 

that are often stifled by the suffocating oversight of boards, public councils, and the like (Lawler 

& Bilson, 2013). Moving the focus from the risk management of the unpredictable and irrational 

behaviors of disadvantaged and overwrought clients to the process of empowering the client by 

allowing workers to use their considerable creativity and skill may prove to be a more effective 

way to reduce the demand for social services. Although few would argue that the social work 

profession attempts to address intractable problems that often require changes in perspective 

and different solutions based on time and context, government policy reflects a belief that 

consistently following specific rules and carefully filling out forms will prevent tragedy (Ruch, 

2012). Paradoxically, hastily-made decisions by governments or boards in response to the 

public’s demand to place blame in the wake of an adverse event can have long-lasting, 

unforeseen, and harmful effects to agencies, employees, and ultimately, the client (Lawler & 
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Bilson, 2013). Strong social work leadership is needed not only to counteract excessive oversight, 

managerialism, and bureaucracy, but also to neutralize the common impulse to make sweeping, 

unconsidered changes in response to strong emotion or outside pressure. 

Advancing social work values and ethics in interprofessional partnerships.  In a time 

when it is expected that health professionals partner across disciplines for the good of the client, 

social workers must retain and articulate the values and mission of social work. Social workers’ 

perspectives are often lost when partnering with other professionals employed by non-social 

work organizations, such as in hospitals (Kerson & McCoyd, 2013). In the course of their 

education and professional practice, individuals educated in different professions are also 

indoctrinated with different cultures and value systems. The advice of one social worker based 

on the desires and needs of the patient and his family could be swiftly overridden by the accepted 

protocol of the many physicians and nurses in a hospital (Hall, 2005). Ideally, social workers would 

not just articulate their mission, but also convince other individuals outside of the profession that 

operating based on the ultimate goal of social justice will achieve the best outcomes.  

Social work leadership is needed to make a deliberate decision as to whether the 

profession will be blended with other health and human service professions into a “soup” or 

integrated into a “fruit salad” (Frost & Stein, 2009; p. 316) with its professional identity intact. A 

'soup' of professions indicates the adoption of a blended form of culture and value systems that 

every health professional accepts and uses. While a uniform culture could reduce potential 

conflict among individuals offering different forms of care, it might not answer to the needs of 

every individual in every environment. The 'fruit salad' has a potential for great conflict, but also 

positive change and the ability of the health care system to adapt to changing environments and 
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accommodate evolving client needs. If social workers allow their culture and value system to be 

subsumed in a health care soup, an important source of advocacy for the short-term and long-

term needs of the client or patient, his family, and the improved overall health of our society may 

be lost. 

Increasing advocacy for equality and social justice. Social workers and social work 

organizations need more resources in order to start addressing in earnest today’s wicked social 

issues. Resources include not only money, but also training and education for all social workers, 

not just those in upper-level administrative positions. Arguably, direct service social workers may 

need leadership skills more than those who do not have to balance working with clients in critical 

situations and administrative duties. Leadership skills are needed to set aside personal agendas 

to help clients make difficult decisions with far-reaching consequences for themselves, their 

families, and their communities. Social workers in direct care should have the ability and 

confidence to advocate on behalf of their clients when nobody else will, especially in the context 

of complex systems of authority, as in the juvenile justice system. Social workers who regularly 

and directly interact with their clients, sometimes for years, in their environments may ultimately 

have more influence on the behavior of clients and communities than any other individual or 

group. Such influence and power should be wielded by social workers that have the leadership 

skills to use their influence empathetically and strategically.  

If social workers don’t start advocating for themselves and their organizations, they may 

continue to receive just enough resources to superficially address social problems and ease the 

public conscience. Strong social work leadership could counteract society’s tendency to condemn 

social workers and their organizations for a series of complex issues that have been developing 
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for hundreds of years. Leadership is also needed to address the internal challenges related to 

social work's uncertain professional identity, insufficient education, and issues related to sexism, 

discrimination, and power, discussed earlier in this chapter. Despite social work’s history of being 

one of the first professions to offer jobs to women and minorities, as of 2011 women social 

workers still earn only 88.5% of the average salary of men who are social workers (Institute for 

Women’s Policy Research, 2012).  

Conclusions 

 

 Despite the many theories and models of leadership that are available in the literature, 

some of which have been used in social work research and practice, a reconceptualization of 

leadership – and potentially a new model – is needed that incorporates the mission, values, and 

goals of the social work profession. A reconceptualization that includes the newer critical 

assessments of leadership would assist researchers in shaping studies with theoretical 

underpinnings that account for issues of gender, discrimination, and power both in the social 

work profession and in its clientele. Further, a new leadership definition could aid practitioners 

in more effectively and openly addressing such critical issues, which are often at the core of 

clients’ disadvantage. On another level, social work leadership that encourages critical 

assessment and reflection might uncover issues of internal discrimination, such as those 

indicated by the pay gap between men and women social workers, and external discrimination, 

as when social workers, reacting to discrimination they experience in the workplace, in turn make 

negative judgments about their clients’ lives that prevent the worker from providing empathetic 

and caring service. These discrimination issues may be just one barrier between social work 
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practice and social justice. Finally, critical self-reflection might reveal that the way forward for 

social workers is the integration, rather than the dichotomization, of values related to sociology 

and psychology, the Settlement House movement and the casework method, grassroots and 

administrative leadership, and field work and management skills. 

 Solidifying and embracing our integrated identity could provide social workers with the 

confidence, authority, and clarity to raise the standards of social work education, research, and 

practice. Social workers' ability to confidently and consistently assert a perspective grounded in 

the goal of human well-being through the pursuit of social justice (NASW, 2008) when partnering 

with other disciplines could influence interprofessional actions and effect subtle, but far-reaching 

changes. Providing leadership across hierarchies and disciplines by maintaining an integrated 

professional identity and social justice vision might allow us to devise and implement creative, 

evidence-based solutions for addressing society’s most wicked problems. 

Research Aims 

 

This chapter has examined the historical challenges associated with the profession’s 

struggle for a coherent identity; the potential mismatch between social work and accepted 

models of leadership; the absence of an accepted definition of social work leadership; and some 

major challenges in social work that require strong leadership in the social work profession. Given 

these issues, the primary goal of this dissertation is to develop a model and measure of social 

work leadership using research methods designed to address leadership challenges in research 

and practice, as well as potentially illuminate a framework for developing solutions to the crucial 

challenges described above. At this time, an instrument that specifically measures social work 
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leadership does not exist; such a measure may prove appropriate and useful in researching and 

measuring the social work leadership construct, and could also provide a foundation on which 

seemingly disparate conceptions of social work identity could coalesce. 

 Building this model will include five methodological steps: 1) Extraction and consolidation 

of social work leadership principles from a systematic theoretical literature review, quantitative 

and qualitative literature reviews, and focus group on social work leadership; 2) Development of 

a working definition of social work leadership using data from the theoretical literature review; 

3) a review of leadership measures that have been used in empirical social work studies to 

determine which, if any, could be used as the basis of a social work leadership measure; 4) 

development of a measure of social work leadership based on the leadership principles 

developed in Step 1 and the definition developed in Step 2, with the addition of a set of items 

measuring respondents’ perceptions of positive change facilitation for clients; and 5) statistical 

validation of the leadership measure using exploratory factor analysis. In addition, multiple 

regression analyses will be performed to assess the relationship between the validated 

leadership measure and respondents’ perceptions of client outcomes.  

 These methods are designed to address the historical professional identity issues, 

challenges in research and practice, and the crucial challenges associated with leadership in social 

work. In extracting principles from a select number of theoretical and empirical articles 

specifically on social work leadership, the intention is to ensure that social work goals and values 

are incorporated into the measure that will be developed from the principles. Further, in 

conducting a systematic review of social work leadership literature, the leadership models that 
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fit best with social work will be identified. Incorporating data from a focus group comprised of 

social workers from various positions will ensure that the perspective of the direct service worker 

is included in the final measure.  

 By building a leadership model and measure using literature specific to the social work 

profession and data from a focus group of social workers, the intention is to be able to approach 

social work leadership research from a more dialectic perspective that avoids dichotomization 

and includes leadership on multiple levels, including the organizational, relational, and individual 

levels. Adding a set of questions on client outcomes to the measure as a dependent variable will 

provide a link between leadership behaviors and client outcomes, one of the crucial challenges 

identified above. Such a measure may also be able to illuminate and address the remaining crucial 

challenges, including incorporating more leadership training into social work education, 

counteracting managerialism, advancing social work values in interprofessional relationships, 

and increasing social workers’ advocacy for equality and social justice.  

 Finally, a leadership measure and model created for social work might facilitate the 

merging of disparate social work identities, which were demonstrated in the historical literature 

review. With data from the literature reviews, the focus group, and, in validating the measure, 

potentially hundreds of social workers from many different sub-disciplines and in many different 

professional positions, this model and measure have the potential to merge identities into a 

cohesive whole that reflects the varied professional needs and aspirations of many different 

kinds of workers.  



 

37 

 

Chapter 3 describes the development of a set of leadership principles for social work and 

a theoretical working definition of social work leadership; Chapter 4 describes the development 

of a measure of social work leadership based on the principles and definition from Chapter 3, 

following a review of leadership measures used in social work research; and Chapter 5 describes 

the validation of the measure and the exploration of the relationship between validated 

leadership principles and respondents’ perceptions of client outcomes.  
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Chapter 3: Development of a Set of Principles for Social Work Leadership 

 

This chapter will provide a review of the theoretical and empirical social work leadership 

literature in order to create a set of leadership principles for social work and develop a working 

theoretical definition of social work leadership. 

Theoretical Literature Review 

 

Articles for the theoretical analysis of social work leadership were found using a modified 

systematic review, the details of which are in Chapter 1 in the section “Modified Systematic 

Review” on page 4. From the 659 articles yielded by the three databases, a search was conducted 

for theoretical and conceptual articles about social work leadership published between 2005 and 

2015. In order to be included in the analysis, an article had to be non-empirical, and conduct a 

theoretical or conceptual analysis of leadership in the profession of social work or social welfare, 

and develop credible and evidenced connections between theoretical propositions and social 

work values or challenges related to social work practice. A credible and evidenced connection 

consists of a strong link made between the process or outcome of the employment of a 

leadership model or component to a specific goal or value of social work practice, either practical 

or conceptual. For example, Foster (2013) explores the process of group leadership using Bion's 

(1970) model that forces members to examine and address challenges within the group in order 

to focus on goals outside of the group, i.e. client well-being. Foster draws the connection 

between outcomes related to the failure of group leadership to social workers' tendency to 

refrain from making suggestions about how work processes might be improved. A total of eight 

articles were identified that met these criteria.  



 

39 

 

 Each theory or model of leadership that was identified in an article as appropriate for use 

in social work practice and research was extracted, along with all of the associated propositions 

listed or discussed. During the process of theory review, the theories and theoretical propositions 

generally fit into one of three theoretical levels: ‘conceptual framework’, ‘theory’, or ‘model’; as 

well as one of three categories that include organizational-level, interactional-level, or individual-

level. The theoretical categories were defined with the aid of Carpiano and Daley’s (2006) 

discussion of theory-building and Fawcett’s (1999) description of theoretical levels. Broad, very 

general theories presented in the articles, such as social constructionism, were added to the 

‘conceptual framework category’, defined as “a set of relatively abstract and general concepts 

and the propositions that describe or link those concepts (Fawcett, 1999, p.4).” Theories that 

were more concrete, with a set of logical propositions relating specifically to leadership were 

added to the ‘theory’ category, defined as “a set of relatively concrete and specific concepts and 

propositions that describe or link those concepts (Fawcett, 1999, p. 4)”. The model category, 

defined as “a limited number of concepts and propositions that are written at a relatively 

concrete and specific level (Fawcett, 1999, p. 5)” includes very detailed propositions that describe 

the behavior and characteristics of leaders and followers.  

 Theoretical propositions that make statements about organization functioning related to 

leadership were added to the organizational-level category. Propositions that made statements 

about small groups or teams, interactions between two or more individuals, or relationship 

qualities were placed in the interactional-level category. Finally, theoretical propositions that 

made statements about individual leadership characteristics or actions were added to the 

individual-level category. It should be noted that these categories were developed for the 



 

40 

 

purpose of organizing the large amount of information generated by the theory review; they are 

not necessarily definitive, and it is likely that a theory or proposition could fit into different 

categories than that to which they were assigned in this literature review. Conceptual 

frameworks, theories, models, and their propositions were organized into a matrix (see Table 1 

for a model) such that each item fit into one of nine frames: a) conceptual framework 

propositions at the organizational level, b) relational level, or c) individual level; d) theoretical 

propositions at the organizational level, e) relational-level, or f) individual level; and g) model 

propositions at the organizational level, h) interactional level, or i) individual level. After 

organizing the theoretical propositions into the appropriate categories (Tables 2 through 6), all 

of the conceptual framework, theoretical, and model statements about leadership were distilled 

and consolidated into organizational-level, relational-level, and individual-level propositions 

about social work leadership.  

 Table 2 presents two conceptual frameworks; Table 3 illustrates three theories; and 

Tables 4, 5, and 6 show thirteen models that were described and linked to social work values, 

goals, and challenges. One theory, attachment (Harbottle, Jones, & Thompson, 2014), was 

proposed based on its strong integration into social work research theory and practice, and used 

to generate a theory of leadership based on the importance of healthy human relationships. Two 

conceptual frameworks, social constructionism (Booker, 2012), and feminist theory (Lazzari, 

Colarossi, & Collins, 2009) were used to develop leadership principles and propositions that 

related to social work’s orientation to social justice. One theory, Bion’s group dynamics (1970
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was used by two authors, Foster (2013) and Ruch (2012) to explain why work groups either fail 

to reach goals or become dysfunctional. Several leadership theories and models established in 

the literature outside social work were suggested, including identity-based leadership (Booker, 

2012), situational leadership (Gray, 2010), distributed leadership (Booker, 2012), action-centered 

leadership (Gray, 2010), Schein’s (2004) levels of organizational culture (Webster, 2010), 

charismatic/transformational leadership (Booker, 2012), and authentic leadership (Booker, 

2012). A few authors developed their own models specific to leadership in social work, including 

communities of practice (Gray, 2010), a reflective and relationship-based model (Ruch, 2012), 

learning communities  (Yliruka & Karvinen-Niinikoski, 2013), a dialogic leadership model (Yliruka 

& Karvinen-Niinikosi, 2013), and emergent social work management (Webster, 2010). Following 

is a more in-depth discussion of the conceptual frameworks, theories, and models that were the 

most thoroughly described, comprehensive, and linked with social work goals, practice, and 

challenges. Table 1 describes all of the theoretical propositions, with the most apposite in bold. 

 

 Conceptual Frameworks, Theories, and Models. Given the large number of conceptual 

frameworks, theories, and models – 19 in all – several areas of overlap were identified, especially 

in the models. In some cases, the propositions of one theory or model were completely 

encompassed by another theory or model. In other cases, an author merely mentioned a theory 

or model with a brief description, as opposed to the theory or model central to the article. 

Therefore, both of the conceptual frameworks were retained, but only two of the three theories, 

and four of the 14 models were emphasized in order to eliminate redundancy.  
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Two conceptual frameworks were presented in the reviewed literature: attachment 

theory (Harbottle, Jones, & Thompson, 2014) and social constructionism (Booker, 2012). 

Although it could be argued that attachment theory should be placed in the ‘theory’ category 

rather than the ‘conceptual framework’ category, because the theory does not specifically relate 

to leadership and is so broad, the conceptual framework designation seemed more appropriate 

for this review. Harbottle, Jones, and Thompson (2014) propose that the theory of attachment 

can be adapted to apply to leadership behaviors in organizations, arguing that the propositions 

associated with attachment establish a vital foundation for social work leadership that consists 

of treating all individuals with a consideration of their basic humanity and an organizational 

culture that is inclusive of all employees and clients. The authors believe that the heart of strong 

and compassionate leadership lies in the development of quality relationships between leaders 

and followers. Given that attachment theory describes and predicts the factors that contribute 

to healthy relationships between adults, Harbottle, Jones, and Thompson (2014) concluded that 

attachment is a natural and appropriate framework in which to construct successful social work 

leadership practices.  

 Booker (2012) uses social constructionism to frame social work leadership, suggesting 

that underlying discourses related to the way in which individuals conceptualize leadership 

influences organizational action. Conceptualizations of what behaviors or attributes comprise 

‘leadership’ contribute to constructed meanings and legitimize any action based on, or emerging 

from, those meanings. Underlying discourses, which are rarely openly discussed, consist of 

assumptions that are communicated and accepted throughout the organization (Booker, 2012). 

These assumptions and discourses result in patterns of individual and group behavior that 
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generate the culture and climate of an organization. Leaders perpetuate the discourses through 

verbal, written, and non-verbal methods of communication.  Discourses can be extremely toxic, 

especially because they can be so pervasive, yet remain unnamed and unacknowledged by most 

individuals in an organization. Moreover, these organizational discourses may reflect 

assumptions of individuals in power, assumptions that are difficult to discuss because of their 

socially sensitive quality, such as those related to race or gender. Therefore, underlying 

discourses resist change; they are difficult to identify and discuss, and their open discussion might 

make many individuals uncomfortable or embarrassed. 

 Of the three theories discussed in the literature, two - Bion's (1970) group dynamics 

(Booker, 2012; Foster, 2013) and identity-based leadership (Booker, 2012) - contributed to the 

most comprehensive and unique connections with social work practice. Bion (1970) developed 

his theory of group dynamics using psychodynamic theory, and Booker (2012) and Foster (2013) 

applied his theoretical propositions to explore the challenges faced by teams and groups in social 

work organizations. Bion (1970), in his book “Attention and Interpretation: A Scientific Approach 

to Insight in Psycho-analysis and Groups”, hypothesized that groups tend to operate in order to 

satisfy one of two aims: a) to fight or flee for survival or b) to pair and procreate. Bion (1970) 

contended that unless groups were led such that individual group members’ emotional needs 

related to group functioning were satisfied, the group members would not be able to collaborate 

to achieve an outside goal because they were concentrating on their position and status within 

the group. Although Bion (1970) developed his theory in relation to conducting group therapy, 

Foster (2013) and Booker (2012) applied his group dynamics theory to investigate the challenges 

related to social work leadership and groups. Foster (2013) states that effective leaders facilitate 
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open discussion in order to immediately address and process the inevitable group conflict that 

can, if unchecked, create enormous and lasting tension within the group. This tension and the 

individual group members' anger and anxiety not only leech energy that could be applied to the 

group's mission or purpose, but can also cause group members to avoid each other. Members 

only come back together to 'put out the fire' when a crisis occurs. Groups that have leaders who 

facilitate efficient and thorough resolutions to issues related to group dynamics free group 

members to devote their energy to working together on the mission instead of working to isolate 

and protect themselves. Individuals in a group that has successful leadership are able to discuss 

and process interactions that produce uncomfortable emotions. This open discussion about 

conflict and emotion can serve to make individuals in the group feel secure. When group 

members feel secure and safe as part of a working group, the individual group members become 

more disposed to working interdependently towards an agreed-upon set of goals and a common 

vision. Leaders are also engaged and responsive towards others and willing to take creative risks. 

Finally, successful social work leaders are able to manage their anxiety associated with not 

immediately being able to formulate a solution to a thorny dilemma. 

 In addition to a framework of social constructionism, Booker (2012) also suggests identity-

based leadership as a potential theory on which to base social work leadership.  

According to this theory, efficacious leaders work on developing individuals’ identities in order 

to create an inclusive identity for the group that encompasses every person’s experiences and 

points of view. When the group is receptive, appreciative, and respectful of all members' 

opinions, ideas, and methods, individuals in the group feel validated and integral to the group’s 
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functioning, and the group can develop a collective interest that is also experienced as individual 

interest.  

 Of the thirteen models presented, four were especially well-described and presented the 

most unique and credible connections to social work: communities of practice (Gray, 2010), 

feminist leadership (Lazzari, Colarossi, & Collins, 2009), the total attachment model (Harbottle, 

Jones & Thompson, 2014), and the reflective and relationship-based model (Ruch, 2012). Gray 

(2010) addresses the needs of social work employees and both individual and community clients 

with his communities of practice model. Organizations that can be described as communities of 

practice have a culture that promotes learning and fosters a climate of belonging, trust, and 

equality for its employees. In addition, learning communities offer vital resources to their 

employees, including quality continuing education, and regular opportunities for clinical 

supervision. Finally, the organization welcomes and values client participation in the 

development and administration of services, and actively engages in local community building. 

 Lazzari, Colarossi, and Collins (2009) draw on feminist theory to develop a feminist 

leadership model consisting of several principles applying to practicalities of organizational, 

interactional, and individual-level leadership. According to the authors, the feminist organization 

has a transparent decision-making process and ensures that responsibility and accountability are 

shared throughout the organization. In addition, policies are put in place that enhance equity and 

ensure that employees’ responsibilities and obligations outside of work, such as those to family 

and friends, are accommodated. Finally, a feminist organization develops collaborations with 

disciplines outside of social work and consistently evaluates whether organizational functioning 

and outcomes reflect a social justice orientation. 
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 On the level of small groups and interactions, Lazzari, Colarossi, and Collins (2009) suggest 

that employees make collaborative decisions, freely share resources and knowledge, and create 

mutuality and interdependence in teams and groups. Individual leaders should be aware of and 

reflect on how their behaviors impact others and regularly give and receive honest feedback. 

Feminist leaders attempt to make changes that support collaborative and empowering practices, 

and question policies and practices that disempower individuals or groups. Finally, leaders 

assume a collaborative, not supervisory, role when possible and have the humility and willingness 

to step aside so that others may fully participate in meetings and projects.  

 Harbottle, Jones, and Thompson (2014) developed a model of leadership based on 

attachment theory that emphasizes the importance of acknowledging every individual’s basic 

humanity. A social worker that practices attachment-based leadership accepts other individuals 

as whole, including their assets and deficits. Leaders respond sensitively with interest to others’ 

thoughts and feelings and are available, attentive, and good listeners. Finally, attachment-based 

leadership, while encouraging responsibility and accountability, is non-blaming and non-

judgmental.  

 The final model is a reflective and relationship-based model developed by Ruch (2012). 

Organizations that are reflective and relationship-based provide ongoing clinical supervision for 

social workers in all positions in order to encourage reflection for practice improvement. 

Acknowledging the emotional difficulties associated with social work practice for clients, workers 

providing direct service, and administrators, these organizations also provide healthy outlets for 

emotional expression, such as in group meetings or individual supervision. Verbal and written 

descriptions of the organizational mission are fully aligned with the collective employee 
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perceptions of the mission, as well as the tasks that are performed to accomplish the mission. 

Finally, reflective and relationship-based organizations have a culture of collaboration – building 

together – rather than compromise, which indicates that every party must sacrifice what they 

want for others’ gain.  

 Dialectic Themes. In each article, the authors present one or more broad, dialectical 

themes which they use both as organizing frameworks to describe the nature of social work and 

the requirements of a social work leader, and as examples of pervasive and inherent conflicts in 

social work practice that can only be addressed with strong leadership. According to these 

authors, the social work leader is called upon to not only create a balance between two opposing 

goals, but also manage the anxiety and tension that arises as a result of these competing goals. 

Social work leadership, therefore, is partially the ability to create a bridge between seemingly 

antithetical ways of operating; this bridge often places the leader in a state of not knowing the 

answer and having to manage both his and others’ emotions that arise in an uncertain existence. 

Three of these dialectical themes were used in two or more articles, and thus emerged as 

particularly strong leadership themes.  First, social work leaders should cultivate a “soft exterior 

and a hard interior (Foster, 2013; p.)”, meaning that they find ways to maintain empathy, 

kindness, and patience towards others (soft exterior) while also having firm, stable personal 

boundaries (hard interior).  Second, social work leaders must be able to accommodate 

institutional managerialism while still finding ways to be autonomous and promote autonomy, 

taking the initiative to be creative and “break the rules” (Booker, 2012, p. 401) when necessary 

and allowing others to make important decisions regarding their clients, coworkers, and 

supervisees based on their knowledge and experiences. Third, social work leaders need to 
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maintain their personal and professional identity while promoting interdependence, acceptance, 

and integration by facilitating a work environment in which each individual makes unique and 

important contributions; feels comfortable expressing their own opinions and accepting others’; 

and contributes to an overall team or organizational identity.  

Foster (2013) contends that many social workers become ‘hard’ on the outside, that is, 

they lose their compassion, sense of empathy, and patience when working with clients and can 

become cynical about the effectiveness of social work and social policy. These social workers, 

Foster (2013) says, have actually become ‘soft’ and vulnerable on the inside because they do not 

have their emotional needs met. As a result, social workers resort to operating from a defensive 

or offensive posture, engaging in blaming and bullying behaviors towards clients and coworkers 

in order to protect their diminishing supply of internal emotional strength. In fact, the 

opportunity to express emotions and have them validated both in individual supervision and in 

groups is linked with a decrease in anger and frustration toward particularly challenging clients 

(Ingram, 2013). Harbottle, Jones, and Thompson (2014) believe that when individuals do not have 

their basic attachment, or relationship, needs met, they are forced to concentrate on merely 

surviving in their environment, and cannot effectively care for their clients because they are too 

preoccupied with caring for themselves. On the other hand, social workers that have their basic 

human needs met are able to remain soft on the outside and devote time and energy to 

compassion, caring, and empathy for others. These social workers have a strong core of 

consistency, structure, and ethics on which they draw in difficult situations. 

 The second theme, accommodating managerialism while promoting autonomy, refers to 

the importance of allowing social workers to make the informed decisions for which they were 
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trained and educated. The extensive rules and guidelines, required paperwork, and reporting 

requirements result in the suffocation of social workers’ creativity and motivation. Social workers 

cannot lead unless they have autonomy and the ability to exercise their professional judgment 

based on professional practice experience and wisdom (Booker, 2012). Ruch (2012) argues that 

the tension and vast disconnection between what workers actually experience when working 

with their clients and how they are managed lies at the heart of the challenges related to social 

work management and leadership. Specifically, social workers may feel powerless, frustrated, 

and confused because they cannot fit what they know about their clients into a form or place a 

family into one category or another. According to both Ruch (2012) and Lawler and Bilson (2013), 

when social workers are empowered to draw on their own intelligence, creativity, and knowledge 

to help their clients, outcomes for clients and the organization or agency improve. Empowered 

and confident social workers may, instead of ‘keeping their heads down’ (Foster, 2013, p. 123), 

be more disposed towards working interdependently with team members towards an agreed-

upon set of goals and a common vision. Such commonality of purpose and coordination of efforts 

could result in more effective and efficient interventions for clients, leading to better outcomes.  

 The third theme for social work leaders is the realization of truly interdependent goal 

achievement through the full integration, acceptance, and appreciation of diverse culture and 

experience, while maintaining a personal and professional social work identity. Specifically 

described in the principles of distributed leadership (Booker, 2012), interdependent functioning 

can only occur when every individual in an organization is acknowledged to have a potentially 

important and influential contribution towards the organizational mission. Individuals in 

administrative positions who can let go of some control and loosen the boundaries and 
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definitions of leadership (Booker, 2012) will allow a diverse set of individuals to create more 

creative and progressive solutions to complex problems. The feminist leadership principles 

proposed by Lazzari, Colarossi, and Collins (2009) also advocate for interdependence in groups 

and teams, as well as a constant critical questioning of the usefulness of existing hierarchies. The 

ability to step aside and say “I don’t know” can allow another person to step in and share their 

expertise.  

 The fourth dialectical theme consists of engaging in emotional competency in order to 

find logical solutions. Every author emphasized the unavoidable role of emotion in social work 

practice. If leaders are called upon to inspire positive, motivating emotions, perhaps these 

individuals should also be prepared to address, validate, and process the more uncomfortable 

emotions that inevitably arise in social work environments (Harbottle, Jones, & Thompson, 2014). 

Although negative emotions are unavoidable, they are rarely discussed openly, but rather 

addressed with exhortations to set them aside and move on. It is interesting to note that in the 

study of emotional intelligence (EI), the two most cited models (Sadri, 2012) by Mayer, Salovey, 

and Caruso (2004) and Goleman (1998) seem to both harbor an underlying value assumption 

about negative emotions: that they should be simply acknowledged – not discussed – and 

managed in order to quell them as quickly as possible. For example, Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso 

(2004) propose that the fourth and highest level of EI includes the ability to effectively manage 

both personal emotions and emotions in others, such as reducing another’s anxiety or anger 

(Sadri, 2012). Goleman (1998) states that in order to be emotionally intelligent, leaders must be 

aware of emotions, be able to manage emotions, motivate with emotion, and have the ability to 

cause favorable emotions in others (Sadri, 2012). Neither of these authors suggests that 
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validating, sharing, and processing negative emotions in order to illuminate and solve issues 

associated with work might be an important aspect of emotional intelligence.  

 Validating and processing social workers' emotions associated with organizational, 

interactional, and individual challenges at work could lead to workers' increased self-confidence 

and improved practice (Harbottle, Jones, & Thompson, 2014). Evidence indicates that decisions 

made by social workers that are angry or afraid could result in negative outcomes for clients; 

conversely, the alleviation of social workers’ anger and fear could improve outcomes for their 

clients (Ingram, 2012). Processing emotions and using them to illuminate logical paths to 

organizational solutions could contribute to an organizational culture in which individuals feel 

safer and more cared-for so that they can focus less on surviving and more on creative solutions 

to challenges.  

 Theoretical Principles of Leadership. During the course of this theoretical literature 

review, the interdependent nature of the organizational, relational, and individual levels of 

leadership became clear. Individuals cannot be fully effective social work leaders unless they 

have the support of their colleagues and their organization. Conversely, organizations cannot 

enable and promote emergent leadership unless employees are willing and able to take on 

leadership roles. Therefore, some social work leadership principles, illustrated in Tables 7, 8, and 

9, appear in more than one level. Following is a description of the characteristics and outcomes 

of leadership on the organizational, relational, and individual levels.  

 Every organization has a set of underlying discourses that influence the organizational 

climate and culture, and legitimate concordant action (Booker, 2012). These discourses are the 
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filter through which all meaning-making processes on individual and group levels flow. 

Leadership and leader behaviors influence and are influenced by discourses andrelated 

underlying assumptions, and consequently, contribute to the constructed meaning in the 

organization. Effective social work leadership can only be accomplished when certain 

organizational discourses are present (Table 3). The first and most important discourse 

includes the unconditional acceptance of every individual in or associated with the 

organization, including each person’s assets and deficits (Harbottle, Jones, & Thompson, 

2014). Once the humanity of employees and clients, and their consequent imperfections, 

is acknowledged and accepted, these individuals can begin to set aside their insecurities in 

order to focus outward on the mission and vision of the organization. Second, the 

organization should promote the idea that the path to the most successful outcomes lies 

in the integration of the diverse experiences, perspectives, and characteristics of every 

individual in work processes. Although arriving at a truly diverse organizational culture by 

fully enabling and integrating the contributions of employees and clients can be hard and 

conflict-ridden work, failure to do so can lead to organizational stagnation and sub-par 

outcomes. The third discourse consists of the acceptance of responsibility and 

accountability for organizational processes and outcomes throughout the organization; 

meaning that all take credit for positive results, and all shoulder the responsibility for fixing 

mistakes (Lazzari, Colarossi, & Collins, 2009). 

 Fourth, the airing and processing of positive and negative emotions associated with 

work should be accepted and encouraged (Ruch, 2012). Negative emotions especially are 

associated with stressful and demanding environments and a lack of sufficient resources 
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to accomplish monumental goals. Rather than exhorting employees to always ‘stay 

positive’ and avoid hearing the anger and frustration associated with social work practice, 

supervisors and managers should allow employees to feel comfortable talking about their 

feelings related to client and organizational difficulties. Fifth, there should be a general 

trust of the wisdom of every employee and belief that every individual or team is capable 

of determining the method and process for achieving a successful outcome. Finally, the 

well-being of every employee is absolutely essential for the safety and well-being of 

clients, and should be a priority in every social work organization.  

Relationships are, to a large extent, socially and individually constructed (Booker, 

2012), thus regular and clear communication across and between hierarchical levels in an 

organization is imperative for effective operation. The alignment of individual 

constructions of relationships paves the way for the development of a collective interest 

that each individual can experience as self-interest (Booker, 2012). On the other hand, 

social work leadership allows for the development and integration of others’ identities, so 

that a group identity can be inclusive of all members and can also change as necessary. 

Good communication and acceptance of diversity – not just physical or cultural diversity, 

but diversity of opinions, knowledge and experience – can help employees feel secure in a 

group or team and will enable them to engage in social work leadership behaviors.  

Characteristics of a team created by social work leadership (Table 4) include a focus 

on the mission (i.e., outward), not a preoccupation with group dynamics (i.e., inward; Gray, 

2010; Foster, 2013); rotated leadership and power sharing; the maintenance of a common 

vision; and the ability to work interdependently towards a common goal (Foster, 2013). 
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Behaviors of individuals engaging in team leadership include the ability to reflect on and 

discuss negative emotions associated with conflicts (Foster, 2013); willingness to freely 

share resources and knowledge (Lazzari, Colarossi, & Collins, 2009); mutual support 

(Harbottle, Jones, & Thompson, 2014); openly discussing organizational discourses and 

aspects of culture and climate that create anxiety and frustration (Ruch, 2012); and the 

engagement in honest and regular peer evaluations and feedback (Webster, 2010). 

Principles of social work leadership on the individual level can be divided into three 

broad categories: a) focus on and practice for vision; b) acceptance of individuals as whole 

persons; and c) engagement in regular self-care. The first category, vision, encompasses 

individual behaviors and characteristics that contribute to both a personal and 

organizational mission. The second category, acceptance of individuals, encompasses 

behaviors that are the basis for healthy and productive working relationships. 

The final category, self-care, contains behaviors that are necessary for regeneration 

and maintenance of energy needed to be a leader. Running through all of the individual 

principles of social work leadership is continuous attention to personal growth and 

contribution to positive change, objectives that compose the core of individual leadership 

in social work.  

A Proposed Definition of Leadership 

 

 Over the course of the theoretical review distinct differences between leadership 

and management emerged. Management, the “application of proven solutions to known 

problems involving the implementation of standard operation procedures (Day, 2000)”, 

provides consistency, while leadership promotes learning and change. Management 
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encompasses matters associated with structure and cognition, while leadership embodies 

inspiration, motivation, emotion, and critical thinking. The problem of distinguishing 

between behaviors related to leadership and those related to management is often cited 

in the literature and in practice, especially when managers and supervisors are expected 

to both maintain consistency while promoting change (Booker, 2012). This apparent 

paradox is reflective of Foster’s (2013) assertion, that social workers should be ‘soft’ on 

the outside – compassionate, kind, inviting, caring, and empathetic, and being open to 

change – and ‘hard’ on the inside – enforcing routines and boundaries, managing tasks, 

and creating consistency.  

Although leadership is a broad and elusive concept (Kelly, 2014) that is difficult to 

define, most, if not all, definitions of leadership agree on a two points: first, that the 

purpose of leadership is change, or some alteration of the status quo; second, that this 

change requires the actions of one or more individuals (aside from the ‘leader’). The points 

on which leadership theories and definitions differ tend to be the kinds of behaviors in 

which the leader engages, where leadership occurs, and for whom (or what) the object of 

leadership is. This theory review provided extensive information as to the context and key 

elements of social work leadership that can be combined into a working definition. 

According to the current interpretation of the elements of social work leadership from the 

eight articles identified for this theory review, social work leadership can be preliminarily 

defined as: 

a collection of organizational, relational, and individual behaviors that 

effect positive change in order to address client and societal challenges 

through emotional competence and the full acceptance, validation, and 

trust of all individuals as capable human beings. 
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This definition contains a key component of many other leadership definitions in that the 

effect of leadership is change. The definition does, however, depart from many other 

leadership definitions in three key areas. First, in this case, leadership behaviors can 

emerge on different levels, in contrast to other definitions or models of leadership that 

focus on one of the three levels, as in transformational leadership (individual), leader-

member exchange (relational), or complex leadership (organizational). Second, if the 

purpose of social work is to increase human well-being through the pursuit of social justice 

(CSWE, 2014; NASW, 2008), then it follows that the purpose of social work leadership 

should be to create changes (i.e., lead) in order to address client and societal challenges. 

Finally, the third and fourth components of the definition describe how social work 

leadership happens: through emotional competence and the acceptance, validation, and 

trust of all individuals. Processing both positive and negative emotions, validating and 

respecting all individuals regardless of personal attributes, and entrusting others with the 

power to make informed and creative decisions provides a mechanism through which 

leadership can effect change.  

Quantitative and Qualitative Literature Review 

 

Following the theoretical literature review, a review of the quantitative and 

qualitative social work leadership literature was conducted in order to validate the 

proposed theoretical principles and identify any additional important social work 

leadership concepts. Specifically, the working definition of social work leadership was used 

in conjunction with the review to identify the factors, concepts, or constructs that are 
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significantly associated with the development and/or outcomes of leadership in the 

profession of social work in the context of organizational, relational, and individual change. 

 Search Strategy. Subjects of selected studies were exclusively U.S. social workers 

or organizations that provide social services. Studies were limited by these two criteria 

because first, the purpose of the current study is to develop a leadership model for social 

work, which, as previously explained, has a unique code of ethics and a unique mission 

related to improving the lives of service users and promoting social justice. Presumably, 

non-social work subjects might not be aware of, much less adhere to, these specific goals 

and mission, whereas subjects who identify as social workers or social work organizations, 

would. The second criteria, U.S. subjects only, was chosen partly to maintain the number 

of studies being reviewed to a manageable level, but also because subjects of the current 

study would be U.S. social workers only. Given that this leadership model is in the very 

beginning stages of development and has not yet been validated, it seemed prudent to 

assume, for the time being, that non-U.S. studies might have significantly different results 

from U.S. studies, and that these results might generate leadership principles that would 

not apply to U.S. social workers, and thus, skew current study results and potentially 

invalidate the model.  

The selected studies were quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods original 

empirical articles that describe the study of leadership skills or behaviors of social workers 

and related outcomes. Several criteria were used to select articles. First, the article must 

report original results from an empirical study. Second, the study sample must be based in 

the U.S. Third, the unit of analysis must be either individuals specifically identified as 
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professional social workers, providers of social services, or social welfare workers; or 

groups or organizations that deliver social services. Finally, the selected articles must offer 

a conceptualization of leadership and explore, to some extent, the potential causes, 

effects, or correlates of leadership behavior on individual, relational, or organizational 

levels in relation to change on individual, relational, or organizational levels. Selected 

articles must be English and peer reviewed, published between 2005 and 2015, and 

available via the Health and Human Services library at the University of Maryland, 

Baltimore.  

 Three databases, PsychInfo, Socindex, and Social Sciences Citation Index, were 

used to identify articles. The search string for PyschInfo was as follows: (“leadership” OR 

“leadership qualities” OR “leadership style” OR “transformational leadership”) AND 

(“social workers” OR “psychiatric social workers”); the search results were then narrowed 

to peer reviewed articles only. The SocIndex search string was as follows: “leadership” AND 

“social workers”. Finally, the Social Sciences citation index was searched using the term 

“leader*”. Results were then refined to the social work category and limited to journal 

articles only.  Two PRISMA diagrams (Figures 1 and 2) show the selection process for both 

the quantitative and qualitative literature searches. All qualitative and quantitative articles 

excluded from the study can be seen in Table 10; Tables 11 and 12 contain details of the 

included quantitative and qualitative articles, respectively.  

Extracting results. The quantitative review presented a few challenges as far as 

including and arranging results (Table 11). For example, in the Brimhall et al. (2008) study, 

the quality of relationships between managers and employees, as assessed by leader- 
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Figure 1 

PRISMA flow chart of quantitative study selection process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Search and selection figure adapted from the 2009 PRISMA form (Moher et al., 2009). 
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Figure 2 

PRISMA flow chart of qualitative study selection process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Search and selection figure adapted from the 2009 PRISMA form (Moher et al., 2009)
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4 articles did not present the results of an 
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Table 10 

Studies excluded from empirical literature review 
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Table 11  

Studies included in quantitative literature review 
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Table 12 

Studies included in qualitative literature review 
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member exchange theory, was correlated with employees’ feelings of inclusion and a 

positive diversity climate. The question as to whether certain results, such as the 

correlation of quality manager-employee relationships and perceptions of inclusion, 

indicated that perceptions of inclusion were a condition for leadership, a correlate of  

effective leadership, or a cause/effect of effective leadership arose. More specifically, 

should “perceptions of inclusion” be included as a principle of leadership? Another 

example lies in the study by Kim et al. (2015), which showed that quality of relationships, 

also as indicated by leader-member exchange theory, was negatively correlated with 

intention to leave. Again, is “intention to leave”, or rather it’s opposite, “commitment to 

stay” a leadership principle or simply a correlate of effective leadership?  

Another challenge presented by the results lies in broad or vague results that do not say 

much about leadership behaviors or attributes, as in the study by Elpers, et al. (2008), in 

which Kouzes and Posner’s (1997a, 1997b) leadership inventory was used to assess which 

leadership practices were most associated with employee’s job satisfaction. In the first 

place, we must assume that job satisfaction is indeed a strong indicator of effective 

leadership. It seems reasonable to think so, but it’s still an assumption. In the second place, 

a few of the items on the Kouzes and Posner scale that were associated with job 

satisfaction include statements that do not indicate specific leadership attributes but 

rather vague terms such as “leadership behavior” of the supervisor or “quality of 

supervision received.” 

For consistency’s sake, it was decided to resolve these challenges by including 

every result that described a specific correlate of leadership and exclude results that did 
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not describe specific correlates of leadership (such as those showing that job satisfaction 

was associated with quality of supervision), with the expectation that an ultimate 

comparison between the results of the theoretical literature review, the qualitative and 

quantitative literature reviews, and the focus group would highlight the relevant principles 

and allow irrelevant principles to be discarded. If irrelevant principles do happen to be 

included in the final leadership principles list and survey, the planned factor analyses may 

indicate that these items do not fit with other survey items, in which case it could be 

hypothesized that items such as “perception of inclusion” and “commitment to stay” are 

indicators of social work leadership. If so, this hypothesis could be partially confirmed with 

multiple regression following the factor analyses. 

In the qualitative articles, every description of behavior that was assessed by the 

author as having a direct effect on the success of some change was extracted for each 

study (Table 12). Changes described in the articles included formation of collaboratives 

(formal collaborations in service delivery between agencies or organizations; Droppa & 

Giunta, 2015), implementation of interventions (Mendenhall, Iachini, & Anderson-

Butcher, 2013), and implementation of procedures to improve efficiency and quality of 

services (Everett, Homestead, & Drisko, 2007). 

Translating results into leadership principles. Following the extraction of 

statements related to behaviors and successful change, all of the statements across 

qualitative and quantitative studies were grouped together and statements that described 

the same, or highly similar, ideas were combined and distilled to reflect one main idea 

(Table 13). For example, several of the qualitative studies found that a focus on the mission 
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Table 13  

Leadership principles consolidated from empirical literature review 

Organizational 

 

Relational Individual 

Mutual and consistent 

understanding of and 

commitment to 

organizational mission, 

goals, and ultimate 

outcomes by all individuals 

in an organization1,4,5,6,11,13 

 

Timely and thorough 

resolution of conflict1,11 

Attention to process and 

personal behaviors5 

Collaboration and 

communication with other 

individuals, groups, and 

organizations outside of the 

organization6.15 

 

Engage assistance when 

needed (either within or 

outside of organization)1,3 

Effective use of power1 

Systems thinking: 

understanding of how 

change impacts individuals 

in the organization, the 

organization, and entities 

outside of the 

organization1,4,6,15 

 

Praise given for others’ 

positive effort and 

professional and personal 

accomplishments1,6,7,10 

Self-confidence1,2,19 

Transparency and clear 

communication around 

organizational 

processes1,3,5,6,8,11 

 

Regularly communicate 

expectations and roles4,5,10,12,13 

Accountability for behaviors 

and decisions1 

Consensus of staff around 

important decisions5,11 

 

Every individual in 

organization treated as equals 

with valuable 

contributions1,5,10 

 

Consistent and regular 

participation in organizational 

activities2,16 

Shared leadership and 

participative planning with 

all stakeholders in an 

organization, including 

clients2,4,5,6,7,8,10 

 

Confidence in others’ 

leadership ability5 

Taking ownership of processes 

and projects2 

Provides sufficient resources 

to reach goals16 

Psychologically safe working 

environment within team14 

 

Psychological 

strength/empowerment3,17 



 

95 

 

Table 13 continued 

Continuity of goals and 

implementation, especially 

with administration 

changes3,8 

Strong interpersonal 

relationships between 

employees and members of 

the community18 

 

Enthusiasm and optimism3,5,19 

Learning and problem-

solving atmosphere with 

continuing education and 

promotion opportunities for 

staff; especially in regards to 

big changes3,5,10,17 

 

 Relevant experience8 

Understanding of 

organizational strengths and 

vulnerabilities4 

 

 Willingness and ability to 

spend sufficient time on 

leadership duties8,16 

Group-based belief system 

(organization’s values and 

culture focus on human 

relations, teamwork, and 

cohesion to inspire personal 

growth and vision among 

members)1,5,10,17 

 

 Respect for others9,19 

Collaboration across 

departments4 

 

 Individuals feel included in 

important decisions9 

Organizational process 

reflects valuation, respect 

for, and belief in staff and 

their abilities (empowers 

employees)7.14,18 

 

 Satisfaction with job10 

Safe working environment13 

 

 Feeling successful as a social 

worker10 

 

Focus on providing services 

directly to clients18 

 

 Commitment to stay12,14 

De-emphasis on use of 

political tactics to achieve 

goals18 

 Initiative-taking16,19 
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Table 13 continued 

Organizational sense of 

community (organization is 

embedded in the 

community)18 

 Community responsibility 

(personal responsibility for 

collective well-being) and 

sense of community16,17 

 
  Education16 
  Stakeholders perceive org as 

effective17 
1Droppa, et al., 2015; 2Everett, et al., 2007; 3Mendenhall, 2013; 4Packard, et al., 2013; 5Perrault, 2011; 
6Packard; 7Raney; 8Barile; 9Brimhall; 10Elpers; 11Hearld; 12Kim, 2015; 13Kim, 2015; 14Kruzich; 15Nowell, 2009; 
16Nowell, 2014; 17Powell, 2014; 18Wilke, 2011; 19Yoo, 2005 
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and ultimate outcomes (i.e., positive client outcomes) was an important organizational 

leadership attribute (Droppa, et al., 2015; Mendenhall, et al., 2013; Packard, et al., 2013; 

Packard, et al., 2008). This focus includes (across studies), an emotional commitment 

(Droppa, et al., 2015; Packard, et al., 2013), a commitment of resources (Droppa, et al., 

2015; Packard, et al., 2013), and consistent support of the mission (Droppa, et al., 2015; 

Mendenhall, et al., 2013; Packard, et al., 2013). All of this information was combined into 

a single statement: Mutual and consistent understanding of and commitment to 

organizational mission, goals, and ultimate outcomes by all individuals in an organization. 

Some statements were deemed to be too process-oriented or managerial to be included 

in a table of organizational, relational, and individual leadership qualities. For example, 

Packard, et al. (2008) suggested that pre-planning, specifically data-gathering, prior to 

implementing changes was important to making changes in an organization, but these 

were determined to be overly specific and beyond the scope of a series of leadership 

principles. The resulting statements were then sorted into organizational, relational, and 

individual behavior categories for eventual comparison with the theoretical principles of 

leadership and focus group data. 

In addition to consolidating the statements in the last column of the qualitative and 

quantitative literature review tables, some information was also taken from the second to 

last column, which was the conceptualization and/or definition of leadership used in the 

study. Some studies, such as the one by Raney, et. al (2014), used a specific model of 

leadership, such as adaptive leadership, while other authors used a looser 

conceptualization, such as Packard, et al. (2008), who characterized leadership as involving 
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collaboration, confidence in staff, enthusiasm and optimism, creation of a problem-solving 

climate, and use of systems approach. Other leadership models used to underpin studies 

included shared leadership (Barile, 2011; Perrault, et al.), adaptive leadership (Raney, et 

al., 2014), leader-member exchange (Brimhall, 2014; Kim et al., 2015), empowering 

leadership (Hearld, 2014). 

Some striking commonalities that came through in the course of the literature 

review, but that might not translate well into a table, include the importance of spending 

time to communicate with others and ensure that everybody had a mutual understanding 

of what’s going on. Time is a big factor, here – mutual understanding, consensus, 

participative planning, and shared leadership are outcomes and processes that take a lot 

of time, but are worth it in order to achieve the best outcomes. Another important point 

about these principles is the fact that they are interrelated, not stand-alone. For example, 

the organizational column has a statement about clear communication around 

organizational processes. The statement in the relational column about communicating 

expectations of staff indicates that in the course of communicating organizational 

processes, leaders should at the same time make sure that staff understands their role in 

the processes. The statement about individuals in the organization being treated as equals 

with valuable contributions dictates how and when this kind of information should be 

shared.  Another important aspect of leadership, according to many of the articles, was 

the idea of being physically present at organizational activities, both at formal and informal 

events (Everett, Homestead, & Drisko, 2007). 
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Focus Group 

A focus group on social work leadership was conducted as the final step in 

developing the set of social work leadership principles that were ultimately used in 

developing the social work leadership measure. The focus group was conducted according 

to IRB specifications on September 2, 2015 and lasted approximately 1.5 hours. Individuals 

who participated in the focus group were required to be over 18, have completed at least 

one social work degree, and have had six or more months of paid experience as a social 

worker in an organization that provides social services. The purpose of these criteria was 

to ensure that focus group participants identified as social workers and were familiar with 

the mission, goals, and ethics associated with the profession and thus, would respond to 

leadership questions from a social worker’s point of view.  The information collected 

included participants’ a) descriptions and definitions of leadership; b) description of 

unique components and requirements of social work leadership, if any; c) indicators of 

effective and ineffective leadership; and d) descriptions of the effects of effective and 

ineffective leadership on individuals, relationships, groups, and organizations that provide 

social work services. 

Purposive sampling was used to recruit social workers taking continuing education 

classes at University of Maryland School of Social Work (UMB SSW) or training sessions 

through the Child Welfare Academy at UMB SSW.  During these classes and trainings, 

information about the focus group study, including participant requirements (Appendix 1), 

was delivered to potential participants according to the approved IRB protocol.  Individuals 

who believed they meet the criteria were invited to provide their name and contact 
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information on a form (Appendix 2) in order to receive additional information and 

screening. 

Individuals who provided their contact information were contacted via phone (see 

Appendix 3, Focus Group Phone Recruitment Protocol) or email (see Appendix 4, Email 

screening protocols 1 and 2) depending on their preference. According to Roller and 

Lavrakas (2015), the ideal size for a focus group is eight and no more than 10; therefore, 

the goal was to confirm participation for 10 individuals, with the expectation that one or 

two might not show up on the day of the group. Of the 19 individuals who expressed 

interest in participating in the group, five did not return phone calls or emails, five declined 

to participate, and nine were confirmed for participation. One week prior to the focus 

group, a reminder phone call was made or email sent (according to preference) with 

directions to the group and parking instructions. On September 2, the night of the focus 

group, five of the nine confirmed individuals arrived. Each participant was individually 

consented, provided with funds to cover parking expenses, enjoyed some light 

refreshments, and received a “thank you” gift of office supplies valued at no more than 

five dollars each.  

The focus group discussion was guided by an IRB-approved facilitator, who was 

provided with a list of prompting questions about leadership in social work (Appendix 5, 

Focus group facilitation protocol). The facilitator asked the questions and recorded 

responses, while also taking notes.  
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Incorporating results into the leadership principles. Data was transcribed and 

coded with guidance from Padgett, 2008. Codes were organized into six major themes, 

based on both the original questions posed to the focus group (Appendix 5) as well as 

naturally emerging themes, referred to as level-1 categories (Table 14), including: a) 

attributes or behaviors of a social work leader; b) differences between social work 

leadership and leadership in other professions; c) definition of social work leadership; d) 

factors that motivate and inhibit leadership behaviors; e) outcomes of effective and 

ineffective leadership; and f) what is missing from social work leadership. Once utterances 

were coded and assigned to the themes, several steps were taken to organize the codes in 

order to incorporate focus group data into the leadership principles. First, codes that were 

negative, or that referred to detrimental attributes or behaviors, were recoded to be 

positive in order to adhere to a strengths-based perspective and eliminate redundancy. 

For example, in the first category, attributes and behaviors, the code “holding others 

back”, identified by the speaker as a detriment and thus, not a good leadership attribute  

or behavior, was recoded to “opening the way for others.” Additionally, “exclusive” was 

recoded as “inclusive”, and was thus able to be merged with the other positive “inclusive” 

codes, of which there were several. Second, codes in each category were arranged into 

level-2 categories (Table 14). For example, codes in the first level-1 category were 

organized into two level-2 categories: a) utterances that referred to attributes and 

behaviors of a leader, and b) utterances that referred to behaviors and actions that might 

be taken by a leader during the process of effecting and managing change. 
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Table 14 

Categories of coded utterances from the leadership focus group 

Level 1 Categories Level 2 Categories Level 3 Categories 

A: Attributes of a 

leader 

A1: Attributes and 

behaviors 

A1.1: Knowledgeable  

A1.2: Empower others to flourish 

A1.3: Courageous 

A1.4: Influence 

A1.5: Open to new things and 

perspectives 

A1.6: Be professional 

A1.7: Work with, not alone 

A1.8: Put out a vision 

A1.9: Ability to work with different 

personalities in different situations 

A1.10: Belief in self-efficacy and capacity 

A1.11: Passion for work 

A2: Process A2.1: Make you feel like you are part of 

the decision 

A2.2: Balancing formal expectations with 

desired outcome 

A2.3: Various degrees of leadership 

A2.4: Creating group discipline 

A2.5: Uses relationships, formal or 

informal 

A2.6: Build trust 

A2.7: Constantly re-evaluating 

A2.8: Match between passion and task 

A2.9: Creating the next leader 

A2.10: Pat each other on the back 

A2.11: Awareness of the impact of 

funding sources on others’ behavior 

B: Differences 

between social work 

leadership and 

other leadership 

B1: Social work 

leadership 

B1.1: Fluid 

B1.2: Focus on social justice 

B1.3: People-focused 

B1.4: Need to uphold standards and 

ethics 

B1.5: Figuring out how to accomplish 

goals with few resources 

B2: Leadership in 

other professions 

B2.1: Potential lack of ethics 

B2.2:  Focus on those who can pay 

B2.3: Rigid  

B2.4: Clear incentive to lead 
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Table 14 continued 

 

D: Motivating 

and inhibiting 

factors 

D1: Factors that motivate leaders D1.1: Opportunity to lead 

D1.2: Believes in staff 

D1.3: Everyone’s accountable 

D1.4: Stepping outside of 

policy when necessary 

D1.5: Leader has passion 

D1.6: Quality of work is 

equivalent to pay 

D1.7: Clear goals and 

motivation 

D1.8: Incentive to improve 

D1.9: Improved morale 

D1.10: Work with, not alone 

D1.11: Remembering why we 

are social workers 

D1.12: People feel like they are 

important to the organization 

D1.13: Following the mission, 

not the money 

 

C: Definition of 

social work 

leadership 

C1: What social 

work leadership is 

 

C1.1: Having a vision 

C1.2: Apply SW tenets used with clients 

to social workers in the field (trust) 

C1.3: On all levels 

C1.4: Change agent 

C1.5: Situational 

C1.6: Visible 

C1.7: Knowledgeable 

C1.8: Accountable 

C1.9: Evidence-based (balance between 

intuition and evidence-based) 

C1.10: High standards 

C1.11: Innovative thinking 

C1.12: Good communicator 

C2: Purpose of 

social work 

leadership 

C2.1: To ensure that a common task is 

achieved 

C2.2: Focus on advancing and furthering 

the profession while improving the 

human condition 
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Table 14 continued 

  D1.14: Pat ourselves on the 

back 

D1.15: Your supervisor 

demonstrates good 

leadership/role modeling 

D2-Factors that inhibit leaders D2.1: Quantitative 

requirements that prevent 

quality relationships 

D2.2: Concerns about feeding 

family, keeping job 

D2.3: Outdated societal 

expectations of social workers 

 

E: Leadership 

outcomes 

E1: Achieving a vision 

-- 

E2: Regulation of impact/influence 

of money (mission creep) 

E3: Opportunity 

E4: People respect and listen to 

you 

E5: Do not assume that 

management everywhere is 

“bad”/you are on same level as 

management 

E6: Leader does not burn out 

E7: Comfortable work climate 

E8: Prevention, not just 

intervention 

E9: People get promoted based on 

ability, not just time in position 

E10: Changing the environment 

you work in 

E11: Intrinsic rewards 

E12: Respect for profession and 

individuals 

F: Missing from 

social work 

leadership 

F1: Sense of social work identity 

-- 

F2: Radical change/social justice 

for social workers and 

organizations 

F3: Good social work internships 

and education 
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Table 14 continued 

 F4: Knowledge and measurement 

of knowing you are causing change 

in the right direction 

 

F5: Change society 

F6: Creating systems to address 

issues/not just being in a state of 

reaction 

F7: Respect 

F8: Quality interactions with other 

professions 

 

Note: -- indicates no categories on this level. 
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Once all coded utterances were arranged into organized categories (see Appendix 9, 

Organized Codes from Focus Group), each code was compared against the leadership 

principles in Table 13, noting which principles received support from the codes (see Table 

14, Leadership principles consolidated from the theoretical literature review, empirical 

literature review, and leadership focus group). In order for a principle to be retained for  

use in the leadership measure, it must have received support from two of the following 

three sources: a) theoretical literature review; b) empirical literature reviews; and/or c) 

focus group on social work leadership. Table 16 lists the final set of principles used in the 

development of the leadership measure, with footnotes indicating sources of support.  

Merging Theoretical, Empirical, and Focus Group Results 

Theoretical, empirical, and focus group leadership principles were placed into one 

table (Table 15) following the original form of theoretical leadership principles table 

(Tables 7-9). It’s important to note that some subjectivity was used here to determine 

which items were similar enough to be considered the same concept. For example, an item 

from the theoretical review “Successful outcomes depend on the integration of diverse  

experiences, perspectives, and characteristics of every individual” was determined to be 

about the same as the item from the empirical review, “Positive diversity climate: 

organizational atmosphere is welcoming and open”. These items were combined to 

produce the item “Successful outcomes depend on the integration of diverse experiences, 

perspectives, and characteristics of every individual; reflects positive climate for diversity”. 

The final table of consolidated principles contains combined wording in an attempt to 
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 Table 15 

Leadership principles consolidated from theoretical literature review, empirical literature 

review, and focus group 
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Table 15 continued 
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Table 15 continued 
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Table 15 continued 
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Table 15 continued 
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reflect subtle differences between items in different research methods. However, it is 

important to note that, as with any consolidation, some information was most likely lost in the 

transition; thus certain details were sacrificed for the sake of a broader application, more 

uniform consistency, and reader comprehension. Unlike the original table of theoretical 

leadership principles, the final literature review table is organized into four levels of leadership 

principles: a) culture and discourses; b) organizational practices, policies, and processes; c) 

relationship behaviors and processes; and d) individual behaviors, feelings, and perceptions. 

Culture and underlying discourses received its own category because, in many cases, the same 

items related to culture appeared in both the organization and relationship levels. Since it 

became clear from the three research methods that organizational culture is often replicated 

at the relational level, it was decided that culture and underlying discourses merited its own 

category. Underlying discourses and culture items may not be readily apparent from existing 

practices in an organization, but can be fairly easily described by any employee or other 

stakeholder. In contrast, items on the organizational, relational, and individual levels can be 

easily seen in real time, or are clearly reflected in systems and processes. Individual-level items 

retained the format of the original table with the addition of feelings and perceptions.  
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Chapter 4: Development of a Social Work Leadership Measure 

 

Leadership Measure Review 

 Prior to developing a new measure based on the finalized principles of social work 

leadership (Table 16), existing measures of leadership were examined to determine whether 

one of these measures, in whole or in part, could be used. Advantages to using an existing 

measure include a) not having to develop and validate a new measure; b) using a measure that 

has been thoroughly tested; and c) adding to existing literature on the measure. Twelve 

potential measures were identified using the theoretical and empirical literature reviews 

described above (Table 17).  

Several criteria were used to determine whether a measure was appropriate to use to 

evaluate social work leadership according to the definition from Chapter 3 and the social work 

leadership principles (Table 16). An appropriate leadership measure would a) be based on 

theory b) be developed for the human services, not businesses; c) have a perspective that 

allowed for informal leadership (leadership by any employee in the organization, regardless of 

formal position) and leadership on multiple levels (individual, relational, organizational); d) 

consider aspects of leadership related to the dialectical themes identified in the theoretical 

literature review as described in Chapter 3 (emotional aspects of leadership, well-being of 

employees, balance between autonomy and managerialism, and balance between diversity 

and integration); e) have enough items to fully measure the concept of leadership without 

being overly burdensome to the respondent. 
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Table 16 

Leadership principles used in measure development 

Principle 

category 

Principle Corresponding 

survey item(s) 

Culture and 

underlying 

discourses 

 

 

 

Successful outcomes depend on the integration of 

diverse experiences, perspectives, and characteristics of 

every individual; reflects positive climate for diversity1,2 

 

A1 

Open discussion and questions underlying aspects and 

dialogues of organizational life that create frustration 

and anxiety are encouraged1,3 

A3 

 

Systems thinking orientation: understanding of how 

change impacts individuals in the organization, the 

organization, and entities outside of the organization1,2,3 

 

A4, A5 

Organization encourages and inspires personal vision2, 3 A6 

Valuation, respect for, and belief in staff and their 

abilities (empowers employees)2,3 

A7 

Focus on providing services directly to clients2, 3 A8 

Well-being of employees is more important than any 

work task or project1, 3 

 

A9 

Responsibility, accountability, and leadership are shared 

throughout the organization and with stakeholders and 

clients1,2,3 

 

A10 

Emergent (informal) leadership is encouraged1,3 A13 

 

Organizational 

practices, 

policies, and 

processes 

 

Written mission of the organization, employees’ 

perception of mission, and the activities of the 

organization are aligned1,2 

A2 

 

 Continuity of goals and methods of implementation, 

especially with administrative changes2,3 

 

A11 

 Transparency and clear communication around 

organizational processes and decision-making1,2,3 

 

A14 
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Table 16 continued 

 Continual advocacy for social justice, organization, 

employees, and clients across time and contexts1,3 

 

A15, A16 

 Provides educational opportunities that promote 

employee and organizational growth1,2,3 

 

A17, A22 

 Collaboration and communication with outside 

individuals, groups, organizations, and disciplines1,2,3 

 

A18, A20 

 

 Sufficient resources are available to achieve goals2,3 

 

A19 

 Clinical supervision is regularly provided for employees1,3 

 

A21 

 Policies allow employees to care for themselves and their 

families or friends when necessary1,2,3 

 

A23 

Relationship 

behaviors and 

processes 

Timely and thorough resolution of conflict with 

emotional reflection1,2 

 

A12, A26 

 Employees works interdependently towards a common 

goal1, 3 

A24 

 

 Leaders’ behavior and actions vary according to context 

and individual1,3 

A25 

 Praise given for others’ positive effort and 

accomplishments2,3 

A27 

 Regularly communicate expectations and roles2,3 A28 

 Supports each other, emotionally, cognitively, and 

socially1,2,3 

A29 

Individual 

behaviors 

Make changes that support collaborative and 

empowering practices2,3 

 

B1 

 Have humility and willingness to step aside in order to 

allow others to fully participate1,2,3 

 

B2 

 Honest and accountable for behaviors and decisions with 

one’s self and others1,2 

 

B3 

 Have internalized moral perspective/value set to which 

they compare decisions and actions2,3 

 

B4 

 Consistency between words and actions; trustworthy1,2,3 B5 

  

Willing to take risks to achieve mission; takes initiative1,2,3 

 

 

B6, B7 
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Table 16 continued 

 Consistent and regular participation in organizational 

activities2,3 

 

B8, B9 

 Community responsibilities (feels personal responsibility 

for collective well-being)2, 3 

 

B10, B11 

 Courageous, willing to “speak truth to power”2,3 B12 

  

Believe that every individual is fully capable, intelligent, 

and worthy of respect1,2,3 

 

 

B13 

 Non-judgmental and do not assign blame1,3 B14 

  

Engaged and responsive towards others1,3 

 

B15 

  

Engages in analytical self-reflection on emotional 

patterns and behavior1,2,3 

 

 

B16 

 Take advantage of educational and growth 

opportunities1,2 

B17 

  

Comfortable with saying “I don’t know”1,3 

 

B18 

  

Feels included in important decisions2, 3 

 

B19 

  

Feels successful as a social worker2,3 

 

B20 

  

Commitment to stay2 

 

B21 

  

Feels self-confident2,3 

 

B22 

  

Enthusiastic and optimistic2,3 

 

B23 

 

 
1Theoretical principles of leadership 
2Empirical outcomes of quantitative and qualitative literature reviews  
3Coded utterances from leadership focus group
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             Table 17 

            Assessment of leadership measures from literature review 

            

Table 17 continued    
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The 12 identified surveys were located in the literature or by contacting the developers 

and requesting copies of the surveys and permission to review them for this dissertation; at 

the time of this writing, all but two had been located or obtained (a survey from Nowell et. al., 

2009, from the quantitative literature review; and Bass and Avolio’s 1995 Multifactor 

Leadership Questionnaire).  

Of the 12 surveys, only three allowed for an informal (non-hierarchial) leadership 

perspective; these included the General Nordic Questionnaire (GNQ; Dallner, 2000; Lindstron 

et al., 2000); items from the article by Nowell and Boyd (2014) from the quantitative literature 

review; and the Sociopolitical Control Scale (SPS-R; Lowe, Hughey, Reid, Zimmerman, & Spear, 

2006). These three surveys were also based on theory and were developed for human service 

organizations. The two leadership items from Nowell and Boyd (2014), however, were not 

enough to assess social work leadership and only looked at leadership from an individual 

perspective. The SPS-R assessed leadership from the individual and relational levels, but not 

the organizational level. The most viable candidate was the GNQ, which did assess leadership 

on all three levels and looked at three of the four themes from the theoretical review. 

However, it was determined that the GNQ would be overly burdensome for participants, as it 

consisted of 78 items. Therefore, the development of an original social work leadership 

measure that would meet all the above criteria was undertaken. 

Social Work Leadership Measure Development 

 The purpose behind creating and validating a social work leadership measure is 

twofold: first, to determine which leadership principles identified in the theoretical literature 

review, empirical literature reviews, and focus group are most relevant to effective social work 
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leadership; and second, to develop a reliable and valid measure of leadership based on the 

principles and goals of the social work profession. Therefore, the survey questions were 

developed based on the principles in Table 16, with the intention of distributing the survey 

and using statistical techniques to determine which questions – and associated leadership 

principles – resonate most with social workers. This determination will not only produce a 

validated and potentially useful measure, but also enable a refinement of the leadership 

principles.  

 The final survey (Appendix 12) was developed based on both the principles in Table 16 

and the working definition of social work leadership proposed in Chapter 2: 

a collection of organizational, relational, and individual behaviors that effect 

positive change in order to address client and societal challenges through 

emotional competence and the full acceptance, validation, and trust of all 

individuals as capable human beings. 

 

Specifically, the independent variables consisted of survey questions assessing to what extent 

participants believed their organization, relationships within the organization, and their own 

behavior was reflective of each principle (Table 16). According to the above definition, the 

purpose of effective social work leadership is “positive change in order to address client and 

societal challenges”. Therefore, the dependent variables consisted of survey questions 

designed to assess to what extent respondents believed they and their organizations were 

effecting positive change, both for their clients and within their organizations (in fulfillment of 

Research Aim 4b).  

 A series of demographic questions was also included in order to assess individual and 

environmental factors that might affect participants’ responses and leadership behaviors. 

Some of these questions include information solicited about respondents’ experiences 
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particular to the organization used to answer the survey questions, such as number of 

employees in the organization, number of years and months worked for the organization, and 

percentage of time worked for the organization. Other questions focused on respondents’ 

experience and characteristics apart from the organization in question, including number of 

years’ experience as a social worker in an organization, age, gender, and highest social work 

degree obtained. Though it is customary to include a question about race and/or ethnicity in 

surveys of this kind, some researchers have argued using such questions perpetuates 

stereotypes based on superficial characteristics, which is, of course, counter to social work 

principles (Jablonski, 2015). Therefore, questions about race and ethnicity were not added to 

this measure. 

The formulation of questions and response sets was guided by the suggestions by 

Colton and Covert (2007). Colton and Covert (2007) describe several issues that should be 

taken into consideration when designing and pretesting an instrument, to include respondents 

answering questions based on faulty memory, lack of knowledge, or answers to previous 

questions, or various biases (such as social desirability or cultural). In addition, the biases and 

errors of the researcher and developer must also be taken into account. Several steps were 

taken to address these issues, both in the development and testing phases. 

First, Colton and Covert (2007) assert that respondents often answer questions based 

on insufficient knowledge. It is expected that many respondents may not have sufficient 

experience within their organization to determine the extent to which, say, the organizational 

activities are aligned with the organizational mission. Because it is more desirable and accurate 

to have a respondent decline to answer rather than choose the wrong answer, a “Do not 
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know” (“DN”) option was included in the rating scale. The “DN” option may also be useful in 

elucidating which leadership principles are truly “not applicable” to social work or are difficult 

to understand or quantify.  

Prior to distributing the measure, extensive pre-testing via email was conducted, both 

by experts in social work research and survey development, and by social workers who fit the 

respondent profile. This procedure, suggested by Colton and Covert (2007), contributed to the 

content validity of the measure. Appendices 10, 11, and 12 contain the piloted measure, 

feedback, and final measure, respectively. The revised measure was also piloted in a social 

work graduate course by 30 individuals, who, after completing the measure, were asked for 

feedback to determine if any part of the survey was confusing or unclear either in meaning or 

format. Only minor changes were required, but the feedback process contributed to the face 

validity of the survey (Colton & Covert, 2007). The establishment of construct validity was 

achieved with t-tests and chi-squares in Chapter 5 to determine whether respondents in 

different environments or situations respond differently (Colton & Covert, 2007). For example, 

individuals who have worked longer in an organization may feel more included in important 

decisions and may also feel more connected to their colleagues.   

Sampling Procedure 

Participants included four populations: Masters Students at University of Maryland 

School of Social Work (UMB SSW); professionals taking courses through the Continuing 

Professional Education program at UMB SSW; professionals receiving training through the 

Title IV-E program; and members of the local Baltimore Chapter of the Network for Social Work 

Management (NSWM). As in the focus group sampling process, respondents were 18 or older 
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and from any social work field of practice and educational concentration, but must have had 

at least six months paid experience as a social worker in an agency or organization that 

provides social work services. 

Professors teaching UMB SSW masters classes and instructors of continuing education 

classes and Title IV-E trainings who were amenable to donating class time for the explanation 

and administration of the final survey were contacted (see Appendix 6 for email protocol) in 

March 2016 and appropriate dates and times were set. All surveys were given to respondents 

in these four populations in paper form (see Appendix 7 for distribution protocol). However, 

if potential participants were unable to complete the measure at the designated time, a web 

address where they can complete an on-line Qualtrics measure 

(http://tinyurl.com/SWLeadershipSurvey) at their convenience was provided at the end of the 

paper survey. The instrument was distributed via email to the NSWM Baltimore Chapter 

listserv as well as the UMB SSW Office of Continuing Education email list in April 2016 and 

again in July 2016 due to poor initial response (see Appendix 8 for the email protocol for the 

online survey); emails offered the option to click on a link to access the Qualtrics survey.  

Measures and Covariates  

Independent variables. The series of EFA’s (in Chapter 5) that will be used to confirm 

or determine the underlying factor structure of the leadership measure may indicate that 

survey items need to be rearranged into different factors, but ones that still reflect the 

underlying theory of the measure. The multiple regression analyses will be conducted after 

the series of EFA’s and thus will necessarily reflect the factors that were indicated by the factor 

analysis. Therefore, the independent variables described here are subject to change following 

the results of the EFA’s.  The EFA analyses and results are described in Chapter 5. 
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Ten independent variables for use in multiple regression analyses, based on the hypothesized 

factor structure developed for use with the series of EFA’s (Figure 3) include 1) the total score 

for all validated items in sections A and B (collective leadership across the organizational, 

relational, and individual levels); 2) total score for organizational leadership items; 3) total 

score for relational leadership items; and 4) total score for individual leadership items. Based 

on the current hypothesized factor structure of the leadership survey (Figure 3), additional 

independent variables include the score for 5) culture and underlying discourses, and 6) 

policies and procedures (the two hypothesized factors that constitute the organizational 

leadership factor). Individual leadership is hypothesized to split into four independent 

variables, including 7) vision, 8) relationships, 9) self-care, and 10) feelings and perceptions. 

The last independent variable, feelings and perceptions, will also be treated as a dependent  

variable (see “Merging theoretical, empirical, and focus group results”). Scores for each group 

of items is the average response for the items.  

Dependent variable. The dependent variable consists of the five items measuring 

change outcomes in section C of the final survey, to include change on the organizational level, 

relational/employee level, individual level, and for the service users. Items 1, 2; the average 

of 3 and 4; and item 5 will serve as additional dependent variables for the organizational, 

relational, and individual variables, respectively. The total score for this section (average score 

for the five items) will also be used as a dependent variable. 

Covariates. Covariates include most of the items in Part III of the survey: number of
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              Figure 3   

             Predicted factor structure   
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months worked in the organization; whether the organization is public or non-profit; type of 

services provided by the organization; type of services provided by the individual; number of 

months worked as a social worker; number of months worked as a social worker in an 

organization that provides social services or human services; social work degree (BSW or 

MSW); age; and gender. These covariates will also be used in validating the survey and 

checking whether data is systematically missing or missing at random. 

Recruitment 

 

Paper surveys were administered in 16 master’s classes, four continuing education 

classes, and six Title IV-E trainings for a total of 418 distributed paper surveys, 367 of which 

were completed, for a response rate of 87.80%. The online version of the survey was 

distributed to 8,904 individuals on the continuing education email list, 275 individuals on the 

NSWM email list, and 100 MSW students in classes taught by professors who requested the 

online instead of the paper option, for a total of 9,279. Completed online surveys numbered 

107, for an online response rate of 1.15%. The total number of surveys completed was 474, 

for an average response rate of 44.48%. Considering the different weights of paper and online 

surveys contributed to the total of online and paper surveys (1 and 4.43 respectively), the 

weighted total response rate is 63.78%. Both response rates – weighted and unweighted – 

are, according to Kaplowitz (2009), above average for both online and paper distribution 

methods. Given the very low online response rate, however, t-tests and chi-squared tests were 

used to determine if there were any significant differences in the data between paper and 

online surveys; results of this analysis are below in the Statistics and Data Analysis section, 

“Response rates analysis”. 
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Data Entry, Organization, and Cleaning 

Data from paper surveys was double-entered by two individuals into two Excel files, 

after which the data were compared using an Excel formula that highlights differences in data 

between two worksheets (Cheusheva, 2016). Discrepancies were checked against the original 

surveys and corrected. Data from the two qualitative questions in the survey (“In a few words, 

describe the services your organization provides for service users” and “In a few words, 

describe the services you provide for service users”) were analyzed and assigned one of several 

codes to indicate type of organization; the second question was categorized with a 24 to 

indicate primarily supervisory, administrative, or macro practice; or with a 23 to indicate direct 

service.  

Data from two demographic questions were discarded because after survey 

administration commenced, it became obvious that the meaning of these questions were not 

clear to respondents. First, the intention of the item “Please indicate what percentage of time 

you spend on a) supervising other employees, b) working directly with service users, and c) 

other activities unrelated to supervision or work with service users” was that respondents 

would put a number from 0 through 100 in each area to indicate the percentage of time spent 

in each activity, and that these numbers would add up to 100. In most cases, the numbers did 

not add up to 100, which could mean that the question wasn’t clear, or that respondents 

engaged in other work activities that did not fit into one of these categories.  However, items 

a) and b) were compared to determine whether the respondent was in direct service or 

supervisory/macro practice in cases where the answer to that demographic question was not 

clear. Data from the write-in question “About how many employees work in this organization” 

was also discarded because numbers on the lower end (i.e. one to about 100) were fairly 



 

128 

 

precise, whereas numbers on the upper end (100 or more) became increasingly imprecise. 

Many respondents wrote in answers such as “too many to count” or “Don’t know – a lot”. 

Because there were so many invalid answers and missing data, it was decided that data from 

this item could not be used without the results being significantly biased.  

The demographic question about gender was designed as a write-in so that individuals 

who did not identify as male or female could indicate the term they used to identify 

themselves. However, only two respondents wrote an answer other than “male” or “female” 

and their answers were not similar enough to create one category. Given the small number, it 

was decided to discard the data from these cases, as data from such a small number of 

individuals could not be validly compared in most analyses; listwise deletion resulted in a total 

of 472 cases.  

Preliminary Data Analyses 

Missing data analysis. Prior to the main analyses, all responses that were “Do not 

know” or blank were coded with a 99 to indicate missing data. Then, descriptives were run to 

ascertain the amount of missing data in each case and in each variable. Because more than 

10% missing data can introduce significant bias (Schaefer & Graham, 2002), listwise deletion 

was used for cases that were missing more than 10% of data (when eight or more survey items 

were skipped). Listwise deletion resulted in 26 cases being discarded (5.49% of the total) for a 

new total of 446 cases.   

Next, patterns of missing data were analyzed. Overall, just 2.05% of data was missing 

for this data set. Ideally, data would be missing completely at random (MCAR) meaning that 

the missingness on one variable is completely unrelated to missingness on any other variable 
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(Tabachnik & Fidell, 2013). MCAR can be ascertained using Little’s MCAR test in SPSS (IBM 

Knowledge Center, 2012), which was significant (X2 = 13163.91, p<.001), meaning that the 

data was not MCAR. The next best circumstance is to have data missing at random (MAR), 

meaning that the missingness is “ignorable” (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013) when it comes to 

analyses, but that missing data can still be predicted from other variables in the data set. There 

is actually no proven way to determine if data are indeed MAR (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013), 

but t-tests can be conducted to determine if missing data on specific variables is associated 

with differences in the means on other variables (Schaefer & Graham, 2002). There were no 

variables that were missing more than 6% of data (a rate that is unlikely to invalidate results; 

Schaefer & Graham, 2002), except for the item A11 (“When there are staffing changes in 

upper-level management, the organizational goals also change”), which was missing 17% of 

data. T-tests were run comparing the means of the group with missing data on A11 with means 

of the group with no missing data on A11 across demographic variables to determine whether 

the missing data could be explained by participant characteristics. Significant differences were 

found in the area of experience in that respondents with more experience in an organization 

or as a social worker were less likely to skip this item. It is possible that respondents with more 

experience in an organization and as a social worker would be more likely to know when there 

are staffing changes in upper management and whether, subsequent to those changes, 

organizational goals shift. If the missing data for item A11 renders the data for this item invalid 

or overly biased, the EFA results should indicate such accordingly (Kline, 2011). 

Finally, analysis of the missing data pattern generated by SPSS did not reveal any 

causes for concern. Specifically, the missing data pattern did not show monotonicity, meaning 

that missing data was unlikely to lead to data analysis issues or affect the results of analysis 
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(Starkweather, 2014). Moreover, the lack of monotonicity also clears the way for multiple 

imputation of the missing data in SPSS prior to multiple regression analyses and after the series 

of EFA’s. Given that the overall percentage of missing data was 2.05%, that only one variable 

(A11) had missing data over 6%, that the missing data on A11 could be addressed using EFAs, 

and the missing data pattern was not concerning, subsequent analyses could proceed as 

though data were MAR. 

Response rates analysis. T-tests and chi-squared analyses were used to determine if 

there were significant differences between online and paper survey responses, given the 

drastically different response rates (1.15% and 87.8% respectively). T-tests showed that most 

of the survey items had means that were significantly higher for online data as compared to 

paper survey data. Additional analyses showed that online respondents had longer tenure in 

their organization (about nine years on average compared to five years on average for paper 

respondents) and more experience as social workers, and they were significantly older than 

paper survey respondents. In addition, the proportion of MSW degrees to BSW degrees was 

much higher for online respondents than for paper survey respondents, and more online 

respondents were engaged in macro practice than in direct practice compared to paper survey 

respondents.  

These significant differences may be due to differences between the online and paper 

populations, as well as bias in the online population. Paper surveys were made available to 

individuals attending continuing education courses and MSW courses. Most of the individuals 

in continuing education classes, especially those in the Title IV-E classes, were engaged in 

direct practice. Students taking MSW courses would, for the most part, have less experience 
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as social workers or in social work organizations. Between 17 and 20% of individuals who 

attend UMB SSW have a prior social work degree (BSW); most students have a related degree, 

such as a BA in psychology or sociology, and have not been working as a social worker. In terms 

of bias, online surveys have a much lower response rate than paper surveys distributed directly 

to potential participants (Kaplowitz, 2009). Those who chose to respond to this particular 

survey may have done so because they were particularly interested in leadership issues, 

perhaps because they were managers or administrators in a social work organization. 

Moreover, one of the groups that received the online survey, the Network for Social Work 

Management (NSWM), would by definition contain a fair number of supervisors and 

managers. Less clear, however, is the reason that online respondents tended to assign higher 

scores to survey questions, indicating that these respondents perceived the leadership 

capabilities of their organizations, coworkers, and themselves as more effective than paper 

survey respondents. Perhaps with more experience, respondents’ expectations were more 

likely to line up with the reality of their working environment. Additional analyses, described 

in the “EFA results” section were performed to address the large discrepancy in response 

rates. 

Sample size, power, and precision. Two primary analyses were planned for the data 

gathered from the leadership and sensitivity survey, including a series of EFA’s and a series 

of multiple regressions to determine if scale items predict respondents’ perception of 

positive change in their organization and for their clients. After the listwise deletion 

suggested by the missing data analysis, 446 cases remained. Of these cases, however, only 

294 met the predetermined criteria (respondent has a social work degree, has had at least 

six months continuous experience as a social worker in an organization that delivers social 
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services, and has not left their most recent organization more than six months ago). In 

addition, response rates analyses suggested that there were significant differences between 

individuals who took the paper version of the survey and those who took the online version. 

Of the 294 cases that met the criteria, 202 of those were paper survey. According to 

Harrington (2008), at least 200 cases are needed for scale validation using EFA. Therefore, 

the 202 paper surveys should be sufficient; however, EFAs were conducted with the sample 

of 294 and the sample of 202 to assess significant differences between the two. If results of 

the EFAs showed no substantial differences between the two samples, then the entire 294 

cases could be used. If not, only the data from the 202 paper surveys could be used (see 

“EFA results section” for the results of the comparison). G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, & 

Buchner, 2007) analysis indicated that 202 cases is more than sufficient for multiple 

regression with 10 independent variables (social work leadership; organizational leadership; 

organizational processes; organizational culture; relational leadership; individual leadership; 

individual leadership/vision; individual leadership/self-care; individual 

leadership/relationships; and individual leadership/feelings and perceptions; Figure 4). 
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Chapter 5: Validation of the Leadership Measure and Exploration of Leadership and Client 

Outcomes 

The validation of this leadership survey and model consisted of 1) preliminary 

exploratory factor analyses (EFA’s) to check differences in the data related to method of survey 

distribution, ensure normal distribution of data, and determine factor structure; 2) final EFA’s 

to confirm factor structure, best fit, and selection of survey items to be retained; and 3) 

descriptives, correlations, and multiple regression analyses to ascertain whether, and to what 

extent, scored leadership survey items predict respondent’s reports of positive changes for 

service users and their organizations. 

Descriptive statistics. Because preliminary results showed potentially significant 

differences in survey scores according to gender, Tables 18 and 19 display descriptive statistics 

sorted by gender as well as by reports of being in macro or direct service because that also 

appeared to have influence on survey scores. Demographic statistics (Table 21) include 

number of years worked in the organization; whether the organization was public or nonprofit; 

number of years as a social worker; total number of years as a social worker working in 

organizations that deliver social services; age; and degree type. The number of cases used to 

calculate means and standard deviations for the different groups vary due to the missing data; 

SPSS does not include cases with missing data in calculations. Though multiple imputation 

would be the best choice for addressing missing data in SPSS (Schaefer & Graham, 2002), this 

analysis was not necessary because the MPlus program used for the factor analysis 

automatically employs the full imputation maximum likelihood (FIML) process for filling in 

missing data. After the EFA’s were completed and a final decision was made about which 
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survey items to retain, multiple imputation was used to fill in missing data in SPSS prior to 

performing multiple regression analyses. 

Means and standard deviations for survey items scored according to the predicted factors 

(Figure 3) are in Table 18; demographic descriptives are in Table 19. Each first-order factor was 

scored by averaging the scores of their items, including organizational culture, organizational 

processes, relational leadership, individual leadership/vision, individual leadership/feelings 

and perceptions, individual leadership/relationships, and individual leadership/self-care. 

Second-order factors, organizational leadership and individual leadership, were scored by 

averaging the scores for the associated first-order factors Relational leadership was scored the 

same way that the first-order factors were scored. The total leadership score was calculated 

by averaging the scores of the three second-order factors: organizational leadership, relational 

leadership, and individual leadership. 

Exploratory Factor Analysis 

Preliminary analyses. Several EFAs were run using Mplus 7 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-

2012) in order to validate the measure. The EFA is related to, but not strictly part of, the family 

of statistical equation modeling (SEM) techniques (Kline, 2011) and its use is indicated when 

the relationships between items on a measure and the underlying concepts are not certain 

(Byrne, 2012), as in new scale validation (Cabrera-Nguyen, 2010). The items, based on the data 

collected, will group into one or more factors, indicating that one or more latent variables, or 

concepts, are being measured. The survey item groupings may validate the theoretical 

principles, as in the case of seven factors describing organizational culture, organizational
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Table 18 

Means and standard deviations of leadership factor scores by gender and service type
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Table 19  

Demographics by gender and service type 
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process, relational leadership, individual leadership/vision, individual leadership/self-care, 

individual leadership/relationships, and individual leadership/feelings and perceptions (Figure 

3); or the groupings may suggest a rearrangement of survey variables into more or less factors.  

Two sets of preliminary EFA’s were conducted to ascertain which data should be used 

and how the data should be estimated in the MPlus program. Every EFA was conducted using 

the geomin (oblique) rotation, because the assumption is that the factors, hypothesized to 

compose higher-order latent factors, will be correlated (Brown, 2009; Cabrera-Guyen, 2010). 

As explained in the “Sample size and power analysis” section, the low online response rate 

might not be an accurate representation of the social work population and could have resulted 

in biased data and consequently produce invalid results. Therefore, a pair of EFAs was run, one 

with the 294 online and paper cases, and one with the 203 paper cases. Kline (2011) suggests 

that, when using exploratory factor analysis, results should be determined for one-factor 

through one more than the hypothesized model suggests. Therefore, EFA results were 

obtained for both samples for one through eight factors (Table 20). Scree plots for both the 

online and paper sample indicated that four factors explained the majority of the variance in 

the models (Figures 4 and 5). Across all models, a total of 42 items did not load and 40 items 

crossloaded in the results with the paper and online data, compared to 63 items that did not 

load and 44 items that crossloaded across the eight models in the results with the paper data. 

Moreover, fit statistic ranges across models were significantly different: results with the paper 

and online data had chi squares that ranged from 1506.346 (eight factors) to 3626.635 (one 

factor), compared to 1407.365 (eight factors) to 3095.672 (one factor) for data from the paper 

surveys. For paper and online data, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 
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Table 20 

Results of preliminary EFA’s 
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Figure 4  

Scree plot for EFA with paper and online sample 

 

Figure 5  

Scree plot for EFA with paper sample 
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ranged from .045 (eight factors) to .079 (one factor) and .050 (eight factors) to .084 (one 

factor) for paper data. For paper and online data, CLI and TFI values ranged from .621 (one 

factor) to .912 (eight factors) and .621 (one factor) to .876 (eight factors), respectively; the 

same statistics for paper data ranged from .588 (one factor) to .894 (eight factors) and .571 

(one factor) to .850 (eight factors), respectively. Finally, the Standardized Root Mean Square 

Residual (SRMR) for paper and online data ranged from .034 (eight factors) to .089 (one 

factor); for paper data, the SRMR ranged from .040 (eight factors) to .097 (one factor). Given 

these significant differences, data from the sample of 202 paper surveys was used for 

subsequent analyses instead of the data from the 294 paper and online surveys together. The 

second set of EFAs was run to determine whether the data should be treated continuously or 

categorically. Kline (2011) suggests that, when using Likert scales, the data should not only be 

checked for normal distribution, but should also be run once using the continuous estimator, 

Maximum Liklihood (ML) and once using the categorical estimator, Weighted Least Squares 

with Mean and Variance Adjustment (WLSMV). Significant differences in results indicate that, 

though the data might appear to be distributed normally, it is not factoring as if it is distributed 

normally, in which case it should be treated as categorical instead of continuous (Table 21). 

Scree plots for both estimators indicated a four-factor solution (Figures 5 and 6). Compared to 

the results using the continuous estimator (the same analysis that used the data from the 203 

paper surveys), the results using the categorical estimator were quite different. Across the 

eight categorical models, there were 36 total items (compared to 63) that did not load on any 

factor, though the number of crossloaded items was the same (44). Categorical fit statistics 

also differed from the ones for the continuous data: the chi squares ranged from 1165.569 
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Figure 6 

Scree plot for EFA results using categorical WLSMV estimator 

 

Table 21 

Fit indices for categorical EFA’s 

 Fit indices 

 Chi square RMSEA CLI TFI SRMR 

Model Value (p) Δ Value Δ Value Δ Value Δ Value Δ 

1 

Factor 

2872.338 

(<.001) -- .079 -- .799 -- .791 -- .119 -- 

2 

Factors 

1961.923 

(<.001) 

910.41

5 .055 .024 .907 

.10

8 .899 .108 .079 

.04

0 

3 

Factors 

1698.999 

(<.001) 

262.92

4 .047 .008 .934 

.02

7 .925 .026 .067 

.01

2 

4 

Factors 

1521.859 

(<.001) 177.14 .042 .005 .950 

.01

6 .941 .016 .060 

.00

7 

5 

Factors 

1399.714 

(<.001) 

122.14

5 .039 .003 .959 

.00

9 .950 .009 .055 

.00

5 

6 

Factors 

1320.063 

(<.001) 79.651 .037 .002 .963 

.00

4 .953 .003 .052 

.00

3 

7 

Factors 

1240.067 

(<.001) 79.996 .036 .001 .968 

.00

5 .956 .003 .048 

.00

4 

8 

Factors 

1165.569 

(<.001) 74.498 .035 .001 .971 

.00

3 .960 .004 .046 

.00

2 
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(eight factors) for to 2872.338 for categorical data (one factor; compared to 1407.365 to 

3095.672); the RMSEA was .035 (eight factors) to .079 for categorical data (one factor; 

compared to .050 to .084); the CLI ranged from .799 (one factor) to .971 (eight factors); the 

TFI ranged from .791 (one factor) to .960 (eight factors); and the SRMR ranged from .046 (eight 

factors) to .119 (one factor). Given these significant differences, the categorical estimator was 

used with the data from the 203 paper surveys for subsequent EFA’s.  

Model selection. Several criteria were used to determine which of the eight models 

from the categorical EFA best represented the data. First, fit indices were considered (Table 

21). According to Kline (2011), the chi square index should be non-significant, or, at the very 

least, decrease over factor changes, indicating better model fit. The RMSEA value should be at 

.060 or less, and the SRMR value should be .050 or less; the CLI and TFI values should be .95 

or  more to indicate good fit. According to these criteria, the four-, five-, six-, seven-, and eight- 

factor models merited further investigation; the one-, two-, and three-factor models did not 

have acceptable fit indices.  

 Next, models that had acceptable fit indices were examined for items that did not load 

on any factor, crossloaded items, and the size of factors. In general, the fewer unloaded and 

crossloaded items (where an item loads at .32 or greater on two or more factors), the better 

the model (Costello and Osborne, 2005). Further, factors should have at least three items to 

be considered viable (Cabrera-Nguyen, 2010; Costello and Osborne, 2005). See Appendix 13 

for factor loadings, crossloadings, unloaded items, and factor sizes for the four-, five-, six-, 

seven-, and eight-factor models.   
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Table 22 

Final structure for five-factor model  

 Factor loadings 

Item 
F1  

OH 

F2 

CM 

F3 

CR 

F4 

ME 

F5 

SWE 

A2 Projects reflect mission .429     

A7 Employees valued .745     

A8 Focus on service quality .514     

A10 Employees y responsible .446     

A13 Informal leadership .537     

A17 Corrects weaknesses .579     

A19 Sufficient resources .555     

A21 Effective supervision  .855     

A22 Professional development  .651     

A23 Employees’ self-care  .758     

A24 Common goals .758     

A25 Varied approaches  .751     

A27 Praise for employees .762     

A28 Expectations communicated  .702     

A29 Employees support each other .552     

A1 Diversity for outcomes  .356    

A4 Employees and change  .619    

A5 Community and change  .524    

A11 Continuity of goals  .362    

A14 Decision-making  .551    

B19 Feel included in decisions  .599    

A16 Community social justice   .537   

A18 Organization collaboration   .552   

A20 Relationships with community    .600   

B1 Colleagues collaborate    .489  

B2 Allow others to participate    .432  

B5 Say something, do it    .449  

B15 Feel connected to colleagues    .328  

B18  “I don’t know”    .487  

B20 Successful social worker    .763  

B22 Self-confident about abilities    .838  

B23 Passionate about work    .762  

B4 Moral and ethical perspective     .415 

B11 Responsible for service users     .670 

B13 Respect others     .493 

B14 Contribution of environmental 

factors 

    .541 

B16 Analyze emotional responses     .361 
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Though the scree plot indicated a four-factor solution, the five-factor model had several 

features that together made a very good argument in favor of a five-factor solution (Table 22). 

First, according to Kline (2011), the ideal value for the CLI and TFI fit indices is .95 or higher; 

the TFI fit index only meets this standard for the five-factor solution and higher. Second, 

though the five-factor solution does not have the lowest number of unloaded items among 

the five-models, it has the lowest number of crossloadings (10, along with the four-, six-, and 

seven-factor models). Third, it is the only model of the five that did not have any factors with 

two or less items. Finally, the factors in the five-factor model fit best with the results of the 

theoretical literature review on social work leadership.  

For the model that would ultimately be tested with a final EFA to confirm validity, the 

three items that did not load on any factor, and the 10 items that crossloaded on two or more 

factors, were discarded. In addition, after examining the factors, item A26, an organizational 

item, was discarded from the fifth factor because it had a very low loading (.301) and did not 

fit theoretically with the other items, which were relational and individual. With a low loading 

of .313, item B6, an individual item, was discarded from the second factor because it did not 

theoretically fit with the other items, which were organizational. The revised predicted social 

work leadership model is displayed in Figure 7; the new factors were tentatively labeled as 

organizational health (OH), change management (CM), community relations (CR), mutual 

empowerment (ME), and social work ethics (SWE) based on previous theoretical and empirical 

research. Chapter 6 contains a full discussion of the concepts behind, and fit of the items to, 

these new factors.  
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Figure 7 

Revised leadership model 
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The items retained were tested in a series of EFA’s to further validate the new scale structure. 

Unloaded items and crossloaded items were deleted and an EFA was performed subsequent 

to each deletion (Cabrera-Nguyen, 2010). Results of these EFA’s indicated good or very good 

fit, but showed several unloaded and crossloaded items. These contrary results are likely 

because the results of the analyses used to generate the chosen five-factor model used data 

from all of the items in the scale, though the EFA’s used to confirm the new factor structure 

only had access to information from retained items (D. Harrington, personal communication, 

August 17, 2016). Implications of these results are covered in Chapter 6. 

Multiple Regression 

Several multiple regression analyses were executed to determine how much the new factor 

structure contributed to the hypothesized dependent variable, positive change (Research Aim 

4c). Cronbach’s alpha for the first factor subscale (alphas are best calculated for each factor; 

Tavakol & Dennick, 2011), organizational health (OH; 15 items) was .92; alpha for the second, 

change management (CM; six items) was .69; alpha for community relations (CR; three items) 

was .83; alpha for mutual empowerment (ME; eight items) was .78; and alpha for social work 

ethics (SWE; five items) was .58. Prior to performing any multiple regression analyses, multiple 

imputation with five datasets was used to fill in the missing values for all independent and 

dependent variables in SPSS. Descriptive information and correlations after multiple 

imputation are in Tables 23, 24, and 25.  

The differences between scores for macro and direct service social workers was 

decidedly less pronounced for the new 37-item scale compared with the original 52-item scale, 

and for the most part only the male category had items significantly higher for macro than 
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Table 23 

Means and standard deviations of scores for new scale 
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Table 24 

Demographics for new scale 
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Table 25  

Subscale correlation 
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direct service (Table 23). Females scored higher than males on organizational leadership, but 

lower on mutual empowerment, social work ethics, and total leadership score. Overall, the 

highest score for all was for the social work ethics items (M=4.27, SD=.47-.492) and the lowest 

was for change management (M=2.79, SD=.73-.76). Direct service males had more experience 

in their current organization (M=8.95, SD=7.77-7.79) than direct service females (M=5.15, 

SD=7.59-7.61), but macro females had more experience in their current organization (M=8.50, 

SD=8.23-8.25) than macro males (M=2.71, SD=2.07-2.11); the same held true for total years 

of experience as a social worker and total years of experience as a social worker working in 

social work organizations (Table 24). Similarly, direct service males tended to be older 

(M=42.63, SD=11.27-11.29) than direct service females (M=35.08, SD=10.60-10.63), but macro 

males were younger (M=35.50, SD=13.35-13.37) than macro females (M=32.39, SD=11.01-

11.05). In all cases, more respondents worked in public organizations than in nonprofit and 

held more master’s degrees than BSWs.  

The highest correlations between subscales included the individual change items with 

the overall change score (r=.844, p<.01), community relations items with organizational total 

items (r=.855, p<.01), community relations items with organizational health items (r=.639, 

p<.01), and organizational health with total change items (r=.599, p<.01; Table 25). The lowest 

correlations were between mutual empowerment and change management (r=.235, p<.01), 

social work ethics and organizational health (r=.279, p<.01), social work ethics and community 

relations (r=.191, p<.01), and social work ethics with organizational total (r=.234, p<.01). The 

                                                           
2 Standard deviation scores are not provided for pooled scores from multiple imputation, so ranges are given 

for standard deviation scores across the five data sets. 
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only pair of scales that was not significantly correlated was social work ethics and change 

management. Correlations between the 37 items were run to see which survey items had the 

highest and lowest correlations with change items3. Among the highest correlations were 

between C1  (“My organization facilitates positive changes for our service users”) and A7 

(“Employees are valued and respected for their unique abilities and experience”; r=.501, 

p<.011); between C1 and A8 (“The primary focus of the organization is on the quality of 

services provided for service users”; r=.543, p<.001); C1 and A17 (“The organization works 

toward correcting its weaknesses”; r=.514, p<.001); C1 and A25 (“Employees are encouraged 

to take varied approaches to best meet the needs of the service user”; r=.534, p<.001); C1 and 

A16 (“The organization works toward social justice for the community”; r=.591, p<.001); and 

between A25 and C2 (“Employees in the organization facilitate positive changes for our service 

users”; r=.591, p<.001). The lowest correlations included A11 (“When there are staffing 

changes in upper-level management, the organizational goals also change”) with C1 (r=-.142, 

p>.05), C2 (r=-.135, p>05), and C5 (“The service users achieve the goals they set with us”; r=-

.042, p>.05); B18 (“I am comfortable with saying “I don’t know”) with C1 (r=-.080, p>.05) and 

C2 (r=-.027, p>.05); and B4 (“My actions reflect my internal and moral and ethical 

perspective”) with C1 (r=-.016, p>.05).   

According to the revised leadership model (Figure 7), organizational health, change 

management, and community relations are factors related to organizational leadership. 

Therefore, the scores for these three factors were calculated and used as independent 

                                                           
3 Including the large table of item correlations in this paper was not practical, but an Excel spreadsheet of these 

values is available upon request. 
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variables to predict item C1, “My organization facilitated positive changes for service users.” 

The score for the mutual empowerment items was calculated to predict changes in item C2, 

“Employees in the organization facilitate positive changes for our service users.” The score 

for social work ethics, composed of individual leadership items, was used to predict the 

composite score for items C3 and C4, “I facilitate positive changes in this organization” and “I 

empower the service users to make positive changes.” Each of the five independent 

variables were also used to predict changes in C5, “The service users achieve the goals they 

set with us” (Tables 26 through 29).  

The first stepwise multiple regression analysis, with gender, service type, and the three 

organizational subscales – organizational health, change management, and community 

relations – showed that, like all subsequent analyses, gender and service type were not a 

predictor of positive change (Table 26). The change management subscale did not account for 

any variance in the dependent variable, but organizational health (B=.549, p<.001) and 

community relations (B=.322, p<.001) did, and also accounted for about 47% of the variance 

in positive change for service users on the organizational level (R2=.471-.545, FΔ=.00-.03, 1.12-

1.45, p<.001; Table 26)4. Mutual empowerment predicted a .62 point increase in question C2 

(“Employees facilitate positive change for service users) for every one point increase, and 

accounted for about 10% of the variance in the dependent variable (R2=.10-.12, FΔ=.00-.01, 

.77-.88, 4.94-5.01, p<.001; Table 27). Social work ethics predicted a .73 point increase in the 

dependent variable (average of C3 and C4) for every one-point increase, and accounted for  

 

                                                           
4 R2 values and FΔ values are not given for pooled data; ranges are provided instead. 
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Table 26 

 

Organizational health, change management, and community relations predict whether organizations 

facilitate positive change for service users 

 

Model Variable B SE Β range R2 range1 ΔR range1 

1 (Constant) 3.597* .473  .000 - .001  

 Gender -.023 .246 -.025 - .005   

2 (Constant) 9.675 4.977  .008 - .010 .000 - .009 

 Gender -.038 .246 -.003 - .007   

 Service type -.261 .213 -.095 - .082   

3 (Constant) 6.926 3.75  .471 - .545* .464 - .536* 

 Gender 9.822-5 .184 -.031 - .013   

 Service type -.283 .160 -.101 - .082   

 Organizational 

health 

.549* .104 .402 - .458   

 Change 

management 

.072 .092 .036 - .060   

 Community 

relations 

.322* .080 .279 - .326   

1These figures are not provided for pooled multiple regression when using multiple imputation in SPSS; ranges 

that cover the 5 data sets are provided instead. 

*p<.001 

 

 
Table 27 

 

Mutual empowerment predicts whether employees facilitate positive changes for service users 

 

Model Variable B SE Β range1 R2 range1 ΔR range1 

1 (Constant) 3.597 .473  .000 - .001  

 Gender -.023 .246 -.025 - .001   

2 (Constant) 9.675 4.977  -.003 - -.001 .008 - .010 

 Gender -.038 .246 -.030 - .000   

 Service type -.261 .213 -.098 - -.084   

3 (Constant) 7.84 4.844  .100 - .108* .091 - .100* 

 Gender .052 .240 -.003 - .024   

 Service type -.279 .206 -.102 - -.094   

 Mutual 

empowerment .624* .141 .261 - .266 

  

1These figures are not provided for pooled multiple regression when using multiple imputation in SPSS; ranges 

that cover the five data sets are provided instead. 

*p<.00 
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Table 28 

 

Social work ethics subscale predicts whether individual facilitates positive changes in organization and 

with service users 

Model Variable B SE Β range1 R2 range1 ΔR range1 

1 (Constant) 4.186 .346 -.035 -.078 .004 - .006  

 Gender -.161 .181    

2 (Constant) 4.160 3.731  .004 - .006 .004 - .005 

 Gender -.161 .181 -.064 - -.018   

 Service type .001 .160 -.021 -.003   

3 (Constant) .598 3.351  .208 - .286 .202 - .220 

 Gender -.051 .162 -.035 - -.018   

 Service type .011 .142 -.007 - .003   

 Social work ethics .732* .104 .451 - .463   
1These figures are not provided for pooled multiple regression when using multiple imputation in SPSS; ranges 

that cover the five data sets are provided instead. 

*p<.001 

 

 

Table 29 

 

Leadership score predicts total change score 

 

Model Variable B SE Β range1 R2 range1 

1 (Constant) -.345 .378  .472-.511* 

 Organizational 

health .311* .073 .337-.358  

 Change 

management .072* .062 .062-.076  

 Community 

relations .142* .053 .053-.068  

 Mutual 

empowerment .225* .083 .082-.116  

 Social work 

ethics .319* .087 .087-.113  
1These figures are not provided for pooled multiple regression when using multiple imputation in SPSS; ranges 

that cover the five data sets are provided instead. 

*p<.001
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about 21% of the variance in positive change (R2=.21-.29, FΔ=.09-.12, 1.02-1.07, 4.95-5.01, 

p<.001;  Table 28). Finally, all the subscales were significant predictors of the total change 

score (Table 29); social work ethics predicted the biggest change (B=.32, p<.001) and change 

management predicted the smallest change (B=.07, p<.001).  

A final analysis was run to compare the amount of variance in the dependent variable 

explained by the new 37-item scale to the original 52-item scale. For the new scale, the R2value 

ranged between .474 and .511 (FΔ=.675-.766, .711-.791, 17.47-19.74, p<.001; Table 29). The 

R2 value for the original scale was very similar, ranging between .504 and .510 (FΔ=38.15-

38.35, p<.001). Chapter 6 summarizes the above findings and offers interpretations and 

implications of the results, as well as strengths and limitations of this study. 



 

156 

 

Chapter 6: Discussion of Results and Implications 

 

Summary of Findings 

 A set of proposed social work leadership principles, based on literature reviews and a 

focus group, was partially validated. A series of EFA’s suggested the retention of 37 of 52 

independent variable items from the survey that was developed to measure these principles. 

The EFA’s also indicated that the best model fit was with five factors composed of items 

regrouped into the following provisionally named categories: the organizational leadership 

factors organizational health (OH), change management (CM), and community relations (CR); 

the relational factor mutual empowerment (ME); and the individual factor social work ethics 

(SWE).  

 Multiple regression analyses were performed with the revised factors as independent 

variables and the score from the five positive change items as the dependent variables. All 

subscales, except for change management, predicted a significant amount of variance in their 

corresponding change score, with B values ranging from .322 (SE=.08, p<.001) for community 

relations as the independent variable, to .732 (SE=.104, p<.001) for social work ethics as the 

independent variable. The five subscales together accounted for about 50% of the variance in 

the total change score (R2=.472-.511, FΔ=.675-.766, .711-.791, 17.47-19.74, p<.001). 

Discussion of EFA and multiple regression results 

Excluded samples. There were 180 cases of the 474 that did not meet the original 

criteria for inclusion after cleaning and review (respondent must have social work degree, 

worked at an organization as a social worker for six or more months, not left their organization 
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more than six months ago). In order to maximize the amount of data for the series of EFA’s, t-

tests and chi squared analyses were conducted with survey item scores to determine if there 

were significant differences in the data from respondents who met the criteria and those who 

did not. Six survey items had significant differences; see Table 30 for details. The differences 

could be explained by the fact that most respondents who did not meet the criteria were social 

work master’s students. For example, non-criteria respondents scored higher on item A27 

(“Praise is given for employees’ efforts and accomplishments”), potentially because they had 

internships through the school, and they receive regular feedback about their work, which 

could be quite positive. Non-criteria respondents scored lower on the remaining items, 

perhaps because at an internship, students do not have as much opportunity to collaborate 

with other employees, or take advantage of professional development opportunities. Given 

the nature of an internship, non-criteria respondents could be less committed to the 

organization, or, if they are employed in a social work organization, they could be planning to 

move to a different organization once they finish their master’s degree.  The fact that non-

criteria respondents scored lower on B16 and B22 may be due to lack of experience and 

maturity.  

 Analysis of demographics showed that criteria respondents had significantly more 

experience than non-criteria respondents. Therefore, non-criteria respondents were further 

divided by separating out those who had at least 12 months of experience as a social worker 

at an organization from those with less than 12 months, with the intention of also separating 

out master’s students in internships, which would only be about nine months long. 

Respondents who had 12 months of experience and those who did not still had significant  
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Table 30 

T-tests and differences between items for respondents that met criteria and those who did not 

 
T-tests Item scores 

Item t(p) SD Met criteria 

Did not 

meet 

criteria 

A27 Praise for employees 2.14(.03) .12 3.24 3.50 

B1 Collaborate with 

colleagues 

2.02(.04) .08 4.22 4.05 

B16 Analyze emotional 

responses 

2.50(.01) .12 4.42 4.19 

B17 Professional 

development 

2.70(.01) .09 4.42 4.19 

B21 Committed to 

organization 

2.87(.00) .13 3.68 3.31 

B22 Self-confident 3.65(.09) .09 4.16 3.83 
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differences on items B21 and B22, which may be because employees who have been at an 

organization for just a year may not yet feel committed, and may also not be confident yet 

about their abilities as a social worker in that context.  

After the 180 cases that did not meet the criteria were eliminated, potential 

differences between paper and online respondents were investigated because the online 

response rate was so low (1.15%) compared to the paper response rate (87.80%). Online 

respondents scored significantly higher on almost every survey item. In addition, compared to 

paper respondents, online respondents had a much higher proportion of MSW degrees, had 

more experience, and were employed in many more macro social work positions. As discussed 

in Chapter 5, online respondents may have self-selected to complete the survey because they 

are especially interested in leadership, and/or they are in administrative or similar macro 

positions. A number of reasons could explain the higher scores from macro respondents: more 

experience could translate into more maturity and knowledge; those in administrative 

positions may have more knowledge of organization-wide initiatives and thus rate those items 

more favorably; or perhaps those in macro positions are more satisfied with their job, which 

could have translated into more favorable responses on survey items. 

 Ultimately, the sample that completed the survey on paper and which met the criteria 

was closest to representing the actual U.S. social work population, although there were still 

significant differences. According to a 2006 report by the Center for Health Workforce Studies 

and the NASW Center for Workforce Studies (the most recent report of this kind available), 

U.S. social workers are about 81% women, and the sample was about 89% women. Macro 

social workers accounted for about 22.29% of this sample, but about 40% of the U.S. social 
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work population. In the U.S. the number of social workers who work in non-profit and those 

who work in the public sector is about equal; the sample was composed of about 70% public 

workers, likely because one of the main methods of data collection was through the Title IV-E 

program at the University of Maryland School of Social Work, which provides classes for child 

welfare workers in state agencies. The sample had about 73% of respondents with MSW’s, 

25% BSWs, and 2% PhD’s. Though not perfectly comparable, about 43% of social work degrees 

awarded in 2014 were BSW’s, 56% were MSW’s, and 1% were PhD’s (Council on Social Work 

Education, 2014). If these education statistics are reflective of the current degree status of 

social workers in the U.S., it’s possible that more MSW students than BSW students might 

receive their continuing professional education at an institution that offers an MSW, and thus, 

more MSW degree-holders would have been available to take the paper survey. 

 The demographic information for the sample of 203 social workers revealed an 

interesting trend: male social workers in macro positions had less experience than female 

macro social workers, though the reverse was true for direct service (Table 19). In addition, 

20% of males were in macro positions, compared to about 15% of females in the sample. More 

males than females may choose to enter macro social work positions after graduating from 

school, or they may be more interested in pursuing macro positions in their place of work. 

Alternatively, more males than females may be hired or promoted into macro positions, 

including management and supervision. At the very least, pay gaps between men and women 

social workers are significant. Available statistics show that in 2009, men social workers made 

about $12,000 more per year than women, and about $7000 more when controlling for 
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various environmental and individual characteristics, such as experience and geographic area 

(NASW Center for Workforce Studies & Social Work Practice, 2009).  

 EFA results. The first series of EFA’s with the sample of 203 cases suggested a 

leadership model with five first-order factors, provisionally labeled organizational health (OH), 

change management (CM), community relations (CR), mutual empowerment (ME) and social 

work ethics (SWE), with 37 of the 52 independent variable survey items retained. The first 

three factors (OH, CM, and CR) contain items related to organizational leadership; the ME 

factor contains a mix of relational and individual leadership items; and the SWE factor contains 

individual items. The five-factor model suggested by the first series of EFA’s had very good fit 

statistics and the items fit well theoretically, but the second series of EFA’s used to confirm 

the new structure, though good fit statistics were achieved, had many unloaded and 

crossloaded items. This may be due to the fact that the new factor structure was generated 

using data from all 52 items, and the EFA’s used to confirm the analysis only used data from 

the 37 retained items. However, multiple regression analyses showed that the original 52-item 

scale and the new 37-item scale accounted for about the same amount of variance in the 

dependent variable, which may at least indicate that the deleted items were superfluous since 

it doesn’t appear that they explained any additional variance. Reliability scores for three of the 

five subscales were good with an alpha of .92 for the OH scale, .83 for the CR scale, and .78 for 

the ME scale. The CM scale was verging on acceptable fit at α = .69, and the SWE had a poor 

score at α = .58 (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).  The first factor, OH, was the strongest and also 

had the best alpha score; the fact that the SWE scale had the worst alpha makes sense given 

that this was also the last, and thus the weakest, factor (Kline, 2011). A sub-optimal alpha 
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score, especially for smaller scales, may indicate that additional items need to be added to 

better measure the concept (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011); therefore, the weak reliability scores 

for the ME and SWE scales may indicate that these concepts need to be researched further, 

the items refined, and additional items added. 

 The five factors were named according to the items they contained and previous 

research for this study. The OH scale appears to be measuring the health, or perhaps strength, 

of an organization in the areas of resources and processes. An organizational health scale, the 

Organizational Health Inventory (OHI) was developed in 1987 by Wayne and Fedman, but the 

underlying concepts were specific to schools and not applicable to social work organizations.  

Additional organizational health research looks at the interaction between individual 

differences and the organizational climate to assess health outcomes for employees, 

particularly around employee stress, although there is not a specific scale associated with this 

construct (Miller, Griffin, & Hart, 1999). In contrast, organizational health in the context of this 

study refers to the overall health of an organization where the ultimate outcome is 

improvement in service users’ lives. A related concept would be organizational capacity, which 

is often used in connection with non-profits and community-based organizations, and, 

according to one article, consists of the elements of leadership and vision, management and 

planning, fiscal planning and practice, and operational support; all of these are specified in 

detail in relation to the structure and functioning of non-profit organizations (Fredrickson & 

London, 2000).  

 The organizational health subscale suggested by the factor analysis in this study 

contains several elements not found in organizational health or organizational capacity 
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research. First, the scale looks broadly at resources, or inputs, on the organizational, relational, 

and individual levels. On the organizational level, item A19 asks whether the organization has 

sufficient resources to achieve its goals. On the relational level, item A27 assesses the amount 

of praise given for employees’ accomplishments; item A29 looks at whether employees 

support each other. On the individual level, item A20 measures the prevalence of relevant 

continuing education items for employees; item A21 asks about the amount of clinical 

supervision provided for employees; and A23 looks at whether organizational policies allow 

employees to take care of themselves and their family.  

The OH scale also looks at the health, or strength, of processes, as in whether staff are 

valued and respected (A7); responsibility for client outcomes is shared throughout the 

organization (A10); informal leadership is encouraged (A13); the organizational mission is 

commonly understood (A2); weaknesses are identified and corrected (A17); employees work 

interdependently towards common goals (A24);  employees are encouraged to take different 

approaches according to service users’ needs (i.e., autonomy and creativity); and expectations 

and roles are communicated to employees (A28).  

 Taken together, the 15 items on the OH scale broadly assess organizational functioning 

in a way that does not assume a power differential between those in direct service and those 

in administrative positions by assigning the responsibility of organizational functioning to the 

few people at the “top” of an organization. Instead, the items allow for individuals at all levels 

to contribute to organizational strength. With the strongest alpha score, the strongest 

contribution to variance in organizational change items, and the second-strongest 
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contribution to the overall change score, the OH scale appears to provide a solid measure of 

the strength of an organization on all levels for the purpose of improving client outcomes. 

 The change management (CM) scale contains items that focus on the ability of the 

organization to provide stability during times of change. CM items measure how well the 

organization handles diversity (A1); demonstrates an understanding of the impact of change 

on employees and service users (A4, A5); maintains focus on goals and mission despite 

administrative changes (A11); and communicates clearly around processes and decision-

making (A14). This second factor, though ostensibly the second strongest according to EFA 

results, had one of the weakest alpha scores (α=.69), contributed no significant variance to 

organizational change items, and had the smallest B value (B=.07, SE=.06) of the five scales 

with the overall change score as the dependent variable. Item correlations indicate that, aside 

from A11, items in the CM score correlate well with each other, ranging between r=.307 

(p<.001) and r=.711 (p<.001). Item A11 is problematic, with r scores between -.019 (p>.05) and 

-.077 (p>.05), potentially due to the high amount of missing data (about 16%).  

When the reliability analysis for this scale was retested without A11, the alpha was 

much improved, with a value of α=.816. Conducting the multiple regression analyses without 

A11, however, showed that the CM scale still did not contribute any significant variance to 

either organizational change or overall change. Given that this scale predicts almost no change 

in the dependent variable, it can be assumed that the CM scale does not measure respondents 

perceptions of positive change, but may instead measure the organization’s capacity for 

effective management, especially during times of change. Therefore, a more appropriate 
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dependent variable for this scale might be organizational stability, job security, or organization 

(i.e., coordination and planning). 

 The third scale, community relations (CR), only had three items, all referring to the 

organization’s relationship with the surrounding environment. Specifically, CR measures to 

what extent the organization advocates for social justice for the surrounding community 

(A16); and how much the organization collaborates with other organizations and individuals 

in the community (A18, A20). Though this was a very small subscale, the alpha score was very 

good at α=.83. In addition, the CR scale was associated with organizational change as the 

dependent variable, and with overall change as the dependent variable (Tables 26 and 29). 

 The fourth scale, mutual empowerment (ME) has a mix of relational and individual 

items that, altogether, appear to be measuring to what extent the respondent feels 

empowered and how much they empower others through the development of trusting 

relationships with coworkers. Social work empowerment as a theoretical concept was 

frequently studied in the 1990’s, but since then few peer-reviewed articles have explored it. 

One exploratory study by Gutierrez, GlenMaye, and DeLois (1995) identified a few 

organizational supports that could encourage empowering practice, including continuing 

education, positive feedback, encouragement of informal leadership, a collaborative 

approach, and administrative leadership and support.  A theoretical article by Breton (1994) 

defines empowerment as “gaining control over one’s life, that is, gaining control over the 

factors which are critical in accounting for one’s state of oppression or disempowerment (p. 

24).” Breton (1995) describes five elements that are required for empowerment, or 

empowering practice, including: social action aimed at eliminating oppression, or social action 
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with reflection; political awareness and willingness or ability to become involved in political 

action; the right to speak up and describe one’s reality; feeling competent and having others 

see you as competent; and using power, including gaining knowledge and using personal 

strengths and strengths of others to make change. Turner and Maschi’s (2016) recent article 

on empowerment picks up the conceptual thread from the articles by Breton (1994) and 

Gutierrez, GlenMaye, and DeLois (1995) from over 20 years ago and fits the concept firmly 

into feminist theory and practice in social work, while retaining the essential definitions and 

components established by Breton (1994).  

Similar to the above conceptualizations of empowerment and empowering social work 

practice, the ME scale looks at collaborative practice (B1), and feeling competent (B20, B22, 

and B23). The ME scale goes beyond the previous research, however, by also measuring 

whether the respondent is empowering others by: having the willingness to step aside in order 

to allow others to fully participate (B2); being trustworthy, or maintaining consistency 

between words and actions (B5); and being comfortable with saying “I don’t know”, opening 

a space to allow others to find the answer (B18). This subscale makes a strong contribution to 

the social work leadership model with change on the relational level as well as overall change 

as the dependent variable (Tables 27 and 29). 

 The social work ethics (SWE) subscale and factor consists of items that measure the 

respondent’s adherence to the principles of social work ethics, specifically three of the core 

values as outlined in the preamble of the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code 

of Ethics (2008): integrity (having internalized moral and ethical values to which they compare 

behaviors; B4); dignity and worth of the person (believing every person is capable and worthy 
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of respect; B13); and service (feels responsible for service users; B11). In addition, SWE items 

measure praxis, or reflective practice (engages in analysis of emotions and behavior; B16); and 

the ability to approach individuals from a person-in-environment perspective (can see 

contribution of environmental factors; B14). Though the SWE factor, as the fifth, was the 

weakest and also had a poor reliability, it was significantly associated with individual change 

as the dependent variable, and predicted the most change of the five subscales in the overall 

change score (Tables 28 and 29). Looking at item-level correlations, B4 (moral and ethical 

perspective) did not have significant correlations with B11 (responsible for service users) or 

B13 (respect others). It did, however, have significant correlations with B14 (environmental 

factors; r=.21, p<.001) and B16 (analyze emotions and behaviors; r=.25, p<.001). Item B11 had 

a significant, but low, correlation with B16 (analyze emotions and responses; r=.16, p<.01). 

Removing the problematic item B4, however, only decreased the reliability score (α=.57).  

 A review of the 15 survey items deleted from the social work leadership scale suggests 

that most of these are likely covered by other questions and thus, are superfluous. Three 

notable exceptions, however, are items A3 (open discussion of frustrating aspects of 

organizational life), A12 (conflict between employees and work processes), and B12 (say 

something if something is wrong). Potentially, items A3 and A12 might not have fit well in the 

model because they were both reverse-coded, and may have confused respondents.  

Interestingly, the only other factor structure suggested by the EFA series with good fit indices 

that did not have at least one of these items loaded was the seven-factor model (A3 excluded; 

Appendix 13). Aside from the potential issue with reverse-coding, items A3 and A12 both 

contain concepts that create discomfort (A3, frustrating; A12, conflict), and B12 measures the 
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respondent’s willingness to create a potentially uncomfortable environment for the sake of 

what they think is “right”. A regression analysis with these three items as the independent 

variables and the total change score as the dependent variable showed that items A3 and A12 

did not have significant B values, and that, while B12 did have a significant B value and the 

overall model was significant, it accounted for a negligible amount of variance in the 

dependent variable. This analysis indicates that the exclusion of these items was probably 

beneficial to the overall score, but concerns about the two reverse-coded items, A3 and A12, 

remain. 

 In general, the validation of this scale yielded very favorable results. Table 31 displays 

the leadership principles represented by the retained survey items. EFA fit indices were 

excellent for the chosen model, the factors made theoretical sense, and a sizeable amount of 

variance in the dependent variable was explained by the subscale scores. Moreover, the fact 

that the CM scale encompasses items that measure the stability of operations during change, 

rather than behaviors or culture that creates and enables change, may serve as a marker of 

content validity for the scale; clearly the concepts of management as stability, and leadership 

as change are different.  

Implications for Research and Practice 

Research. This study suggests several avenues for future research in social work 

leadership and organizational development. First, it would be interesting to explore the 

reasons behind the significantly higher scores on survey items by online respondents 

compared to those who completed the paper version of the survey. It could simply be 

attributed to self-selection bias (those who felt more positively about their work chose to 
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Table 31 

Revised social work leadership principles 

Principle 

category 

Principle Corresponding 

survey item(s) 

Organizational 

health 

 

 

 

Written mission of the organization, employees’ 

perception of the mission, and the activities of the 

organization are aligned 

 

A2 

Valuation, respect for, and belief in staff and their abilities 

(empower employees) 

 

A7 

Focus on providing services directly to service users A8 

Emergent (informal) leadership is encouraged A13 

Organization provides educational opportunities that 

promote employee and organizational growth 

 

A17, A22 

Sufficient resources are available to achieve goals A19 

Clinical supervision is regularly provided for employees A21 

Policies allow employees to care for themselves and their 

family or friends when necessary 

 

A23 

Employees work interdependently towards common 

goals 

A24 

Individuals’ behavior varies according to context and 

environment 

 

A25 

 

Expectations and roles are regularly and clearly 

communicated 

 

A28 

Employees support each other emotionally, cognitively, 

and socially 

A29 
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Table 31 continued 

Change 

management 

Successful outcomes depend on the integration of diverse experiences, 

perspectives, and characteristics of every individual; organization has 

positive climate for diversity 

 

A1 

Systems thinking orientation: understanding of how change impacts 

individuals in the organization and entities outside of the organization 

 

A4, 

A5 

Transparency and clear communication around organizational 

processes and decision-making 

 

A14 

Employees feel included in important decisions B19 

Community 

relations 

Advocacy for social justice for the surrounding community A16 

Collaboration and communication with outside organizations and 

individuals in the community 

A18, 

A20 

Mutual 

empowerment 

 

Make changes that support collaborative and empowering processes B1 

Have humility and willingness to step aside in order to allow others to 

participate 

B2 

 

Consistency between words and actions; trustworthy B5 

Engaged and responsive towards others B15 

Feel comfortable with saying “I don’t know” B18 

Feels successful as a social worker B20 

Feels self-confident 

 

B22 

Enthusiastic and optimistic 

 

B23 

Social work ethics Have internalized moral perspective/value set to which individual 

compares decisions and actions 

 

B4 

Feels responsibility for the well-being of service users 

 

B11 

Believe that every individual is capable, intelligent, and worthy of 

respect 

 

B13 

Non-judgmental and do not assign blame B14 

Engages in analytical self-reflection on emotional and behavioral 

patterns 

 

B16 



 

171 

 

complete the survey), but the high number of macro respondents from the online sample 

suggests that perhaps the higher scores have something to do with job type. Additional 

research might explain the difference, which could be attributed to various factors, including 

level of experience, level of maturity, or job satisfaction.  

Also, demographics show that male social workers in macro positions tend to have less 

experience than females in macro positions, while the reverse is true for respondents in direct 

service. In this sample, there were so few males that it would be difficult to say if this trend 

reflected the actual population of social workers. Additional research is needed to explain this 

finding, and if it does reflect the population, whether more males choose macro service after 

graduation, whether males are favored for macro positions over females, or some other 

explanation. 

The partially validated leadership definition and validated principles may also merit 

additional research in the area of gender-related leadership, which has become popular in 

recent years. A recent systematic review of studies with results on differences between female 

and male leadership styles (Zheng, 2015) discussed findings related to both differences 

between male and female leadership styles, as well as differences in outcomes related to 

female versus male leadership. A meta-analysis of studies on transformational versus 

transactional leadership styles (Bass, 1985) revealed that women are more likely to adhere to 

a transformational leadership style compared to men, who tended to engage in a 

transactional, laissez-faire style (Eagle, Johannsen-Schmidt, & van Engen, 2003). Less recently, 

another research review of 162 studies indicated that women tend to show a more democratic 

and participative leadership style, compared to men, who demonstrated more autocratic 



 

172 

 

leadership behaviors (Eagly & Johnson, 1990). McKinsey (2009) found that women tended to 

demonstrate more leadership behaviors that were advantageous to positive business 

outcomes, to include rewards and participative decision-making processes. According to 

Zheng’s (2015) review, it appears that social work leadership behaviors as related to the 

validated principles are strongly associated with behaviors generally attributed to the female 

gender. Further research on the principles and definition would be needed to determine 

whether social work leadership behaviors are gender-specific and, if so, whether there are 

exceptions according to environment and context.  

 Though this study achieved some initial steps toward validating a leadership measure 

for social work, more research is required to further validate the five-factor model and refine 

the concepts suggested by the series of EFA’s. The next step in scale validation would be to 

collect additional data on the new scale from a minimum of 200 respondents in order to 

conduct a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), now that the scale concepts have been 

preliminarily defined (Kline, 2011). Prior to the CFA, however, additional research and 

development is needed for the social work ethics (SWE) scale. Though the SWE scale emerged 

as the weakest factor in the EFA results and had a low reliability score, the fact that this 

subscale accounted for such a relatively large amount of variance in the dependent variable 

compared to the other subscales merits further exploration of social work ethics as a social 

work leadership concept.  

Since the subscales explained half of the variance in the dependent variable, another 

possible research direction would be to determine what might account for the unexplained 

variance. Another focus group to explore how positive change is achieved for service users 
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through a social work organization and its employees could suggest some additional 

possibilities for survey items.  

Further research and development of the change management concept might be 

warranted to determine whether this is a valid scale, what it might have to do with social work 

leadership, and what the outcomes, or dependent variables, might be. Exploration of the 

reasons behind the high missing data rate for item A11 (goals change when administration 

changes) and of the possibility of revising the item to better assess the leadership principle 

“continuity of goals and methods of implementation” would also be useful. 

 Finally, additional research is needed to explore why the concept of emotional 

competence was not fully validated owing to the exclusion of items A3 and A26. These two 

items, along with another excluded item, B12, all contained concepts that had the potential 

to make respondents uncomfortable or avoidant, such as “conflict”, “frustration”, and 

“speaking out”. Though the factor analysis, as well as the post hoc multiple regression analysis, 

would indicate that these items are not relevant to social work leadership, conflict and 

frustration are present in every workplace, especially in social work. Moreover, social workers 

are called upon to “speak out” in order to advocate for clients and their communities. In the 

historical review of social work leadership in Chapter 3, one of the primary issues that 

appeared to be preventing social workers from engaging in leadership behavior 20 years ago 

was a pattern of sexism, racism, and powerlessness partly due to the composition of the 

workforce and partly due to social workers’ proximity to individuals and populations that many 

people prefer to avoid (Brilliant, 1986). Even today, those who feel powerless may be reticent 

to disagree with somebody whom they see as more powerful in the workplace.  
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Recently, some research has emerged around the concepts of emotional labor at work 

and its impact on employees. Not disagreeing, or continually avoiding conflict at work and 

instead engaging in “surface acting” – managing emotions in order to modify behavior to meet 

the display rules, or social norms, in the workplace – can lead to depressive symptoms, stress, 

and reduction in performance. The more emotional labor required at a workplace, the harder 

individuals have to work to maintain behavioral and emotional norms, potentially leading to 

higher levels of depression and stress (Nixon, Bruk-Lee, and Spector, 2016). Moreover, 

Gutierrez, Glen-Maye, and DeLois (1995) pointed out that employees who feel powerless may 

engage in a parallel process in which they ultimately disempower their clients instead of 

empowering them. Therefore, effectively and honestly managing conflict and emotions would 

be essential to a profession like social work and to achieving positive change for clients. Thus, 

research is needed to determine why these particular items were not only excluded from the 

scale through analysis, but did not contribute any variance to the dependent variable.  

 Practice. Scale validation results also suggest various applications to social work 

practice. In regards to the higher item scores from online versus paper respondents, the 

majority of whom were in macro social work positions, one of the potential explanations for 

the difference between scores might be increased knowledge of organizational-level 

initiatives or partnerships. If macro social workers do know more about organizational issues, 

then more, or clearer communication about organization-level functioning with workers in 

direct service positions might be beneficial to these workers’ perception of their organization.  

 EFA results indicate that organizational health, including resources on the 

organizational, relational, and individual employee level, is essential to facilitating positive 
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outcomes for service users. Thus, ensuring that all employees, not just those in administrative 

positions, have a common understanding of the mission and goals of the organization and 

engage in projects and tasks that reflect the mission. Similarly, the focus of these projects and 

tasks should be on the service user, such that before engaging in a new project or making an 

important decision, social workers ask themselves “Will this direction bring the most benefit 

to the service user and fulfill our mission?” Further, social workers must work 

interdependently towards these goals, developing a pattern wherein the success of one 

employee depends on and enhances the success of every other employee. Clear and regular 

communication is essential; increased understanding of why, how, and by whom important 

decisions are made translates to more informed and effective services for clients. Taking good 

care of social workers on every level of the organization is essential to effective services; this 

means making sure your employees know they are respected and valued, giving regular 

positive feedback, providing effective supervision, and allowing for creativity and self-care. 

Specific survey items on the OH scale were highly correlated with the organizational-level 

change dependent variable, such as the extent to which the focus of the organization is on 

service users, whether the organization corrects its own weaknesses, and whether employees 

feel valued and respected. These particular correlations provide a strong argument for 

strengthening the organization on all levels. How much employees were able to contribute to 

positive change for service users was also highly correlated with how much the organization 

encouraged workers to take different approaches to working with clients, or how often and to 

what extent they were permitted to be creative. 
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 Facilitating positive change for service users also depends on the quality of the 

relationship between the organization and the surrounding community. Working for social 

justice in the community, collaborating with other organizations to provide services, and 

developing relationships with individuals in the community may be effective in developing 

strong rapport with surrounding neighborhoods and consequently gathering more 

information in order to better help service users. Indeed, one of the most highly correlated 

items with organizational-level change was how much the organization works for social justice 

in the surrounding community. 

 Empowerment, or in this case, mutual empowerment, has emerged as a strong 

indicator of how well social workers are able to facilitate positive change for service users. Not 

only feeling empowered, but also empowering colleagues by developing trusting and 

collaborative relationships, predicts perceptions of positive outcomes for service users. Social 

workers who feel confident, passionate and successful may provide better and more 

consistent services to clients. Further, social workers in empowering relationships with 

coworkers contribute to a strong, interdependent organization, where everybody is 

encouraged to contribute their knowledge and diverse experience to produce the best 

outcomes.  

 Social work core values, including working with integrity, respecting and valuing 

others, and taking responsibility for the well-being of service users, have emerged as an 

essential part of social work leadership and effective positive change both within the social 

work organization and for service users. Further, assessing situations from an environmental 

perspective, wherein the worker can see the contribution of environmental factors to an 
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individual’s apparent shortcomings, is a foundational social work attitude and one that 

appears to make a difference in respondents’ perceptions of outcomes for service users. 

Finally, social workers who analyze their behavioral and emotional responses to client and 

coworker behavior may engage in more reflective practice, thus improving their social work 

skills and contributing to improvement in the lives of service users. 

This model and measure could be used in any profession or organization that specifies 

the “improvement of the human condition”, a phrase generated as part of the social work 

leadership definition developed by the focus group in this study. Because the principles were 

developed on a foundation of social work goals, values and ethics, any organization with a 

primary mission to improve the lives of others and a focus on increasing individual and social 

equity could potentially benefit from this model. The organizational health subscale takes into 

account the importance of caring for employees who regularly engage in hard emotional labor, 

and the change management subscale addresses the inevitably of unpredictable 

environments and outcomes, as are common in human service organizations. The community 

relations scale reflects a growing acknowledgement in research and practice of the importance 

of community engagement and uplift. Finally, the relational empowerment and social work 

ethics subscales provide a model of how employees can both empower themselves and their 

coworkers while maintaining a hard core of ethical values that regularly underpin human 

service organization’s goals. 

Addressing Challenges in Leadership Research and Practice 

In Chapter 2, one of the social work leadership challenges in research describes the 

newer dialectic approaches to leadership and the fact that social work research has not yet 
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started using these approaches, which avoid the dichotomization of leadership concepts and 

acknowledge the role of power and position in traditional leadership conceptualizations. In 

the course of the theoretical literature review, four dialectic themes emerged that call on 

social workers to engage in seemingly disparate behaviors that are essential for successful 

social work. The first theme, maintaining a soft exterior and hard interior, describes the 

importance of creating an uncompromising internal core of personal ethical beliefs and 

boundaries while cultivating a soft, empathetic, and collaborative outward attitude. This 

concept is well-represented in the leadership measure, where the hard interior is assessed 

with items from the social work ethics subscale, and the soft collaborative interior is assessed 

with relational items from the mutual empowerment subscale. 

 The second theme, balancing managerialism and autonomy, can be seen in the 

organizational health subscale with managerialist-oriented items A28 (expectations and roles 

are regularly and clearly communicated), A2 (written mission, employees’ perception of 

mission, and activities of organization are aligned), and A21 (clinical supervision is provided 

for employees) and autonomy-promoting items A7 (emergent leadership is encouraged) and 

A7 (valuation, respect for, and belief in staff and their abilities).  

The third theme, maintaining a professional identity while engaging in 

interprofessional practice is demonstrated with identity items B20 (feels successful as a social 

worker), B22 (feels self-confident) and the items in the social work ethics scale and 

interprofessional items A24 (employees work interdependently towards common goals) and 

A25 (individuals’ behavior varies according to context and environment).  
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The fourth theme, emotional competence and logical decision-making, is partially 

demonstrated with emotional competence item B16 (engages in analytical self-reflection on 

emotional and behavioral patterns). In addition, there may be some items that encompass 

both emotional competence and logical decision-making, such as A21 (clinical supervision 

regularly provided for employees), A29 (employees support each other emotionally, 

cognitively, and socially). Ideally, clinical supervision should both address emotional responses 

to client interactions and facilitate logical decision-making on client and organizational issues. 

If employees support each other both emotionally and cognitively, this would indicate that 

they are both validating emotions and helping each other systematically work through difficult 

professional challenges. 

Another leadership research challenge described in Chapter 2 consists of leadership 

models used in social work that do not necessarily incorporate the values and goals of social 

work practice. By extracting leadership principles from theoretical and empirical literature that 

exclusively considers social work leadership in social work organizations, and incorporating 

data from a focus group comprised of social workers, the resulting principles and measure are 

much more likely to be reflective of social work values and goals than any other leadership 

model or measure used today. Moreover, social workers from many different sub-disciplines 

and professional positions completed leadership surveys; therefore, the validated principles 

were selected based on the leadership needs and perceptions of social workers from varied 

professional backgrounds.  

Some leadership models and measures commonly used in social work research may 

carry assumptions that discriminate against social workers in direct service. Often, leadership 
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models are developed based on the idea that in order to be a leader, an individual must have 

a position near the top of an organizational hierarchy. Considering the importance in social 

work of empowering clients to advocate for themselves, the idea that an individual cannot be 

a leader and create positive change because she has a position at the bottom of an 

organizational hierarchy is antithetical to social work values and goals. The leadership measure 

developed in this study avoids such assumptions; no items indicate or assume that the 

respondent has a certain position in their organization. Moreover, the measure encompasses 

leadership behaviors on the organizational level (with organizational health, change 

management, and community relations subscale), relational (with the mutual empowerment 

subscale), and individual levels (with the social work ethics subscale), making it one of the few 

leadership measures that considers multi-level leadership.  

Drawing on data from the theoretical literature review, a working definition of social 

work leadership was developed. Comparing the leadership measure to the working definition 

of leadership lends validity to the definition.  From Chapter 3, the definition of leadership 

developed from the theoretical literature is: 

a collection of organizational, relational, and individual behaviors that 

effect positive change in order to address client and societal challenges 

through emotional competence and the full acceptance, validation, and 

trust of all individuals as capable human beings. 

 

The levels of leadership, organizational, relational, and individual, are reinforced both with the 

multi-level items on the organizational health sub-scale, as well as the division of items on the 

entire scale between organizational (organizational health, change management, community 

relations), individual/relational (mutual empowerment), and individual (social work ethics). 
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Multiple regression analyses indicated that these principles predicted about 50% of the 

variance in respondents’ perceptions of positive change in their organizations. Though further 

research is needed to strengthen the relationship between the enactment of these principles 

and positive change for clients, the results of the analyses are a strong first step. The 

dependent variables, respondents’ perception of positive change for clients, correspond with 

the definitions’ focus on client improvement as the purpose of social work leadership, and the 

item in the community relations subscale regarding social justice in the community links 

positive change with social justice. The principles of acceptance, validation, and trust of all 

individuals are spread throughout the full scale and each subscale. Emotional competence was 

only partially validated in the final set of leadership principles, specifically in item B16 (engages 

in analytical self-reflection of emotional and behavioral patterns). As discussed above, the 

concept of emotional competence may not have been supported because of social workers’ 

tendency to avoid conflict; although this hypothesis certainly requires additional research. The 

concept of emotional competence, defined in Chapter 4 as “Validating and processing 

individuals’ emotions associated with organizational, interactional, and individual challenges 

in order to create solutions to those challenges (p. 66)”, is partially covered by item B16 

(analyze emotional responses) on the individual level, but the other emotional competence 

items on the organizational (open discussion of frustrating aspects of organizational life, A3) 

and relational levels (discussion of conflict and emotion, A26) did not load on any of the five 

factors of the new scale. Acceptance, trust, and validation are measured with items A7 

(employees valued) and B13 (every individual worthy of respect). 
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Addressing Crucial Leadership Challenges 

 The first crucial leadership challenge articulated in Chapter 2 consisted of linking client 

outcomes with leadership research. Thus far, there are very few articles in the social work 

leadership literature that incorporate client outcomes into the study. Items in this leadership 

scale address the issues of client needs (focus on service quality, A8; collective responsibility, 

A10; responsible for service users, B11) and four of the five change items that comprise the 

dependent variable measure beliefs about effecting positive change specifically for service 

users. Though this measure does not link social workers’ leadership behaviors directly to client 

outcomes, results from analyses assessing the relationship between leadership behaviors and 

respondents’ perceptions of client change could be used as a starting point for future research 

that measures client outcomes more directly.  

The second challenge, improving social work education for entry into more leadership 

positions, might be addressed by this leadership model and measure. Potentially, this model 

could be incorporated into social work courses, regardless of clinical or macro focus, in order 

to teach students how to facilitate positive changes on the organizational, relational, and 

individual levels. Moreover, since this model incorporates social work values and ethics, it may 

be a better and more comfortable fit for social workers than leadership models based on 

military or business goals, especially for those workers pursuing clinical tracks. In terms of 

practice, social work agencies and organizations need to invest in leadership training for their 

supervisors and employees in direct care. This leadership training should not just focus on 

specific skills, behaviors, or characteristics, but also focus on changing how individuals 

approach their work and their professional relationships in order to create the potential for 
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cultural shifts that may pave the way for increased autonomy. In interprofessional contexts, 

leadership training can be used to teach workers how to maintain their role as a social worker 

and define their unique and critical contribution to client care while collaborating with 

individuals from other human services professions. 

 This model contains multiple avenues to increase social workers’ autonomy in order to 

counteract, or balance, the presence of managerialism in the workplace, the third crucial 

challenge. Items A7 (valuation, respect for, and belief in staff and their abilities), A13 

(emergent leadership is encouraged) address the promotion of social worker autonomy on the 

organizational level; items A25 (individuals’ behavior varies according to context and 

environment), B1 (make changes that support collaborative and empowering processes) 

address autonomy on the individual and relational levels. Together, these items advance the 

importance of allowing social workers to devise creative solutions to wicked problems. 

Similar to the third dialectic theme discussed above – advancing social work ethics in 

interprofessional relationships – the fourth crucial challenge is advancing social work values in 

interprofessional partnerships. As discussed in Chapter 2, social workers’ views often become 

lost, especially in complex working environments, such as in hospitals. Identity items B20 (feels 

successful as a social worker) and B22 (feels self-confident), as well as the items on the social 

work ethics subscale, promote the ability of social workers to confidently advance their views 

on client treatment. 

Finally, the fifth crucial challenge, advocacy for equality and social justice both for 

clients and social workers, relates specifically to the community relations scale, which has 

items measuring respondents’ perception of how well their organization advocates for social 
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justice in the community, as well as how well the organization is developing relationships with 

community members. Further, items on the organizational health scale measures 

respondents’ perceptions of how well the organization promotes work-life balance, as well as 

how well the organization promotes employees’ autonomy, independent decision-making, 

and how much the organization respects and values its employees.  

Strengths and Limitations  

 This study has several strengths. First, the final set of social work leadership principles 

is underpinned by a thoroughly researched set of theoretical principles derived from peer-

reviewed literature, the results of a systematic review of quantitative and qualitative 

literature, a focus group, and a quantitative survey in which the items were developed using 

some of the latest literature on successful survey design methods.  Moreover, respondents 

were drawn from four different populations of professional social workers. A pre-planned 

schedule of data collection and the use of the double-entry method prevented mistakes in the 

data. T-tests, chi-squared tests, and missing data analyses were conducted to check for 

significant differences between various groups, specifically method of test administration 

(paper or online), age, experience level, and missing data; significant results led to   developing 

a sample that was as unbiased and representative of the social worker population as possible 

with the collected data. 

 Theoretical literature review. One limitation of this theoretical and conceptual 

literature review lies in the neglect of literature outside of journal articles, including books and 

grey literature. There are several books on social work leadership, including one very recent 

edition of a book by Lawler and Bilson (2013), “Social Work Management and Leadership: 
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Managing Complexity with Creativity”, that reviews several leadership theories and analyzes 

their relevance to social work. A future review, or extension of this review, would benefit from 

the inclusion of books such as Lawler and Bilson’s (2013), as well as other non-peer reviewed 

literature. Lawler and Bilson (2013) explore several different leadership theories, ranging from 

individually-based leadership theories, such transformational leadership, to more recent 

theories that encompass the entire organization and the interactions within and without, such 

as complexity theory. While these theories were not included in this review, many of Lawler 

and Bilson’s (2013) rationales for taking a new approach to social work leadership were also 

used, in conjunction with other research, to justify the development of a new model and 

definition of leadership for social work. Some of these rationales include the fact that most 

leadership theories and models, originally developed for business practices, are based on 

military leadership theory; the elusive nature of a definition of leadership in general and 

specifically, the lack of a definition of social work leadership; and the managerialist and risk-

averse culture of modern social work, a culture that requires varied and creative approaches 

to leadership.  

 A second limitation is the fact that only one person conducted the literature review, so 

the conclusions, including major themes and the final leadership model, were not subject to 

any additional assessment. In order to at least partially validate the results and leadership 

model, an additional analysis by one or more individuals is warranted. 

 In addition to extending the current literature review with a reading and analysis of 

books, grey literature, and other non-peer reviewed works, qualitative research and analysis 

would be useful in validating the results of the review and the leadership principles. 
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Investigating the way in which social workers in various work environments and positions 

perceive and execute leadership, and comparing the results with extrapolated theoretical 

propositions would be one way to validate the results. Presenting the definition to social 

workers and allowing them to critique and comment might also contribute to validation.  

This study also has some limitations. First, there are several sources of potential bias. 

The focus group participants were chosen based on their availability and willingness to 

participate. Owing to the available populations for survey administration, there was a 

predominance of Title IV-E state child welfare workers that were not representative of the U.S. 

social work population. Having just enough cases to conduct an EFA meant that the sample 

could not be randomized. As demonstrated with the results from the online survey 

administration, those who chose to answer the survey may have more interest in leadership 

or organizational attributes than those who chose not to respond; this may have also been 

true to a certain extent of the paper survey. All data was self-report, and respondents were 

reporting on the practices of their entire organization; almost certainly their responses will be 

somewhat biased. Finally, one individual developed all of the research procedures and survey 

instrument, although with guidance, which is undoubtedly a source of bias.  

 There are also a few limitations that could contribute to invalidity in the final 37-item 

measure. Leadership is a broad and elusive concept; as explained in Chapter 2, no ultimate 

definition of leadership exists and people tend to describe it in many different ways. Despite 

thorough theoretical and empirical research on social work leadership, respondents may not 

understand or agree with the relationships and concepts suggested by the items generated by 

the leadership principles, their resulting responses may therefore be biased. Moreover, while 
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every effort was made to match survey items to leadership principles, items may not be 

completely accurate indicators of the principles. In addition, there was the possibility of a 

desirability bias when respondents completed the survey; although the survey is anonymous, 

individuals may not feel comfortable admitting what they might perceive as personal 

shortcomings related to social work leadership. Finally, it is conceivable that individuals from 

different backgrounds or cultures may have different definitions of leadership or conceptions 

of how acts of leadership are conducted and race and culture were not factored into this study. 

Conclusion 

 

 This study and the resulting measure have the potential to change the way social work 

organizations and employees provide services. This partially validated leadership measure is 

the first instrument developed specifically for social work and grounded in social work goals 

and values, and the only leadership survey that assesses leadership on the organizational, 

relational, and individual levels. In addition, this study is one of the few that links leadership 

directly to perceptions of service user outcomes. Moreover, this model and measure 

encourage an approach to leadership that is broad and inclusive, allowing social workers in all 

positions to be leaders and contribute to positive outcomes for service users. The social work 

leadership model could empower social workers, especially those in direct service who have 

the most knowledge about and experience with clients, to use their skill and creativity to 

create new solutions to seemingly intractable challenges. With successful outcomes, social 

workers may gain the confidence to assume key leadership positions in social work 

organizations, mitigating the historical effects of gender discrimination and racism revealed in 

the historical literature review and returning the power in social work agencies to the social 
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workers. Departing not only from the traditional definition of “leader” as administrator and 

the assumption that organizations must be hierarchical to function effectively and efficiently, 

the social work leadership model emphasizes communication over directives, collaboration 

instead of compromise, and empowerment on a relational level while being firmly embedded 

in a foundation of social work ethics with a focus on the needs of the service user. Though the 

model and measure require additional research and development, social work organizations 

and their employees may be able to ultimately use them as tools to find a balance between 

managerialism and autonomy, empower themselves and others, create a space for emotion 

in the workplace through emotional competence, and maintain their “soft exterior” and “hard 

interior”, all of which are essential skills for a leader in social work. 

 In a broader sense, this leadership model could be a strong, scientifically validated 

foundation on which to address the deeply divisive conflict within the social work profession 

since its inception. The decades-long debate as to whether social workers should be 

psychologists or sociologists; grassroots community organizers or caseworkers; or macro or 

micro workers could begin to dissolve with the introduction of a social justice-oriented 

leadership model that not only embraces all of these identities and purposes, but also 

facilitates positive change through a set of interrelated leadership principles for individuals, 

groups, and organizations. With adherence to the organizational health principles, social 

workers – especially those who are themselves vulnerable to gender discrimination and racism 

– could become stronger and more capable through the support and backing of an entire 

organization dedicated to improving the human condition for workers and clients alike. In turn, 

significantly increased strength and confidence that takes root in individual social workers 
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would inevitably spread and multiply to the systems in which they live and work – communities 

and clients, educational institutions and professional groups – until both individual social 

workers and social work organizations and institutions begin to demand and advocate for 

higher professional and educational standards for themselves and others, as well as better 

policies for their clients. These leadership principles, particularly those in the community 

relations and the mutual empowerment scales, enable an environmental perspective that 

broadens the person-in-environment model to incorporate not only the effect of the 

environment on a client, but the effect of intersecting systems on each other, such that the 

social worker can know that she works in an organization within a community, which is part 

of a state within the U.S., which is part of a continent inside the world; and she effects the 

behavior of her coworkers, clients, classmates, and professional colleagues, who work and 

interact in the same ways she does. Finally, the social work ethics subscale confirms the 

importance of a “hard interior” composed of respect for self and others and reflective, critical 

practice. Ultimately, the successful application of these leadership principles depends on the 

commitment of the organization and the individual to a unfailing pursuit of positive change 

for themselves and others; the consistent application of the principles and ethics of social work 

to practice; and, perhaps most importantly, the internalization of the values and goals 

associated with social justice for all.  
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Appendix 1  

 

Focus Group Initial Recruitment Protocol 

Hi, my name is S. Colby Peters and I am conducting a study to learn more about 

leadership in social work. I will be distributing sign-up sheets today to receive additional 

information about participating in a focus group study about social work leadership that 

will be conducted at the University of Maryland School of Social Work. The focus group is 

tentatively scheduled for Wednesday, September 2 from 6 to 9pm in this building, and 

will consist of between 8 and 10 participants.  

If you are interested in participating in this study and are 18 years or older, have had 6 or 

more months of paid experience as a social worker in an organization, and have one or 

more social work degrees, please write down your name, email address, and phone 

number on the sign-up sheet and place it in the attached envelope so that I can call you 

within two weeks from today and we can determine if you are eligible for the study. I 

may contact you by email if I am unable to reach you by phone. Providing your contact 

information today does not obligate you to participate. If you do choose to be a part of 

this focus group, your participation is completely voluntary and you may choose to 

withdraw at any time. If you are not interested, please simply place the blank form inside 

of the envelope and put it in the box provided.  

Your information will not be shared with anybody outside of the study, though we 

cannot control what information focus group members may share with outside 

individuals following the focus group session. This study is unrelated to the class or 

training in which you are currently participating.  

Please returned all sign-up sheets and envelopes to the receptacle I have provided; I will 

return after the class is over to collect the materials. 
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Appendix 2  

 

Individual interest form for focus group 

If you have had a) 6+ months of paid professional experience as a social worker in an 

agency or organization; b) are 18 years or older; c) have attained one or more academic 

degrees in social work; and c) are available the evening of September 1, 2015, please 

consider providing your contact information below for potential participation in this 

study about social work leadership. Providing your contact information does not obligate 

you to participate in the study; participation is completely voluntary. Please place your 

completed form in the envelope provided and place in the receptacle provided; I will 

return to retrieve the forms before the end of your class or training.  

If you are not interested, please return the form and envelope to the receptacle 

provided.  

_____________________   _____________________     __________________  

Name             Phone Number                      Email Address 
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Appendix 3  

 

Focus group phone screening protocol 

Individuals who indicated their interest in the focus group by completing an interest form 

will be contacted by phone for a brief screening and to answer any questions or 

concerns. The following information will be gathered or confirmed:  

1) Hi, my name is Colby Peters, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of 

Maryland School of Social Work. I am conducting a study on social work leadership. As 

part of this study, I am conducting a focus group of social workers to gather information 

about social work leadership. You indicated that you might be interested in receiving 

more information about participating this focus group. Would you still like to receive 

additional information? (if yes, go to question #2; if no, thank individual for their time 

and end phone call)  

2) The focus group is scheduled for Wednesday, September 2 from 6 – 8pm. During the 

focus group, I will ask you about your conceptions of leadership and social work 

leadership in particular. You will have the opportunity to discuss ideas about social work 

leadership with other focus group participants. I will be facilitating the group, and my 

colleague, Mary Hodorowicz, will be taking notes. We will also record the discussion so 

that we can create an accurate transcript. We will have snacks and drinks available, as 

well as a small ‘thank you’ gift for your time. Do you have any questions for me so far? If 

you would like to participate, I just need to ask you a few questions. (if yes, go on to 

question #4, if no, thank them for their time and end phone call)  

3) Please give me your name, phone number, and address. If we decide you are right for 

this study, I will periodically remind you of the upcoming focus group session. How would 

you prefer to be contacted for those reminders and other information I may need to give 

to you?  

4) I just need to ask you a few questions to make sure that your experience meets the 

requirements of the study.  

a. How old are you? (18+ years eligible for study)  

b. Have you completed an academic degree in social work? If so, which degree? 

(individuals who have completed an academic degree in social work, any kind, are eligible 

for the study)  

c. Do you have 6 or more months of paid experience as a social worker in an organization 

that provides social services? Please describe your most recent 6 months of paid 

professional experience as a social worker in an organization that provides social 
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services. (individuals who have 6+ months of paid professional experience as a social 

worker in an organization are eligible for the study)  

d. Would you be available on Wednesday, September 2 from 6 to 9pm, and be able to 

get to UMB SSW? (if they are not, ask them what days/times work best for them)  

e. (if individual meets requirements a-c, go on to question #5; if not, explain why they 

can’t participate in the study and thank them for their time)  

5) It looks like you are a great candidate for the study. I will contact you in 2-3 weeks to 

confirm your participation, the date, and the time with you. Do you have any other 

questions for me at this time? If you do in the future, please feel free to call me at 410-

353-4729 or email me at speters@ssw.umaryland.edu.
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Appendix 4  

Focus group email screening protocols 

 

Email screening protocol 1 

Dear (insert name here):  

Hi, my name is Colby Peters, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Maryland 

School of Social Work. I am conducting a study on social work leadership. As part of this 

study, I am conducting a focus group of social workers to gather information about social 

work leadership. You indicated that you might be interested in receiving more 

information about participating this focus group. I attempted to contact you using the 

phone number provided, but have been unable to reach you. Would you still like to 

receive additional information? If so, please email me at this address or call me at 410-

353-4729.  

 

Email Screening Protocol 2  

Dear (insert name here):  

I am so glad to hear that you are still interested in receiving information about 

participating in my study!  

The focus group is scheduled for Wednesday, September 2 from 6 – 8pm. During the 

focus group, I will ask you about your conceptions of leadership and social work 

leadership in particular. You will have the opportunity to discuss ideas about social work 

leadership with other focus group participants. I will be facilitating the group, and my 

colleague, Mary Hodorowicz, will be taking notes. We will also record the discussion so 

that we can create an accurate transcript. We will have snacks and drinks available, as 

well as a small ‘thank you’ gift for your time.  

I just need some information from you to make sure that you are eligible for the study. 

Please answer the questions below.  

1) What is your name?  

2) Please confirm your phone number and email address.  

3) How old are you? (18+ years eligible for study)  
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4) Have you completed an academic degree in social work? If so, which degree?  

5) Do you have 6 or more months of paid experience as a social worker in an organization 

that provides social services? Please describe your most recent 6 months of paid 

professional experience as a social worker in an organization that provides social 

services.  

6) Would you be available on Wednesday, September 2 from 6 to 9pm, and be able to 

get to UMB SSW? If not, what days/times work best for you?  

Thank you for answering the questions. I will review your answers and contact you within 

a week to let you know if you are eligible for the study. I may also have some follow-up 

questions. If you have any questions for me, or would like to withdraw your interest from 

the study for any reason, please feel free to email me or call me at 410-353-4729.  

Thanks, and I will be in touch soon!  

S. Colby Peters, LGSW  

PhD Candidate 

University of Maryland School of Social Work
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Appendix 5   

Focus group facilitation protocol 

Half hour prior to group start  

Prepare room:  

* Arrange chairs/desks in a circle  

* Set up large writing pad OR whiteboard and markers  

* Set up food and drinks in easily accessible place  

* Arrange gifts on a table  

* Set up note-taking station; test and set up recorder  

Welcome all participants: Introduce yourself as they arrive. Offer snacks and drinks and 

make small talk until the start of the group. Ask each participant to write their name on a 

name placard to set in front of them during the group.  

During group session  

1) Informed consent  

Thank participants for coming. Tell them that before we start with introductions, we 

need to go over a few things, including the informed consent. Remind them of:  

* the purpose of the focus group (to find out about their thoughts on leadership in social 

work)  

* how long it will last (1-2 hours)  

* when a break will be (after the first hour)  

* availability of food and drinks  

* where the bathroom is  

Take each person outside of the room in order to individually review the main points of 

the informed consent, including:  

* that it is voluntary (participants can leave at any time)  
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* The group is confidential, and participants are asked not to share the information that 

will be discussed in the focus group with anybody outside of the study. However, you 

should be aware that we cannot control what focus group members choose to share with 

others following the discussion.  

* Participants should discuss their thoughts about the topics presented, but please avoid 

personal experiences. If the moderator feels like the conversation is becoming too 

personal or emotionally difficult, we may take a break and regroup.  

* Participants may not receive any direct benefit, but may be helping others in the 

future.  

* Ask if participants have any questions.  

* Ask participants to sign the informed consent and provide them with a copy.  

2) Introduce yourself and the note taker. Ask participants to introduce themselves by:  

* first name or pseudonym only  

* where they live  

* area of social work  

* why they decided to participate in the focus group  

* icebreaker question: Describe a gift that you received at some point in your life that 

was especially interesting and memorable.  

3) Introductory questions  

a) What does the word ‘leadership’ mean to you? (As participants talk, write key words 

on the whiteboard and consider adjusting other questions based on their answers, i.e. 

using key words that they use)  

a. What is the purpose of leadership?  

b. What makes leadership different from other, similar words that denotes action, such 

as ‘management’, ‘administration’, or ‘influence’?  

c. What are some attributes that you associate with leadership?  

d. Does leadership require formal authority?  



 

198 

 

e. How is leadership effective or ineffective?  

f. Do you think there are some kinds of people who should be leaders, and some who 

should not? Why?  

g. Can more than one person lead for the same goal? If so, what would that look like? 

How would group leadership be different from individual leadership? What about 

organizational leadership?  

4) Transition questions  

b) Do you think leadership looks different, or should look different, in a social work 

setting as compared to a setting outside of the human services?  

a. If so,  

i. Why would it have to be different?  

ii. How would the purpose change?  

iii. How would the attributes be different?  

iv. What might work in a business setting that might not work in a human services 

setting?  

b. If not,  

i. Why?  

5) Key Questions  

a. Thinking about your experiences as a social worker observing or being influenced by a 

leader or leaders, what kinds of things do they do or say that:  

c. Make you want to go along with their idea or direction?  

d. Make you feel like resisting their idea or direction?  

e. What behaviors might other individuals engage in on a regular basis that would make 

you more inclined to accept their influence?  

c) Thinking about your experience as a social worker in a leadership role, either formal or 

informal,  

a. What did find was most effective in getting others to accept your influence?  
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b. What was most effective in achieving the goal?  

c. What was not effective in getting others to accept your influence?  

d. What was not effective in achieving the goal?  

d) In your experience, are there any leadership behaviors that are especially effective in 

social work? Any that are especially ineffective? Why?  

a. In your experience, is there anything that is systematically missing from social work 

leadership? If so, why do you think it’s missing and how would you fix it?  

6) Concluding questions  

e) If you could change one thing about social work leadership, either in your place of 

work or in general, what would you change and how?  

f) Considering our previous discussion, what would ideal social work leadership look and 

feel like?  

After Group Session  

Thank the participants for their time and distribute gifts. Ask them where they parked 

and make sure that they have a safe way to get back to their car, especially if it is dark 

outside. Reimburse them for parking expenses. Tell the participants that if they have any 

questions later, to please email or call you. 
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Appendix 6   

Email Permission Protocol 

 

Dear <Name>, 

I am a PhD candidate at the University of Maryland School of Social work and am 

researching whether social work requires a unique model and measure of leadership. 

Currently, models of leadership used in social work research and practice are based on 

business and military models, and I am hypothesizing that, due to the unique nature and 

mission of social work, the profession requires its own model that addresses leadership 

on the organizational, relational, and individual levels.  In order to answer this question, I 

have developed a Social Work Leadership Survey as part of my dissertation research, 

using extensive theoretical and empirical literature reviews on social work leadership, as 

well as a focus group on social work leadership.  

There is also some evidence that the social work profession may attract individuals who 

are naturally more sensitive, a trait referred to in the literature as “sensory processing 

sensitivity”, also known as “highly sensitive person” or “HSP”. I have also included a 

validated HSP scale to determine if social workers demonstrate this trait at a higher rate 

than in the general population (15 – 20%). If they do, it would provide a strong argument 

for a unique kind of organizational leadership that both takes advantage of and 

accommodates social workers’ high sensitivity. 

I am writing for your permission to distribute my survey to your <class or training name> 

on <either session of their choice for master’s classes or date of training session>, if you 

are amenable and it is convenient for you. The survey should only take about 10-15 

minutes, and contains minimal risk. I would be happy to provide you will a copy of the 

survey or additional information for your review if you’d like. 

Please let me know if this would be acceptable; I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Sincerely, 

S. Colby Peters 

PhD Candidate 

University of Maryland School of Social Work 
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Appendix 7   

Class Distribution Protocol 

 

Hi, my name is S. Colby Peters, and I am a PhD candidate at the University of Maryland 

School of Social Work and am researching whether social work requires a unique model 

and measure of leadership. Currently, models of leadership used in social work research 

and practice are based on business and military models, and I am hypothesizing that, due 

to the unique nature and mission of social work, the profession requires its own model 

that addresses leadership on the organizational, relational, and individual levels.  In order 

to answer this question, I have developed a Social Work Leadership Survey as part of my 

dissertation research, using extensive theoretical and empirical literature reviews on 

social work leadership, as well as a focus group on social work leadership.  

There is also some evidence that the social work profession may attract individuals who 

are naturally more sensitive, a trait referred to in the literature as “sensory processing 

sensitivity”, also known as “highly sensitive person” or “HSP”. I have also included a 

validated HSP scale to determine if social workers demonstrate this trait at a higher rate 

than in the general population (15 – 20%). If they do, it would provide a strong argument 

for a unique kind of organizational leadership that both takes advantage of and 

accommodates social workers’ high sensitivity. 

This survey is designed for individuals who are 18 years or older, have completed at least 

one social work degree and have had a paid position for at least 6 months with an 

organization that provides social services. If you meet these criteria but do not currently 

work in an organization, you can use your previous experience to answer the survey, if 

you were employed in that organization within the past six months. By setting these 

criteria, I am not in any way suggesting that individuals without a social work degree or 

who have not worked in an organization for at least 6 months are not fully capable of 

being great social work leaders; this survey just happens to be designed for participants 

with certain kinds of experience.  

I will pass out a survey, which should take 10-15 minutes to complete, to everybody in 

the room. This is completely voluntary and you can stop at any time, so if you do not 

wish to take the survey or your experience does not meet the criteria, please just pass 

the blank surveys back when all the surveys are collected and put into the envelope I 

have provided. This study and survey are not related in any way to <name class or 

training session> and your participation will have no influence on <your grade or credit 

for this class or training>. <Faculty or trainer name> will seal the envelope and return it 

to me after the class.  

Thank you so much for your time!
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Appendix 8   

Email protocol for online survey 

 

Dear <Name>, 

I am a PhD candidate at the University of Maryland School of Social work and am 

researching whether social work requires a unique model and measure of leadership. 

Currently, models of leadership used in social work research and practice are based on 

business and military models, and I am hypothesizing that, due to the unique nature and 

mission of social work, the profession requires its own model that addresses leadership 

on the organizational, relational, and individual levels.  In order to answer this question, I 

have developed a Social Work Leadership Survey as part of my dissertation research, 

using extensive theoretical and empirical literature reviews on social work leadership, as 

well as a focus group on social work leadership.  

There is also some evidence that the social work profession may attract individuals who 

are naturally more sensitive, a trait referred to in the literature as “sensory processing 

sensitivity”, also known as “highly sensitive person” or “HSP”. I have also included a 

validated HSP scale to determine if social workers demonstrate this trait at a higher rate 

than in the general population (15 – 20%). If they do, it would provide a strong argument 

for a unique kind of organizational leadership that both takes advantage of and 

accommodates social workers’ high sensitivity. 

I am writing to invite you to complete the Social Work Leadership and Sensitivity Survey. 

The survey should only take about 10 - 15 minutes. You may access the survey by clicking 

on the following link: 

Social Work Leadership and Sensitivity Survey 

 

Sincerely, 

S. Colby Peters 

PhD Candidate 

University of Maryland School of Social Work 
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Appendix 9  

Organized codes from focus group – Categories A, B, and C 
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Organized codes from focus group – Categories D, E, and F 
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Appendix 10  

Pilot leadership survey 
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Appendix 11   

Summary of feedback and changes to pilot leadership measure 

 

Comment 

Type 

Part, Section, Item Comments Action 

Question 

content 

Overall You  might add something 

about receiving feedback on 

their performance or how 

feedback on performance is 

used to improve practice  

No action 

taken; 

“feedback” not 

addressed in 

final leadership 

principles; but 

content is 

covered by 

supervision 

question  

No race or ethnicity 

question? Not sure about 

your specific interest in that 

but thought would ask… 

No action 

taken; see 

Chapter 4, 

Leadership 

Measure 

(Jablonski, 

2015) 

The question content seems 

to overlap in sections. How 

important is it to separate 

culture from processes from 

relationships? 

Modified 

directions in 

each section 

(organizational 

culture, 

organizational 

processes, 

relationships, 

individual) to 

make content 

and applicability 

clearer. 

Eliminated 

Question 1 in 

Part 1, Section 

B; redundant 

with Question 3 

in Part 1, 

Section A. 
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Eliminated 

several 

questions and 

combined 

Sections A, B, 

and C. 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 1: 

The diverse 

experiences, 

perspectives, and 

characteristics of 

every individual are 

integrated in order to 

achieve successful 

organizational 

outcomes. 

This is a lot of words…can 

you use just 1 word to 

encapsulate “individual 

identity” here? 

A lot in this question – 

anyway to be more concise?  

Consider removing words 

“in order”. 

I am assuming you mean 

individual employee? 

Too wordy, too many 

constructs 

 

 

 

Modified 

question to 

simplify; used 

standardized 

language 

throughout to 

enhance 

meaning. 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 2: 

Every individual is 

considered to be 

capable of 

determining the 

method for achieving 

a successful outcome. 

Unclear what this means - - 

if you said contribute to 

outcome, I might 

understand - - but 

contribute to method for 

achieving a successful 

outcome is confusing. 

Staff member or Employee?  

For all questions, choose 

one for consistency and to 

ensure the respondent 

knows who the referent is. 

Individual is very vague. 

Client or organizational 

outcome? 

It could be interesting to ask 

about whether or not the 

organization’s mission, 

strategic goals, etc. are 

articulated to their 

employees.    

Standardized 

language 

(employee; 

service user); 

simplified 

question to 

address 

“leadership” 

instead of 

“determining 

method”.  
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Are these individuals i.e. 

clients or individuals within 

the organization?  

I am assuming you mean 

individual employee? 

Not sure what this means 

 

 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 3: 

Work tasks are 

accomplished with an 

ultimate focus on the 

organization’s 

mission.   

Not sure what this means Simplified. 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 4: 

Challenging group 

dynamics often 

dominate work 

processes. 

Can you say this more 

simply? 

 

 

Simplified and 

moved to 

Section B. 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 5: 

Informal leadership is 

encouraged. 

Maybe provide a brief 

example to spur 

respondents’ thoughts? 

 

Did not change. 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 6: 

There is an 

understanding of how 

changes in the 

organization affect 

individuals inside and 

outside of the 

organization. 

I don’t know how to answer 

this one?  - maybe it is 

because I’m thinking of an 

academic organization or 

complex organizations that 

may have multiple 

programs. 

I would consider making this 

2 separate questions 

Understanding vs. Taking 

action…Are you interested 

in whether respondents 

think their organizations are 

willing to act on this 

understanding?  

This problem with this 

question is that it could be 

only inside or only 

outside…whats more 

Split into two 

questions to 

address 

understanding 

of changes on 

employees AND 

on surrounding 

community. 



 

219 

 

important to you?  I would 

adjust the question to be 

either or but not both 

Double-barreled – if this is 

an important piece of the 

measure, consider splitting 

into two items because they 

could vary quite a bit. 

Not sure what you mean 

 

 

 

 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 7: 

Personal growth and 

development of 

personal vision are 

actively encouraged. 

Not sure if this should be 

personal or professional? 

Asking two different 

questions here 

 

Eliminated 

“personal 

growth”, which 

is addressed in 

Section B; 

related 

“personal 

vision” to 

“mission of 

organization”. 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 9: 

The primary focus is 

on services provided 

directly to clients. 

Could you add focus of the 

organization? 

Consider changing to: The 

organization’s primary focus 

is on the services provided 

directly to their clients. 

 

Added “of the 

organization”; 

standardized 

language. 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 10: 

The well-being of 

employees is 

considered to be 

more important than 

any work task or 

project. 

Consider using consistent 

language, employees, 

indviduals, staff, etc.   

Consider removing words 

“to be”. 

 

Standardized 

language. 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 11: 

There is a collective 

ownership of 

responsibility for 

outcomes. 

Client or organizational 

outcome? 

Client outcomes, 

organizational outcomes? 

What types of outcomes?  

Specified 

“service user 

outcomes”.   
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Does outcomes refer to 

client outcomes? 

Is there simpler way to say? 

 

 

 Part I, Section A, 

Number 12: 

Open discussion of 

frustrating aspects of 

organizational life is 

not encouraged. 

This negative confuses me 

when compared to the 

response options. Can you 

take out “not”? 

Double negatives are hard 

to answer for some people 

Maybe turn the wording 

around so it’s not an 

opposite response question 

(which can be tricky & 

answered incorrectly—I 

know I had to think about 

for a minute).  So maybe 

something like “open 

discussion….is avoided.” 

Not sure about the “not”, I 

had to reread and then 

reconsider my choices from 

that side, but it could be 

that its Saturday and my 

brain hurts ☺  

I’m wondering about a 

distinction between open 

discussion and action. I’ve 

been in organizations that 

allowed and perhaps even 

encouraged a certain 

amount of dialogue, but few 

changes were observed to 

occur as a result of the 

conversation. 

Confusing to score a 

negative; suggest 

eliminating use of “not”. 

Consider using 

“discouraged” instead of 

“not encouraged”. 

Used 

“discouraged” 

instead of “not 

encouraged”.   

 Part I, Section B, 

Number 2: 

Consider removing “tend 

to”. 

Deleted “tend 

to”. 
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When there are 

changes in 

administration, the 

organizational goals 

tend to also change. 

Delete – similar to comment 

about “often” above.  I have 

deleted words like often and 

regular below but forgot to 

turn on Track Changes for 

some of them (until I got to 

question D.12 below) – I am 

sorry about that! 

 

 Part 1, Section B, 

Number 3: 

Decision-making 

processes are 

transparent. 

You mean the leadership’s 

decision making processes?  

 

Included “of 

upper-level 

management”. 

 Part I, Section B, 

Number 4: 

We advocate for 

social justice both 

inside and outside of 

our organization. 

I would consider making this 

2 questions- it’s double 

barreled as it is, and 2 

questions would give you 

info on both 

Is the use of “We” in 4, 6, 7, 

and 8 referring to the 

Organization or is it 

reference to the 

employees?  

Do you think the person has 

a collective or organization 

identity? 

 

This problem with this 

question is that it could be 

only inside or only 

outside…whats more 

important to you?  I would 

adjust the question to be 

either or but not both 

Split into two questions if 

possible. 

use of the word “we” is new 

 

 

 

Split into two 

questions; 

eliminated use 

of “we” in this 

and other 

questions. 

 Part I, Section B, 

Number 5: 

This was the only question 

in the survey I was a little 

confused about that I spent 

Changed 

question to 

focus on 
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Work processes 

reflect an 

understanding of our 

organization’s 

strengths and 

vulnerabilities. 

time thinking about what 

work processes would 

include. Then I thought 

maybe the word 

“understanding” was 

throwing me off and you 

meant do work processes 

reflect the organizations 

strengths and 

vulnerabilities. This would 

make a little more sense to 

me I think because I would 

think of how my agency’s 

work processes are in 

general and whether they 

are reflective of the 

organizations strengths or 

vulnerabilities –  e.g. maybe 

the employees are not good 

team players (i.e. a 

vulnerability) that would be 

reflected in the agency’s 

poor communication 

between employees (i.e. 

work processes) or 

something…so this was my 

line of thinking for this 

question. It was the only 

question I had to stop and 

think about what you meant 

by it. 

What is a “work process”? 

Can you use language that 

describes what this means 

instead of work processes? I 

think the same is true for 

your instructions at the 

beginning 

I’m not sure what this 

question is asking… 

 

whether 

organization 

identifies and 

tries to correct 

weaknesses. 

 Part I, Section B, 

Number 6: 

Consider removing phrase 

“and communicate” 

Removed 

phrase “and 

communicate”. 
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We collaborate and 

communicate with 

outside individuals 

and groups. 

Consider changing to: The 

organization collaborates 

and communicates with 

outside individuals and 

groups 

Appearance of collaboration 

and communication vs. 

effective collaboration and 

communication (?) 

Replace “groups” with 

“organizations”? Are you 

implying that they work 

with people and other 

agencies outside of their 

own? 

Split into two. 

 

 

 

Replaced 

“individuals and 

groups” with 

“other 

organizations”. 

 Part I, Section B, 

Number 7: 

We have sufficient 

resources to achieve 

our goals. 

Consider changing to: The 

organization has sufficient 

resources to achieve our 

goals. 

Changed. 

 Part I, Section B, 

Number 8: 

We are embedded in 

the surrounding 

community. 

Can you make this more 

concrete? What do you 

mean by embedded? 

Physically located? Have 

programming in the 

community? Work with or 

hire community residents? 

Consider changing to: The 

organization is embedded in 

the surrounding community. 

What does “embedded” 

mean? 

Not sure about word 

“embedded”, perhaps 

something more like 

immersed or engaged with?  

Not sure what this means 

 

 

Changed to use 

“relationships 

with community 

members” and 

“surrounding 

community”. 
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 Part 1, Section B, 

Number 9: 

Sufficient clinical 

supervision is 

regularly provided for 

employees. 

Consider removing word 

“regularly.” 

what about consultation vs 

supervision 

Removed 

“regularly”. 

Changed 

“sufficient” to 

“effective” and 

removed 

“clinical”. 

 Part I, Section B, 

Number 10: 

Accessible, relevant 

educational 

opportunities are 

regularly provided for 

employees. 

Double-barreled- do you 

want to know if they are 

accessible or relevant? 

Maybe make 2 questions or 

just pick 1 word 

Might want to remove this 

word since it is one of the 

answer choices.  Also, the 

word “regularly” has 

positive connotations for me 

and doesn’t necessarily 

seem less than “often” to 

me…if that makes sense… 

Replace “educational” with 

“professional 

development”? 

 

 

 

Eliminated 

“accessible”. 

Changed to 

“professional 

development”. 

 Part I, Section B, 

Number 11: 

Policies allow 

employees to easily 

care for themselves or 

family and friends 

when necessary. 

Do you mean self-care 

processes that organization 

allows the person to engage 

in or formally receiving 

services from the 

organization 

Examples? 

 

Changed to 

emphasize 

employees’ self-

care. 

 Part I, Section C, 

Number 1: 

Individuals work 

interdependently 

towards common 

goals. 

Staff or Employee 

individuals? 

This word may have 

different meaning for 

different people, can you 

use a more standardized 

word? 

Vs? 
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 Part I, Section C, 

Number 2: 

Leaders’ behavior and 

actions vary according 

to the requirements 

of the individuals and 

situations involved. 

Requirements of the 

position like a CEO, 

Executive Director, 

Supervisor, etc. or the actual 

individual personality, 

interests, etc.?   

Staff or Employee 

individuals? 

Consider changing 

“behavior” to “behaviors.” If 

this is standardized 

language then just ignore 

my plurality comments. 

 

 

Added 

“individual 

interests.” 

 Part I, Section C, 

Number 4: 

Praise is given for 

others’ positive 

efforts and 

accomplishments. 

Praise is given for 

others’ positive 

efforts and 

accomplishments. 

If I answer regularly, this 

reads Regularly, praise is 

regularly given…I think 

avoiding these kinds of 

anchors in the questions 

makes them more 

straightforward and easy to 

answer 

Does “others’” mean 

“employees”? 

Consider removing word 

“regularly”. 

By the leader(s) or in 

general from each other? 

 

 

 Part I, Section C, 

Number 5: 

Expectations are 

clearly and regularly 

communicated to 

staff. 

Double barreled 

Consider removing word 

“regularly.” 

 

 

 Part I, Section C, 

Number 6: 

The administration 

has confidence in 

employees’ 

leadership ability. 

Does administration mean 

leaders or leadership? 

Consider changing “ability” 

to “abilities”. If this is 

standardized language then 

just ignore my plurality 

comments. 
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 Part I, Section C, 

Number 7: 

Employees support 

each other. 

I keep wanting to add 

comments. For instance, it 

depends on which 

employees you are talking 

about.  Direct line staff 

supported one another well 

while there was less of a 

feeling of ‘support’ between 

management and direct line 

staff…. 

 

 

 Part I, Section C, 

Number 8: 

There are strong 

interpersonal 

relationships between 

employees and 

members of the 

surrounding 

community. 

What is “interpersonal” This 

makes me think they hang 

out and go on dates ☺ 

 

 

 Part I, Section C, 

Number 13: 

I do not feel 

connected with my 

colleagues. 

Seems hard to interpret 

 

 

 Part I, Section C, 

Number 16: 

I feel included in 

important decisions. 

Where?  

 Part I, Section C, 

Number 18: 

I believe this 

organization is 

successful 

I was confused about what 

you meant by "successful". 

The organization is not 

successful in terms of social 

work values but I checked 

they were successful 

because they are growing 

quickly, profitable and keep 

winning contracts...that's 

success from a business 

perspective. 

 

 Part I, Section C, 

Number 19: 

Complicated?  
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I am committed to 

stay in this 

organization. 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 2: 

I step aside to allow 

others to fully 

participate in 

projects, regardless of 

my formal 

responsibility for the 

ultimate outcome. 

I’m a little confused by this 

one,…why would I step 

aside? Do I need to step 

aside bc it’s not my role, or 

do I step aside bc I’m lazy? 

Just want to make sure you 

get answers to the question 

you’re going for. 

I found this item a bit 

confusing, maybe because I 

do not see the connection 

between having to “step 

aside” to allow others to 

fully participate… 

 

 

Deleted “step 

aside”. 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 6: 

I take some risks to 

achieve the 

organizational 

mission. 

May be complicated by 

employee feelings toward 

the organization’s mission… 

 

No action 

taken. 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 7: 

I often take the first 

step on new projects. 

This word is one of the 

choices...could be 

confusing… 

Remove word “often”? This 

is one of the response 

options. 

 

 

Removed 

“often”. 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 8: 

I regularly participate 

in organizational 

activities, whether 

voluntary or 

mandatory. 

You are asking the person to 

rate how often 

This is two questions in one-

-voluntary and mandatory 

have different meanings. 

You may want to ask them 

separately if gauging a 

person’s interest in 

organizational activities is 

important.  

Removed 

“regularly.” Split 

into two 

questions. 
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The word “regularly” is one 

of the choices, which could 

be confusing… 

Consider removing word 

“regularly” 

 

 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 9: 

I feel personally 

responsible for the 

well-being of my 

organization and our 

clients. 

As above, it appears to be 

two questions--clients 

versus organization  

My feelings about being 

responsible for the 

organization are VERY 

different than my feelings 

for clients.  So my 

recommendation would be 

to break these into 2 

different questions. 

Might want to separate 

clients from organization 

(two questions?)…the level 

of responsibility I felt for 

clients (people) was much 

different than the 

responsibility I felt for the 

organization (institution)  

 

 

 

Split into 2 

questions. 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 10: 

I say something if I 

believe something is 

not right in the 

organization. 

 

Bold and italicize the word 

“not” 

Take away a “something”- 

maybe “I speak up” or “I 

confront management” 

 

Changed “not 

right” to 

“wrong”. 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 11: 

I believe that every 

individual in the 

organization is 

capable, intelligent, 

and worthy of 

respect. 

This is more of a Strongly 

agree to Strongly disagree 

item rather than an 

assessment of how often. 
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 Part I, Section D, 

Number 12: 

I usually can trace the 

blame for a poor 

outcome to certain 

individuals. 

Not sure about the 

wording/intent of this 

question, it feels odd to me. 

Not quite sure what you are 

asking. Tracing “blame” is 

different than tracking down 

the cause/root of an 

issue/error  

This one was also hard for 

me, maybe because I do not 

“think” this way – I usually 

know why something went 

wrong, but would not blame 

someone else for it…  

Depending on what you are 

trying to capture, maybe 

two questions would work: 

I can identify the problem 

that resulted in a poor 

outcome. 

I blame individuals when 

they cause a poor outcome. 

BTW, I do not care for my 

phrasing, but hopefully this 

provides a sense of the two 

pieces I think exist here. 

 

 

Changed to a 

positive. 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 13: 

I do not feel 

connected with my 

colleagues. 

Bold and italicize the word 

“not” 

 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 14: 

I regularly think about 

and analyze my own 

behavior and 

emotional responses. 

to colleagues? Clients? 

Consider deleting word 

“regularly”. (2 comments) 

 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 18: 

I believe this 

organization is 

successful. 

This is more of a Strongly 

agree to Strongly disagree 

item rather than an 

assessment of how often. 
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 Part I, Section D, 

Number 19: 

I am committed to 

stay in this 

organization. 

This is more of a Strongly 

agree to Strongly disagree 

item rather than an 

assessment of how often. 

What if individual is no 

longer working in the 

organization they are 

reviewing -- as in my case? 

 

 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 20: 

I feel self-confident 

about my professional 

abilities. 

This is more of a Strongly 

agree to Strongly disagree 

item rather than an 

assessment of how often. 

 

 Part I, Section D, 

Number 21: 

I am passionate and 

optimistic about my 

work. 

This is more of a Strongly 

agree to Strongly disagree 

item rather than an 

assessment of how often. 

Double-barreled? 

 

 Part I, Section E, 

Number 2: 

When staff in my 

organization work 

together, they enable 

our clients to make 

positive changes in 

their lives. 

What is this difference 

between this and the one 

above? Thinking about my 

last organization, this pretty 

much meant the same to 

me.  

 

 

 Part II Add question about 

race/ethnicity 

 

 Part II Wondering if you need any 

of this info that I think made 

a difference in our 

practicum results… 

- what kind of services they 

provide or what field? Child 

welfare, Substance abuse, 

mental health?  

- are in gov, non profit, for 

profit work? 

- Maybe their job title? 

 

 Part II, Section A, 

Number 2 

I supervised MSW student 

interns who held caseloads 
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Please indicate what 

percentage of time 

you spend/spent on 

supervising staff, 

working directly with 

clients, other 

activities unrelated to 

supervision or direct 

service. 

but were not paid staff.  

Does this count?  You might 

want to differentiate 

between staff supervision & 

volunteer supervision. 

Does paperwork like 

progress notes or 

collaborating on services 

like talking to housing 

people on behalf of client 

count as working directly 

with clients?  Please clarify 

 Part II, Section A, 

Number 3 

As a participant I’m 

confused by this question.  

Are you looking for average 

number of people, the 

number of people who 

worked there when I 

started, the number of 

people who worked there 

when I left, or the total 

number of people who 

worked there over the 

years?  Are you talking 

about just my 

unit/division/program or 

across an entire 

organization.  If the 

participant worked for the 

organization over a long 

period of time or during 

fluctuations of 

funding/change/etc. then 

this question could vary 

greatly depending on what 

time frame you’re looking 

at. 

This question is meant to 

ask about number of 

employees in general or 

specific to social workers?   

This was hard to answer 

because I have no idea how 

many people have worked 
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in the SSW in the past 20 

years.  Might be easier to 

answer how many 

employees currently work 

there. 

 

 Part II, Section B, 

Number 1 

 

About how many 

years total have you 

worked as a social 

worker? 

This is based on my stuff 

now but the info from my 

organization was 4 years 

ago---so I’ve been a SWer 4 

year longer  

 

 

 Part II, Section B, 

Number 2: 

 

About how many 

years total have you 

worked as a social 

worker in an 

organization that 

provides social 

services? 

Does my job title need to be 

social worker.  If that’s the 

case then I’ve worked as a 

social worker in an 

organization.  Please clarify. 

What does social services 

include?  For me I’m 

counting advocacy for 

health services (local level & 

state government) as well as 

conventional things like 

homelessness & crisis 

intervention.  I’ve never 

worked for a department of 

social services. 

What do you mean as an 

organization that provides 

social services? Do you 

mean in an org that 

provides direct services to 

clients? Face to face? Phone 

support? Resources?  

Do you want to know how 

many years I have worked in 

human services or how 

many years I have worked in 

human services and held a 

degree in social work? (6 

years with 

MSW/undergraduate 

degree is in psychology) 
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Not sure if I understand this 

questions correctly…can you 

clarify what you mean by 

Social Services? 

 

 

Instructions NA All instructions are very 

clear.  

Mention time it takes to 

complete survey? Or is this 

in the consent? 

Need to define terms, i.e. 

“organization”, “client”, 

“staff”, “employee”, “social 

worker”, etc.  

Consider adding scenarios to 

illustrate what is meant by 

“social worker working in an 

organization” and “clients” 

Instructions seem really 

wordy in an effort to be 

clear and specific. I’m not 

sure what the balance is for 

that. 

I will say that it is hard to 

take surveys like this in such 

a big organization because 

each school is so different 

and ultimately there are 

several different leaders (ie 

principal, school CEO, etc) to 

choose from when thinking 

about answers... 

I think each section’s 

directions should start in the 

same manner as in part 

A…for example, in Section B 

you did not indicate to circle 

the response. Or make part 

A include “To the best of 

your ability…” Might want to 

repeat to keep things 

consistent and concise? 
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we already spoke by phone 

about the language used in 

this intro and the value of 

having a cover letter that 

provides more clarity that 

this measure and “social 

work leadership” may apply 

more broadly than people 

may initial assume without 

guidance in how to interpret 

the phase “social work” and 

the phrase “leadership 

 Part I: 

 

Thinking about the 

social services 

organization in which 

you currently work as 

a social worker OR 

the most recent 

organization in which 

you worked that 

provided social 

services, please 

complete the 

following five sections 

on behaviors related 

to leadership in social 

work.  

 

I don’t like the way this is 

worded…it’s confusing and 

wordy.  Break it up into 2 

sentences.  

Do you care how long ago 

this may have been and/or if 

they are responding about a 

current or past position?  

May want to add two 

questions to capture this 

information in case you 

need to adjust for it in 

analyses. 

I’m concerned that some 

people will equate social 

services organization with 

public agencies only.  Maybe 

specify private nonprofit or 

public social services 

organization? 

 

 

 

 

 Part 1, Section A: 

 

Please circle the 

number that best 

indicates the extent 

to which each 

statement reflect the 

culture of the current 

or most recent social 

Consider changing to: 

Using the scale below, 

please circle the number 

that best indicates the 

extent to which each 

statement reflect the 

culture of the current or 

most recent social work 

organization in which you 
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work organization in 

which you have 

worked as a social 

worker for 6 months 

or more. 

have worked as a social 

worker for 6 months or 

more. 

This phrasing is awkward.  

Does the 6 months only 

apply to this section?  If so, 

then maybe include some 

instructions after this 

section indicating how long 

the participant should have 

worked at the organization.  

If this time frame is 

supposed to be for all 

sections of questions, then 

include it in the Part I 

instructions. 

Might want to include “6 

months or more” in the first 

paragraph as well?  

in the intro the reader 

selects which organization—

current or most recent—I 

think you then no longer 

need to keep stating so it 

can be more crisp 

“extent to which” language 

doesn’t fully match up with 

words below that are about 

frequency? 

Intro to this section is 

wordy. Maybe something 

like: This section includes 

several statements 

describing various aspects of 

organizational culture. 

Please consider the role you 

identified above and rate 

how often this statement 

described the organizational 

culture in which you 

worked? Or lead? 
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 Part 1, Section A: 

 

For each item, think 

about how often 

individual and group 

behavior in your 

organization is 

reflective of each of 

the following 

statements below. 

Consider deleting word 

“below”. 

Are you referring to the 

employees of the 

organization, rather than 

clients? 

 

 

 Part I, Section B: 

 

To the best of your 

ability, please indicate 

how often the work 

processes and 

systems in this 

organization reflect 

the statements 

below. 

Can you reword this to be 

simpler? Like somehow 

describe what is meant by 

work processes and 

systems? 

Can you give brief intro 

defining processes? 

 

 

 

 Part I, Section E: 

 

Thinking about your 

experience in the 

organization you 

described in the 

above sections, rate 

the statements below 

to indicate how often 

you and your 

organization achieve 

positive changes. 

Consider bolding “you and 

your organization” to keep 

consistent with other 

sections. 

 

Formatting NA Formatting looks great and 

is very streamlined. 

 

the formatting is on point 

 

The bolded words in the 

sections tend to get lost.  

Maybe increase the font 

slightly? Or italicize? 

Good job with formatting! 

I like this style of table 

format. My only thought is 
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that having the rows a 

consentient height with a bit 

more of a margin around 

the text may make it easier 

on older eyes (like mine), 

Borderless with alternating 

light shades of grey may be 

easiest for us old folk. 

Glancing through the survey 

just now, I think using Times 

New Roman font 

throughout seems easier to 

read to me. 

Will it be formatting 

differently so numbers are 

more easily aligned with the 

descriptor? 

 

 

 

 

Rating scales NA I would format this so they 

are directly above the 

answers. For example, 

1=Never should be directly 

above “1” 

I know this is obvious for 

some, but perhaps adding 

what NA means would be 

good to do to make it extra 

clear to folks responding. 

 

 

 

Overall 

structure 

and length 

NA I liked how the sections 

were grouped and didn’t 

feel like any of them were 

too much/too long or out of 

place. I think the questions 

are overall brief and 

concise. 

 

length is perfect 
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I would include page 

numbers on each page, with 

some brief marker like ---- 

Social Work Survey, page 1 

out of 4 … or something like 

that. 

Start time:  11:34; end time 

11:42 so about 8 minutes to 

complete.  If other pilot 

testers had similar time 

estimates, you could cut the 

half hour down to 10-15 

minutes, which will probably 

increase your response rate 

(30 minutes sounds like a lot 

for potential respondents). 

 Part 1, Section E 

Heading: 

Change Outcomes 

Consider changing to: 

“Positive Change Outcomes” 

 

 Part II, Section A 

Heading: 

About You in Your 

Organization 

Consider changing to: 

“About Your Role in Your 

Organization” 

 

 NA   

Structure of 

response 

scale 

NA This comment goes for your 

other scales too..I just 

realized I don’t actually 

know the difference 

between regularly and 

often- I feel like maybe you 

need something more 

neutral here or just make it 

a 4 point scale 

Reguarly and often seem 

similar. Could 4 just be 

“more than regularly”? 

Consider adding “NA – Not 

Applicable” to scale key in 

each section. 

What about changing this 

scale to measure the extent 

to which these process and 

systems are present versus 

frequency, seems as though 

Use one of the 

scales from 

Colton and 

Covert, p. 153 
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you’d like to know the 

degree to which this is 

present –– and then it could 

be 1 – never, 2- slight extent 

3 – moderate extent, -4 – 

great extent, 4- very great 

extent  

I had a little trouble 

distinguishing between 

what would be regularly 

versus often – as I was 

answering the questions, 

these seemed 

interchangeable to me.  

Many measures use 

“sometimes” as the 

midpoint so that may be 

clearer for respondents.  

I would have difficulty 

distinguishing regularly from 

often. Maybe in the 

directions you could make 

that distinction based on 

how you are thinking about 

that? 

 

 

 

 

 

Second pilot: 

- Added “Extremely” to answer choices and changed “A great deal” to “A good 

deal”, changed “not applicable” to “don’t know” 

- Moved answer key back to above the tables 

- Added to instructions for Part I, Section A “considering in particular the 

individuals you see on a weekly basis.” 

- In SPS scale, changed “prone to depression” to “prone to feeling depressed” 

- Added area for number of months worked as a social worker and in a social work 

organization 

- Added two questions about services the organization provides and services that 

the participant provides 



 

240 

 

- Added question asking when they left organization (leave blank if they are still 

working there) 
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Appendix 12  

Final social work leadership survey 
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Appendix 13   

Factor loadings for 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 factor EFA models 

 

 



 

246 

 

 



 

247 

 

 



 

248 

 

 



 

249 

 

 

 



 

250 

 

 



 

251 

 



 

252 

 

References 

 

Austin, M. J., & Ezell, M. (2004). Educating future social work administrators.  

Administration in Social Work, 28, 1-3.  

Austin, M. J., Regan, K., Samples, M. W., Schwartz, S. L., & Carnochan, S. (2011). Building  

managerial and organizational capacity in nonprofit human service organizations 

through a leadership development program. Administration in Social Work, 35, 

258-281. doi:10.1080/03643107.2011.575339  

Avolio, B. J., Walumbwa, F. O., & Weber, T. J. (2009). Leadership: Current theories,  

research, and future directions. Annual Review of Psychology, 60, 421-449.  

Bion, W. (1970). Attention and interpretation. London: Tavistock Publications, Ltd.  

Bliss, D. L., Pecukonis, E., & Snyder-Vogel, M. (2014). Principled leadership development  

model for aspiring social work managers and administrators: Development and 

application. Human Services Organizations Management, Leadership & 

Governance, 38, 5-15. doi:10.1080/03643107.2013.853008  

Blome, W. W., & Steib, S. D. (2014). The organizational structure of child welfare: Staff  

are working hard, but it is hardly working. Children and Youth Services Review, 44, 

181-188. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.06.018  

Bogardus, E. S. (1936). Leadership in social work. Sociology and Social Research, 20, 559- 

565.  

Booker, R. (2012). Leadership in children’s services. Children & Society, 26, 394-405.  

doi:10.1111/j.1099-0860.2011.00355.x  

Bresnen, M. J. (1996). All things to all people? perceptions, attributions, and  



 

253 

 

constructions of leadership. The Leadership Quarterly, 6, 495-513.  

Brilliant, E. L. (1986). Social work leadership: A missing ingredient? Social Work, 31, 325- 

331.  

Brimhall, K. L., & Mor Barak, M. E. (2014). The mediating role of inclusion: A longitudinal  

study of the effects of leader–member exchange and diversity climate on job 

satisfaction and intention to leave among child welfare workers. Children and 

Youth Services Review, 40, 79-88. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.03.003  

Brown, J.D. (2009). Choosing the right type of rotation in PCA and EFA. Shiken: JALT  

Testing and Evaluation SIG Newsletter, 13, p 20 – 25.  

Byrne, B. M. (2011). Structural equation modeling with mplus: Basic concepts,  

applications, and programming. New York, NY: Routledge Academic New York.  

Cabrera-Nguyen, P. (2010). Author guidelines for reporting scale development and  

validation results in the Journal of the Society for Social Work Research. Journal of 

the Society for Social Work Research, 1, 99-103. DOI: 10.5243/jsswr.2010.8 

Carpiano, R. M., & Daley, D. M. (2006). A guide and glossary on post-positivist theory  

building for population health. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, 

60, 564-570. doi:60/7/564 [pii]  

Cheusheva, S. (2016). How to compare to Excel files for differences. AbleBits, February  

25, 2016. Retrieved from https://www.ablebits.com/office-addins-

blog/2016/02/25/compare-two-excel-files-sheets/ on June 18, 2016. 

Colton, D., & Covert, R. W. (2007). Designing and constructing instruments for social  

research and evaluation. San Francisco, CA: John Wiley & Sons.  



 

254 

 

Converse, J. M., & Presser, S. (1986). Survey questions: Handcrafting the standardized  

questionnaire. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  

Cornelius, L. J., & Harrington, D. (2014). A social justice approach to survey design and  

analysis. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.  

Costello, A. & Osborne, J. (2005). Best practices in exploratory factor analysis: Four  

recommendations for getting the most from your analysis. Practical Assessment, 

Research, & Evaluation, 10, 1-9. 

Council on Social Work Education. (2008). Educational policy and accreditation  

standards. Unpublished manuscript.  

Council of Social Work Education. (2014). 2014 Statistics on social work education in the  

United States. Retrieved from http://www.cswe.org/file.aspx?id=82845 

Day, D. V., Fleenor, J. W., Atwater, L. E., Sturm, R. E., & McKee, R. A. (2014). Advances in  

leader and leadership development: A review of 25 years of research and theory. 

The Leadership Quarterly, 25, 63-82. doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.11.004  

De Hoyos, A., & De Hoyos, G. (1968). The future direction of social work: The professional  

mobility of social work and its middle-class orientation. American Journal of 

Orthopsychiatry, 38, 18.  

Deschin, C. S. (1968). The future direction of social work: From concern with problems to  

emphasis on prevention. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 38, 9.  

Dinh, J. E., Lord, R. G., Gardner, W. L., Meuser, J. D., Liden, R. C., & Hu, J. (2013).  



 

255 

 

Leadership theory and research in the new millennium: Current theoretical trends 

and changing perspectives. The Leadership Quarterly, 25, 36-62. 

doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.11.005  

Elpers, K., & Westhuis, D. J. (2008). Organizational leadership and its impact on social  

workers' job satisfaction: A national study. Administration in Social Work, 32, 26-

43. doi:10.1080/03643100801922399  

Fairhurst, G. T., & Connaughton, S. L. (2014). Leadership: A communicative perspective.  

Leadership, 10, 7-35. doi:10.1177/1742715013509396  

Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Lang, A.-G., and Buchner, A. (2007). G*Power 3: A flexible statistical  

power analysis program for the social, behavioral, and biomedical sciences. 

Behavior Research Methods, 39, 175-191. Download PDF 

Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Buchner, A., and Lang, A.-G. (2009). Statistical power analyses using  

G*Power 3.1: Tests for correlation and regression analyses. Behavior Research 

Methods, 41, 1149-1160. Download PDF 

Fawcett, J. (1999). An overview of conceptual models, theories, and research,” and  

“Evaluating conceptual-theoretical-empirical structures for research.  (3rd 

ed.),(pp. 1-26, 85-118), appleton-century-crofts. The relationship of theory and 

research (3rd ed. ed., pp. 85-118). London: Appleton-Century-Crofts.  

Fisher, E. A. (2009). Motivation and leadership in social work management: A review of  

theories and related studies. Administration in Social Work, 33, 347-367. 

doi:10.1080/03643100902769160  

Foster, A. (2013). The challenge of leadership in front line clinical teams struggling to  



 

256 

 

meet current policy demands. Journal of Social Work Practice, 27, 119-131. 

doi:10.1080/02650533.2013.798147  

Fredrickson, P., and London, R. (2000). Disconnect in the hollow state: The pivotal role of  

organizational capacity in community-based development organizations. Public 

Administration Review, 60, 230-239. 

Frost, N., & Stein, M. (2009). Editorial: Outcomes of integrated working with children and  

young people. Children & Society, 23, 315-319.  

Gellis, Z. D. (2001). Social work perceptions of transformational and transactional  

leadership in health care. Social Work Research, 25, 17-25. 

doi:10.1093/swr/25.1.17  

Gutierrez, L., GlenMaye, L., and DeLois, K. (1995). The organizational context of  

empowerment practice: Implications for social work administration. Social Work, 

4, p 249-258. 

Goleman, D. (1998). Working with emotional intelligence. New York: Random House LLC.  

Gray, I., Parker, J., Rutter, L., & Williams, S. (2010). Developing communities of practice: A  

strategy for effective leadership, management, and supervision in social work. 

Social Work and Social Sciences Review, 14, 20-36.  

Greenwood, J. M. (1908). Teachers as leaders. Journal of Education, 67, 369-370.  

Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy-

hs.researchport.umd.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=sih&AN=21440230&site=ed

s-live  

Hagerty, J. E. (1923). The universities and training for public leadership and social work.  



 

257 

 

Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 105, 162-164.  

Hannah, S. T., Sumanth, J. J., Lester, P., & Cavarretta, F. (2014). Debunking the false  

dichotomy of leadership idealism and pragmatism: Critical evaluation and support 

of newer genre leadership theories. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 35, 598-

621. doi:10.1002/job.1931  

Harbottle, C., Jones, M. R., & Thompson, L. M. (2014). From reactionary to activist: A  

model that works. Journal of Adult Protection, 16, 113-119. doi:10.1108/JAP-05-

2013-0019  

Hoefer, R. (2003). Administrative skills and degrees: The “best place” debate rages on.  

Administration in Social Work 27, 25-46. 

Hoefer, R., Watson, L., and Preble, K. (2013). A mixed methods examination of nonprofit  

board chair preferences in hiring executive directors. Administration in Social 

Work, 37, 437-446. 

Holosko, M. J. (2009). Social work leadership: Identifying core attributes. Journal of  

Human Behavior in the Social Environment, 19, 448-459.  

Hopkins, K. M. (2002). Organizational citizenship in social service agencies.  

Administration in Social Work, 26, 1-15. doi:10.1300/J147v26n02_01  

Hopkins, K.M., Meyer, M., Shera, W., & Peters, S.C. Leadership challenges facing  

nonprofit human service organizations in a post-recession era. Human Service 

Organizations: Management, Leadership, and Governance. 

Hoy, W. K. and Fedman, J.A. (1987). Organizational health: The concept and its measure.  

Journal of Research and Development in Education, 20, p. 30-37.  



 

258 

 

IBM Corp. Released 2013. IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 22.0. Armonk, NY:  

IBM Corp. 

Ingram, R. (2013). Emotions, social work practice, and supervision: An uneasy alliance?  

Journal of Social Work Practice, 27, 5-19. 

Institute for Women's Policy Research. (2012). Fact sheet #C350a. (Fact Sheet No.  

C350a).  

Jablonski, N. (2015). Race. In J. Brockman (Ed.), This idea must die: Scientific theories that  

are blocking progress (pp. 80-83). New York, NY: HarperCollins Publishers. 

Jabour, A. (2012). Relationship and leadership: Sophonisba Breckinridge and women in  

social work. Affilia, 27(1), 22. doi:10.1177/0886109912437496  

Jackson, D. L. (2003). Revisiting sample size and number of parameter estimates: Some  

support for the N:Q hypothesis. Structural Equation Modeling, 10, 128-141.  

Kamerman, S. B. (1974). Participation, leadership, and expertise: Imbalance or in  

balance? The Social Service Review, 48, 403-411.  

Kaplowitz, M. (2004). A comparison of web and mail survey response rates. Public 

Opinion Quarterly, 68, 94-101. doi:10.1093/poq/nfh006  

Kellerman, B. (2013). The end of leadership. Leadership, 9, 135-139.  

doi:10.1177/1742715012455132  

Kelly, S. (2013). Towards a negative ontology of leadership. Human Relations, 0, 1-18.  

doi:0.1177/0018726713503177  

Kerson, T. S., & McCoyd, J. L. M. (2013). In response to need: An analysis of social work  

roles over time. Social Work, 58, 333-343. doi:10.1093/sw/swt035  



 

259 

 

Kline, R. B. (2011). Principles and practice of structural equation modeling. New York, NY:  

Guilford press.  

Knee, R. T., & Folsom, J. (2012). Bridging the crevasse between direct practice social work  

and management by increasing the transferability of core skills. Administration in 

Social Work, 36, 390-408. doi:10.1080/03643107.2011.604402  

Lawler, J. (2007). Leadership in social work: A case of caveat emptor? British Journal of  

Social Work, 37, 123-141. doi:10.1093/bjsw/bch404  

Lawler, J., & Bilson, A. (2013). Social work management and leadership: Managing  

complexity with creativity. New York: Routledge.  

Lazzari, M. (2007). Final report on senior scholar activities related to the CSWE leadership  

initiative. Unpublished manuscript.  

Lazzari, M. M., Colarossi, L., & Collins, K. S. (2009). Feminists in social work: Where have  

all the leaders gone? Affilia, 24, 348-359. doi:10.1177/0886109909343552  

Lymbery, M. (2005). United we stand? Partnership working in health and social care and  

the role of social work in services for older people. British Journal of Social Work,  

36, 1119-1134.  

Mary, N. L. (2005). Transformational leadership in human service organizations.  

Administration in Social Work, 29(10.1300/J147v29n02_07), 105-118.  

Matsunaga, M. (2010). How to factor-analyze your data right: Do’s, don’ts and how-tos.  

International Journal of Psychological Research, 3, 97-110. 

Mayer, J. D., Salovey, P., & Caruso, D. R. (2004). Emotional intelligence: Theory, findings,  

and implications. Psychological Inquiry, 15, 197-215.  



 

260 

 

McCoin, J. M. (1973). A quest for dynamic leadership in the mental health rehabilitation  

team. Clinical Social Work Journal, 1, 32-37.  

Nixon, A.E., Bruk-Lee, V., and Spector, P.E. (2016). Grin and bear it? Employees’ use of  

surface acting during co-worker conflict. Stress & Health. 10.1002/smi.2689 

Renee L. Miller , Mark A. Griffin & Peter M. Hart (1999) Personality and organizational  

health: The role of conscientiousness, Work & Stress, 13, 7-19, DOI: 

10.1080/026783799296156 

Miller, D. C., & Salkind, N. J. (2002). Handbook of research design and social  

measurement. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  

Monroe, J. & DeLoach, R.J. (2004). Job satisfaction: How do social workers fare with  

other interdisciplinary team members in hospice settings? OMEGA – Journal of 

Death and Dying, 49, 327-346. 

Mumford, E. (1906). The origins of leadership. American Journal of Sociology, 12, 216.  

doi:10.1086/211485  

Murdach, A. (2012). Practitioners as managers: The need for theory. Social Work, 57, 91- 

93. doi:10.1093/sw/swr004  

Muthen, L. K., & Muthen, B. O. (1998-2012). Mplus version 7 [computer software].  

California: Statmodel. 

NASW Center for Workforce Studies & Social Work Practice. (2009). Social work salaries  

by gender. Occupational Profile. Retrieved from 

http://workforce.socialworkers.org/studies/profiles/Gender.pdf  

National Association of Social Workers. (2008). Code of ethics of the national association  



 

261 

 

of social workers. Unpublished manuscript.  

Padgett, D.K.  (2008). Qualitative methods in social work research. Los Angeles: Sage. 

Patti, R. J. (1983). Who leads the human services? The prospects for social work  

leadership in an age of political conservatism. Administration in Social Work, 8, 

17-29.  

Patti, R. J. (2003). Reflections on the state of management in social work. Administration  

in Social Work, 27, 1-11. doi:10.1300/J147v27n02_01  

Perlmutter, F. D. (2006). Ensuring social work administration. Administration in Social  

Work, 30, 3-10. doi:10.1300/J147v30n02_02  

Peters, S. C. (2014). Leadership in social work: A modified systematic review. Unpublished  

manuscript.  

Pett MA, Lackey NR, Sullivan JJ. Making Sense of Factor Analysis: The use of factor  

 

analysis for instrument development in health care research. California: Sage  

Publications Inc; 2003. 

Phillips, D.G. & Mandlebaum, H. (1968) The scandal of inertia. American Journal of  

Orthopsychiatry, 38, 586. 

Poertner, J. (2006). Social administration and outcomes for consumers: What do we  

know? Administration in Social Work, 30, 11-24. doi:10.1300/J147v30n02•03  

Rank, M. G., & Hutchison, W. S. (2000). An analysis of leadership within the social work  

profession. Journal of Social Work Education, 36, 487-202. Retrieved from 

http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy-



 

262 

 

hs.researchport.umd.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=pbh&AN=3628994&site=eh

ost-live  

Roller, M. R., & Lavrakas, P. J. (2015). Applied qualitative research design: A total quality  

framework approach. New York, NY: Guilford Publications.  

Ruch, G. (2012). Where have all the feelings gone? Developing reflective and  

relationship-based management in child-care social work. British Journal of Social 

Work, 42, 1315-1332. doi:10.1093/bjsw/bcr134  

Sadri, G. (2012). Emotional intelligence and leadership development. Public Personnel  

Management, 41, 535-548.  

Schafer, J. L., & Graham, J. W. (2002). Missing data: Our view of the state of the art.  

Psychological Methods, 7, 147-177. doi:10.1037/1082-989X.7.2.147  

Schein, E. H. (2004). Organizational culture and leadership. (3rd ed.). San Francisco:  

Jossey-Bass.  

Schein, E. H. (1984). Coming to a new awareness of organizational culture. Sloan  

Management Review, 25, 3-16.  

Sliva, S.M., Hoefer, R. and Watson, L. (2014). Attending to the middle child: Evaluation of  

a leadership program to increase the capacity of middle managers. Unpublished 

manuscript: University of Texas at Arlington.  

Spitzer, W., Silverman, E. & Allen, K. (2015). From organizational awareness to  

organizational competency in health care social work: The importance of 

formulating a 'profession-in-environment' fit. Social Work in Health Care, 54, 193-

211. 



 

263 

 

SPSS FAQ: How can I analyze my data by categories?  UCLA: Institute for Digital Research  

 and Education.  

from http://www.ats.ucla.edu/stat/spss/faq/catfaq.htm (accessed July 25, 2016). 

Starkweather, J. (January 21, 2014). SPSS short course: Module 6. Research and Statistical  

Support: University of North Texas, retrieved on July 25, 2016 from 

http://researchsupport.unt.edu/class/Jon/SPSS_SC/Module6/SPSS_M6_2.htm 

Tafvelin, S., Armelius, K., & Westerberg, K. (2011). Toward understanding the direct and  

indirect effects of transformational leadership on well-being: A longitudinal study. 

Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies, 18, 480-492. 

doi:10.1177/1548051811418342  

Tavakol, M., and Dennick, R. (2011). Making sense of Cronbach’s alpha. International  

Journal of Medical Education, 2, 53-55. 

Terman, L. M. (1904). A preliminary study in the psychology and pedagogy of leadership.  

The Pedagogical Seminary and Journal of Genetic Pscyhology, 11, 413-451.  

Thorpe, R., Gold, J., & Lawler, J. (2011). Locating distributed leadership. International  

Journal of Management Reviews, 13, 239-250. doi:10.1111/j.1468-

2370.2011.00303.x  

Turner, S.G. and Maschi, T.M. (2015). Feminist and empowerment theory and social work  

practice. Journal of Social Work Practice, 29, p. 151-162. 

Weinstein, S. E. (August 23, 2013). Behavioral health in Maryland and the University of  

Maryland School of Social Work: Current status and opportunities. University of 

Maryland School of Social Work. 



 

264 

 

Williams, B., Onsman, A., & Brown, T. (2010). Exploratory factor analysis: A five-step  

guide for novices. Journal of Emergency Primary Health Care, 8, 1-13. 

Yliruka, L., & Karvinen-Niinikoski, S. (2013). How can we enhance productivity in social  

work? Dynamically reflective structures, dialogic leadership and the development 

of transformative expertise. Journal of Social Work Practice, 27, 191-206. 

doi:10.1080/02650533.2013.798157  

Yoo, J. B., D. (2005). The role of organizational variables in predicting service  

effectiveness: An analysis of a multilevel model. Research on Social Work Practice, 

15, 267-277. doi:10.1177/1049731505275586 


