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1. How have views of the past and the nature of 
social change influenced the focus of social 
work research since its emergence in the late 
19th century? 

2. How has the tension between historicism – 
i.e., a theory that history is governed by 
immutable laws – and the belief in human 
agency been reflected in social work 
scholarship? 



Historical Perspectives  

• Incorporate views of causation and change 

• Contextualize and explain current conditions 
through problem definition, vocabulary, etc. 

• Reflect implicit goals/purposes of research 

• Contain views of society, government, nature 
of human beings, and social relationships 

• Have implications for choice of theories 

• Determine who and what gets studies & how. 



 Overall purposes of research 

 Research questions posed 

 Types of evidence selected 

 Choices of methodology 

 Interpretation of findings (e.g., effectiveness 
of service or policy interventions) 

 Dissemination of results 

 Implementation of results (feasible solutions) 



• Papers at national conferences such as NCSW, 
CSWE, and SSWR; research reports funded by 
the Russell Sage Foundation; articles in 
publications like The Survey; and major 
studies conducted by university faculty. 

• Articles published in leading journals 

• Interviews with ~100 social work scholars 

• Oral histories of 20 senior scholars & policy-
makers, whose careers span 1940s-present. 

 



Use of qualitative and historiographical methods, 
and triangulation of archival materials to identify: 

 
1. References to and perspectives on history or 

historical change in framing research Q’s and 
determining the purposes of research. 

2. Implicit acceptance or criticism of status quo. 
3. Assumptions regarding problem causation. 
4. Emphasis on individual/structural change and 

belief in the possibility of change. 
5. Perceived connection between past and current 

conditions and its impact on research focus. 
 

 



 Early Social Work: 1870s-1920s 

 

 New Deal to McCarthyism: 1930s-1950s 

 

 War on Poverty & Great Society: 1960s-1970s 

 

 Reaganism: 1980s-1990s 

 

 Contemporary Era 

 



 Static: Change is not possible or desirable 

 Circular: Repetitive patterns occur in a 
predictable rhythm 

 Cyclical: Pendulum-like swings occur which, 
over time, reflect tendency towards balance 

 Linear: In general, linked to views of progress 
and evolution of human society (18th c -) 

 Dialectical: Focuses on intrinsic tensions that 
drive the historical process & create change 



• Synthesized a modernist perspective, corporate 
philosophy, and individualism through the 
language of science, order, and efficiency. 

• Idea of history reflected both a linear view 
(leading to inevitable progress) and a static view 
(regarding the nature of the human condition).  

• Result: COS researchers examined conditions like 
poverty by focusing on the role of morally-driven 
individual behavior and seemingly immutable 
cultural influences. Influence of Social Darwinism. 



COS programs: Investigation became diagnosis. 

 Social Diagnosis: Shift from environmentalism to 
psyche; use of case records & interviews with COS 
staff is earliest example of “intervention research.” 
Transformed subjective CW into objective research 
& assessment of evidence. Created rational-
scientific framework for SW practice which 
continues to be influential today. 

 Child Guidance Movement in 1920’s: Took 
individual intervention research another step 
further by incorporating psychodynamic theory – 
Role of Commonwealth Fund and its delinquency 
prevention project. 



 Complemented broader social goal of 
exploring underlying causes of poverty 

 Provided new insights into nature of poverty, 
immigrants’ cultures, and limitations of 
existing social services (e.g., Hunter study). 

 Conflict between intention and methodology 
appeared in early days of the profession. 

 Contrast individual and social investigation 



 Social science-oriented programs at the 
University of Chicago & Harvard focused on 
novelty of urban conditions and municipal 
research. Internalized belief in scientific 
expertise as neutral and immutable historical 
“laws.”  Goal: Society free of class conflict. 

 This approach influenced the training of 
social work researchers in settlement houses 
(e.g., Frances Perkins) and the work of the 
Children’s Bureau. Influenced New Deal. 



• Chicago School offered specialization in 
social investigation with broader emphasis on 
social research and social legislation (key 
supporters).  Emphasis on statistics and 
policy-oriented research contrasted with 
emphasis of most schools of social work. 

• Growth of field work – Provided access to 
clients and staff for research purposes. 
Despite espousal of scientific ideal, little 
evidence that research informed most social 
work practice or education 



 Combined scientific method’s emphasis on 
explanation and prediction with emerging 
corporate focus on efficiency.  Goal: To 
manage inevitable change in orderly manner. 

 Investigation of social conditions (housing, 
child labor, juvenile justice) initially designed 
to illuminate extent of problems and restore 
the lost “organic community” of the past. 

 Challenged link between poverty & morality 



• Recognized role of environmental changes BUT 

 

• Rarely reflected understanding of structural 
changes occurring in the U.S. political-economy 
or society.  Believed in change but sought to 
restore a lost “organic community.”  As a result:  

 

• Research enhanced awareness of social problems 
and their environmental causes, but largely 
sought adaptation, assimilation, and adjustment 
as solutions and not systemic change.  



 Provided significant support for research on 
industrial conditions and poverty 

 Role of Mary van Kleeck at RSF 

 Backed COS and subsidized Richmond’s work 

 In Sum: Its contributions produced both 
intended outcomes (support for COS and data 
to increase public awareness of issues) and 
unintended consequences (support for more 
radical reform efforts of settlements). 

 By early 1920s, critical of settlements’ goals. 

 



 G.E. Haynes, F. Washington, and Urban 
League focused on describing distinct 
problems of African Americans as obstacles 
to equality assimilation. Racial inequality 
regarded as aberration in U.S. history. 

 By contrast, work of DuBois, Frazier, Owen 
linked racial inequality to capitalism.  Saw 
institutional racism as inherent component of 
U.S. history – Antecedents of 1960s critiques. 



• Contrast research sponsored by Community 
Chests, Red Cross, YMCA and those emerging 
within community center movement and the 
Cincinnati Social Unit Experiment 

• Former focused on community integration 
under control of business sector and needs of 
individuals; latter on creation of industrial 
democracy and “new state.” 

• Reflected different views of history & change 



• 1928-29 unemployment study (Hall) reflected & 
spread idea that roots of problem were systemic.  

• Influence of Marxist ideas and “new history” 
emphasizing economics grew (e.g., Beard). 

• Belief that Depression would lead to a better 
organization of society and more redistribution.   

• Used new research methods to illuminate social 
conditions (e.g., ethnography) and alternative 
solutions to social problems (e.g., co-ops).   

• Growing research on impact of public welfare – 
Marked acceptance of changing SW system. 



 Even before WW II, there was growing focus in 
research on issues of adjustment, especially 
among immigrant youth and families.  

 War promoted research focused on individual 
problems:  “Doctors to a sick society” (Lasch) 

 Rejection of historical views about change 
(nationalism & Marxism) that laid foundation 
for events that produced war: Historians link 
these views with deviance (e.g., Brinton). 

 Studies emphasize service effectiveness 



 Focus on deviance (juvenile delinquency) led 
to research on persistence of poverty in era of 
prosperity: New historical interpretations. 

 From “opportunity theory” to revisionist 
history (esp. re people of color and the poor) 

 Growing role of urban/rural field research – 
Impact of “new social history” 

 Impact of the “culture of poverty” thesis and 
its misinterpretations by researchers 

 Conflict between academic & action research 



 New histories of African Americans, Native 
Americans, women & SW appear in 60s-80s 

 Research examines significance of cultural 
differences for practice and implications of 
persistent institutional inequality on policy. 

Ultimately, linked to --  

 Impact of post-modernism: Rejection of 
master narratives of history & stimulus for 
critical race theory, neo-feminist theory, and 
queer theory, which shape focus of inquiry 

 



 Impact of globalization and neo-liberalism 

 Resurgence of interest in professionalization 
as reaction to conservatism of 1980s & 1990s 

 Professionalizing impulse reflected in drive to 
emulate research practices embraced by those 
who control distribution of funds and status 

 Integration with master narrative of SW history 

 Emphasis on methodology over substance 

 Intervention research: Reflects implicit 
acceptance of structural status quo 



• The extent & pace of social change in an era and  
researchers’ possession of a dynamic or static 
view of history on their definitions of evidence. 

• The generation in which scholars reached 
professional maturity, the connections they drew 
between research and historical events, and their 
use of particular research methods. 

• The role of personal narratives and perspectives 
on scholars’ views of history’s significance. 

• The impact of professionalization on the 
increasingly ahistorical nature of social work 
scholarship and education. 


