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Book Review
WORK AND THE WORKPLACE: A RESOURCE FOR INNOVATIVE POLICY AND PRACTICE, by Sheila H. Akabas and Paul A. Kurzman.  New York: Columbia University Press, 2005, 277 pages. ISBN:  978-0-231-11167-6, $27 (paperback), $75 (cloth).
The provision of social and human services within a workplace is affected by many   internal and external factors.  As businesses continue their struggle to recruit and retain valuable employees, knowledge about how workplace policies and programs support employees, while simultaneously supporting the mission of the workplace is critical.  Drs.  Sheila H. Akabas  and  Paul  A. Kurzman have  collaborated once  again  to  write  their  third  book,  Work  and the Workplace:  A Resource for Innovative Policy and Practice, published in 2005 by the Columbia  University  Press.  One in a series of books within the Foundations of Social Work Knowledge series, Work and the Workplace is a welcome and much needed contribution to the re-emerging dialogue between social work and other helping professions   regarding the provision of social services in the workplace.  With a foreword written by Philip A. Berry, a professional social worker and Vice President of Global Workplace Initiatives at Colgate Palmolive, it is evident from the first page of this book that the content extends far beyond occupational social work and is relevant for a variety of workplace professionals and programs  including management, labor unions, Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs), Human Resources, Work/Life and other professionals focused on improving  human capital in the workplace.  Throughout the book the authors appropriately apply social work values to tenants of occupational social work practice with attention to equity and social justice.
Building on their two existing works, Work, Workers and Work Organizations (1982) and Work and Well-Being (1993), Kurzman and Akabas here bring together over 30 years of experience, teaching about and researching the workplace to highlight the growing need for all professionals to understand the social, psychological and economic impact of work.  The authors define the “workplace” broadly enough to include employees and employers from almost every business and work setting: for-profit, nonprofit, management, labor, public, and university setting.  Additionally, the workplace-based human and social services described throughout the book are applicable for all employees, regardless of position, role, salary and education, and many of the programs have the ability to extend benefits to family members, coworkers, managers and the community.
The book is divided into nine chapters that fall within two distinct sections.  Beginning with the history and meaning of work (Chapter 1), Akabas and Kurzman write, “Work is the best and worst thing we do.”  In the first part of the book the authors illustrate the importance of work as a primary defining characteristic of one’s life.  Consider any typical social gathering:  The first question often posed after, “What is your name?” is “Where do you work” and “What do you do for a living?”  Akabas and Kurzman successfully set the stage for the remaining chapters that describe key elements and concepts of work and workplace-based human services that shape the ever-evolving occupational social work field.
In Chapter 2 (The Meaning  and Context  of Work),  the  authors provide  a rich contextual meaning to work, describing various, and sometimes opposing, perspectives and  meanings placed on work.  They further expand the term “work” to include loss of work (unemployment) and the “domino impact” it can have on individuals, families and communities.  The authors use a domino analogy to illustrate how lack of work, or lack of adequate work, contributes to various social and community problems including the current health care and housing crises.
The authors conclude their introduction to occupational social work in Chapter 3 (The Changing Landscape) with powerful discussion of both the expectations and disappointments of work.  They review the opportunities provided by work, particularly for immigrant families, women, and minorities.  They also review some unexpected problems caused by work or lack thereof, including fall-out we have witnessed from downsizing, mergers and acquisitions and the emergence of nontraditional or contingent work contracts.  The transition into the second major focus of the book begins with a detailed explanation of social work practice and the various identities professional social workers may assume within the workplace.  They compare these nontraditional social work roles to more traditional community-based social work positions in Chapter 4 (Social Work in the World of Work and in Traditional Settings).  To illustrate the unique perspectives held by social workers employed in the “world of work,” Akabas and Kurzman provide reality-based case studies that emphasize the usefulness of providing human and social services through a “workplace lens.”  This provides professionals with a better understanding of individual problems of managers, employees, and family members within the larger context of the work organization and the surrounding environment.  Based on their experience, the authors successfully present emerging problems and issues addressed through workplace-based initiatives that incorporate tenants of traditional social work practice.
Following the discussion of occupational settings, in Chapter 5 (Distinctive Presenting Problems) the authors write about the unique challenges addressed by social workers at the workplace.  Examples of challenges to service delivery are discussed within the broader context of applying ecological theory and a systems approach to assessing and resolving organizational problems.  One of the important dilemmas discussed, which affects all aspects of life, is the challenge of maintaining work/life balance and how work often contributes to this imbalance, particularly for vulnerable employee groups such as new entrants, underemployed workers, immigrants, and employees living and working with disabilities. The examples provided demonstrate the uniqueness of providing social work services in the workplace, and also illustrate how basic social work skills of assessment and problem solving “remain relatively unchanged.”
In Chapter 6 (Delivery Systems: Conceptual Dimensions and Structures), the authors provide an overview of how services are offered through various workplace departments and organizations with the goal of minimizing some of the challenges presented in Chapter 5.  The authors describe the delicate balance social workers must maintain between their clients (both the employer and the employee).  Within the various delivery systems presented, the authors emphasize the important role of EAPs with regard to helping individuals and large organizations manage crises, again, using systems approach.  The systems approach to problem-solving is used to highlight innovative solutions that have been utilized by occupational social workers to minimize problems at various levels (micro, mezzo, and macro).  By building collaborative partnerships within the workplace, Akabas and Kurzman show how social workers can effectively function as change agents to bring about positive changes for employees, employers, trade unions and the surrounding community.  Case examples illustrate how collaboration among various work organizations and stakeholders including, but not limited to labor, management, social work, and government, provide access to additional resources and creative new options for employees and their family members.
Building on the collaborative working  relationships introduced  in Chapter  6, the authors provide case examples in Chapter 7 (Disability as a Metaphor for World of Work Practice), further supporting the important role of social workers in the workplace as they partner with other workplace advocates in supporting vulnerable employees.  Using disability as an example to illustrate  the impact social workers can have, the authors provide excellent examples of how social work expertise can be successfully applied at a workplace to improve the quality of work/life for vulnerable populations.
In Chapter 8 (Social Workers as Workers, Social Agencies as Employers), the authors discuss an often neglected area of work—one that views social workers themselves as employees and social service organizations as the employment setting.  Social workers and social work agencies are not immune to the problems faced by for-profit work organizations; however, the importance of supporting social workers has been neglected—potentially contributing to high rates of burnout and turnover.
The authors conclude with a compelling discussion, full of illustrative examples, of how social work and human services within the workplace may look in the future (Chapter 9:  The Future:  Issues, Trends and Potential).  Some of the predictions and future directions revolve around providing services in an environment where managed care, manpower programs, and career counseling continue to grow in scope and influence.  They provide a context for viewing the changing workplace and the ever-changing needs of employees and employers—particularly the most disadvantaged employees (i.e. immigrants, underemployed=working poor, persons of color and the disabled).  The discussion of how social workers can serve persons from various backgrounds with different life experiences is presented using a strengths perspective.  Kurzman and Akabas also stress the importance of meeting clients where they spend the majority of their time—at the workplace.  Problems do not disappear when people go to work.  In fact, there is a growing need to support employees while they are working so they will be successful in maintaining their employment, while balancing the competing needs of work and family life.  The world of work is inclusive to everyone—indeed, understanding the presence (or the absence) of work to an individual and family is central to good social work practice.
This book offers readers a much needed resource, providing a background for thought-provoking ideas and discussion.  I selected this  book  as a required  text  for  my advanced  Social  Policy in the Workplace  course  at  the  University  of Maryland School  of Social Work.  While preparing this review, I asked my students what they thought of Work and the Workplace as a textbook and their responses were very positive.  “I appreciate the way the authors identify voids in the workplace that are appealing for potential employment opportunities for the occupational social worker.”  “I believe this book will help me understand the fundamentals of applying the premise and meaning of work in the workplace.”
Work and the Workplace is an invaluable resource for any social worker who provides human services in the workplace.  Sheila Akabas and Paul Kurzman clearly describe the background and skills that will equip social workers and other human service professionals to successfully manage the challenging social problems facing employers, employees, their family members, and the greater society.  Further, the ideas and suggestions for program development provided in this book can be adapted by forward-thinking employers to enhance the overall health and well-being of their workforce, while simultaneously improving productivity and workplace morale.
