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The Words We Use
Malcolm Payne and Gurid Aga Askeland

North, South and Western

In literature about international issues, people argue about how to refer to the 
economic and social development of particular countries. Should we say that a 
country is developed, or developing, which hides an assumption that development is 
a desirable end result? Should we say that a country is a Western country, meaning 
an economically developed country whose culture originates from European and 
North American models? Some writers refer to the North (the northern hemisphere) 
and the South, implying that most countries in the North are economically developed 
and most in the South are not. Some countries in the Southern hemisphere, such as 
Australia, are ‘Northern’ and ‘Western’ in their social and economic development 
and culture. Some countries do not fit into any such category. Examples might 

be countries, such as China, experiencing rapid economic and social change and 
development alongside substantial poverty and inequality or Eastern European 
‘transition’ economies, which are moving from being part of the Soviet sphere of 
influence to participation in European economic markets.

We have chosen to refer to economically developed countries with a largely 
European or North American culture as Western countries. We refer to North and 
South as collective terms denoting the difference between rich and economically 
developed nations and poorer nations with less developed economies.

‘Client’ and ‘Service User’

There are problems with putting people into categories. Many social workers dislike 
giving the people they work with category names like ‘client’ or ‘service user’. It 
sometimes leads to their being called ‘the clients’ or ‘the users’ in a disrespectful 
way. Both terms are unacceptable to some of the people to whom they are applied.

We use the word ‘client’ because internationally it is the most inclusive and 
generally understandable term. We also use the term ‘service user’ or ‘user’ where 
the circumstances are appropriate, for example, when we refer to people who are 
receiving packages of services or referring to services to people with learning 
disabilities where this term has the widest currency.
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Glossary of Abbreviations

Abbreviation Meaning

CCTV Closed circuit television 
CD Compact Disk – a technology for reproduction of digitized data  
 and sound
CIP Cleveland International Program
DVD Digital Video Disk – a technology for reproduction of digitized  
 data, sound and visual material
G7, G8, G10 Group of 7, 8 or 10 nations – regular meetings of combinations  
 of rich nations
IASSW International Association of Schools of Social Work
ICT Information and Communication Technology
IFSW International Federation of Social Workers
IMF International Monetary Fund
INGOs International Non-governmental Organisations
MST Multi Systemic Therapy
NASW National Association of Social Workers, USA
NGOs Non-governmental Organisations
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development –   
 group of countries with democratic government and market   
 economy
PR Public Relations
UK United Kingdom 
UN United Nations
UNDP United Nations Development Program
UNICEF United Nations International Children’s Fund

WSF World Social Forum 
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Chapter 1

International Social Work Practice 
and Education in a Globalized 

Postmodern World

Introduction

Social work has always been international. Recently it has become more so; a trend 
that continues. In this book, we aim to examine what is happening, some of the 
explanations of why it has come about, some consequences of this internationalization 
for social workers, their profession and their education and what we think they might 
do about it.

In this book we are asking, and trying to answer, a series of questions about 
international social work in the context of postmodern globalized societies. To what 
extent is there an international social work? If there is, is it any more than Western 
social work influencing the wider world through postcolonial cultural hegemony? Is 

postcolonial hegemony an outcome of economic, political and cultural globalization 
affecting welfare policy, social work knowledge and social work education? What 
could we do to create an international social work that is more open to local cultural 
requirements?

Social work education is an important focus in international social work. We 
have given it considerable attention for this reason. We have done so also because it 
is a significant context in which knowledge is developed for social work and because 

education is an important social structure in which social work becomes part of a 
globalized international market.

Social work is a product of modernism in Western states as industrialized 
economies developed in the late 19th century. That is, it emerged from an idealist 
belief (Offer, 2006) that the state could overcome social problems, using science and 
knowledge to resolve social problems. In most countries, therefore, it is part of state 
services and claims a rational evidence as the basis of its practice. In rich Western 
countries social work is substantially part of the state: it is organized public welfare 
provision. This is so even where services are offered by profit or not-for-profit 

organizations, because they are mainly funded by states. Its commitment to science 
means that social work as a profession and as a way of intervening in people’s lives 
relies on the assumption that it can develop universal knowledge. Such knowledge 
seeks to provide explanation and understanding about human beings, their behaviour 
and their society. The idea is that universal knowledge will apply to everyone, in 
whatever culture or society they live. Therefore, it can provide firm evidence for 

deciding how best to act when intervening with any human beings. Relying on a 
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claim to universal knowledge assumes, uncritically, that such knowledge may be 
transferred from Western societies in which most of it is developed to societies in 
the South with markedly different cultures and access to resources. Please refer to 
‘The words we use’ at the beginning of the book to understand what we mean by 
‘the South’.

In the 21st century, globalization leads to changes that challenge social work 
practice and education, and the idea of postmodernism challenges the validity of 
a universal knowledge base. This is because where societies are built on different 
cultural and social assumptions postmodernism raises questions about the dominance 
of any particular set of ideas, both generally and in social work.

Postmodernism proposes that social phenomena such as social work vary 
according to the social and historical context in which they operate. An international 
social work, therefore, raises questions about whether Western models of social work 
practice and organization are universal in their application. We argue in this book 
that they may provide a framework for understanding social work, but that different 
cultural assumptions and social needs require different social works.

Among the most important consequences of the development of postmodern, 
globalized social works is inequality within and across societies. This is important 
because inequalities create social strains between different groups and psychological 
stresses for individuals. Social work has a commitment to social justice. Our 
experience as social workers dealing with individuals and small groups leads us 
to concern about the impact of the social on the personal. Social work that deals 
only with psychological problems fails to handle the consequences of unfairness 
and inequality and with social factors that lead to the problems. Social processes 
that create inequality and injustice constantly change. This means that practice and 
education need to be aware of inequalities created by new social trends, to understand 
them and how they affect individuals and communities. That is the reason for this 
book: globalization, postmodernism, and postcolonialism are current issues in 
interpersonal relations between people. 

In this book, we explore how these issues affect the people that social workers 
work with and how social work can respond. We are concerned with ideas that affect 
the everyday practice of social workers, social work students and their educators, 
so while this is not a how-to-do-it book, ideas about a practice will have an effect 
on that practice. This is because social work is always a practice as well as a set of 
ideas. Practice always arises from the ideas that we have about what we want to 
accomplish and how we want to do it. So, this book aims to achieve a social work 
that contextualizes practice within the current changes that affect our world.

 In this book, we explore, reflect on, analyse and seek to influence the conception of 

social work as an activity in an increasingly globalized, postmodern society. Usually, 
social workers see their practice and education as mainly formed by local issues and 
national policies. Increasingly, though, international trends and pressures influence 

it. We focus in this book on the implications of the interaction of the international, 
the national and the local for social work practice and education. We argue that this 
requires a concern for practice, because that is what all social work ultimately aims 
at: to intervene usefully in the lives of troubled people and in the current social 
changes that trouble them. However, we also say that this requires a concern for 
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social work education, because this is the main instrument by which knowledge and 
social understanding becomes incorporated into practice. Therefore, we have to look 
at education, and how it responds to globalization and postmodernism, because it 
is a crucial element of how we may enable social work practice to respond to these 
ideas and explanations.

Students who read this book are in a university or college, or in practice 
placements aiming to prepare for practice. International currents affect their future 
practice and present education; they need to be understood. Educators who read this 
book seek to prepare students and offer educational resources in the best way to 
help their students. We start from the need to understand the settings that they work 
in and the opportunities that they have to help students pilot their way through the 
uncertainties that social change challenges them with. Social work practitioners who 
read this book are also educators because they are practice teachers, and, as part of 
teams providing social work services, they offer a context for education. We start 
from the need to understand the international currents affecting their work and to see 
their local practice as part of a wider picture.

International Social Work

Most social work students, educators and practitioners do not cross national borders 
in their work, so can we say that they work internationally? International social work 
refers to a number of different activities: 

Working in development agencies in the South – Examples of development 
agencies might be non-governmental organizations (NGOs) like Save the 
Children, Caritas, and Médicin Sans Frontiéres. Many people make careers 
in international agencies working in the South, or commit parts of their lives 
when they are young, as ‘time out’ or in retirement to such work. In some 
countries, development work in the South would not be considered social 
work, while elsewhere it would.
Working for official international agencies – Examples of international 
agencies might include a range of United Nations agencies, the European 
Commission or aid departments of national governments. As with development 
agencies, there would be similar differences in how such work is viewed; in 
the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UK) and some 
other countries, work in such agencies would not be viewed as social work.
Working for agencies dealing with cross-national issues – Examples might 
be agencies dealing with international adoption or family matters such as 
abduction of a child from one legal jurisdiction in family disputes. Some 
service user organizations, for example for disabled and mentally ill people, 
have staff working on international links.
Working for international social work organizations – Examples might be 
the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) and the International 
Association of School of Social Work (IASSW) or people employed in 
countries on projects for or linking with such organizations.

•

•

•

•
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Participating in international conferences, educational or professional visits, 
exchanges and placements and research; 
Working as a social worker in a country that is foreign to them;
Working with refugees and immigrants in their own country.

In the South, social workers will often experience directly poverty, inequalities and 
social and personal problems that arise from the impact of globalization in their 
societies. Even though the average Western practitioner does not work internationally, 
daily practice may lead them to experience some of the local consequences of 
globalization: international migration, asylum seeking, and refugees. They may also 
experience concern about forced marriage, cultural conflicts and terrorism that are a 

product of the social trends of globalization. The uncertainty about how to evaluate 
and respond to them emerges from the impact of postmodern ideas in Western 
societies.

Our analysis starts from experiences in Western countries, where social work 
originated and developed most strongly, and where it is most firmly established. 

However, it is developing fast in a diverse range of other countries – in Africa, 
China, Eastern European countries – that have little connection with and reliance 
on Western culture and social structures. Inevitably, those developments in other 
countries and cultures challenge dominant Western ways of thinking about social 
work.

We argue for seeing this interaction in these ways: 

Western social work is not necessarily relevant to non-Western countries and 
its relevance should always be challenged.
Western social work should be influenced by non-Western social work, which 

will inevitably have different values and practices. Nevertheless, Western 
cultural and economic power means that we have to establish ways for it to 
achieve that influence.

Non-Western countries should and do create their own social works, and may, 
but should not need to, compare them with or justify them against Western 
values and practices. 

A worldwide view of social work might be richer if it included ideas from and 
perceptions in non-Western countries. For example, Graham’s (2002) work on 
African worldviews suggests alternative perspectives on family and community 
that might lead Western social workers to value shared experience and collective 
spiritual, family and community engagement in resolving social and personal 
problems. Western cultural, economic and social power has given social work ideas 
from the West too much influence in other countries and cultures. 

The fact that there are international social work organizations suggests that 
there is an international social work. This has been promoted over the years by an 
‘internationalist view’ held by activists in the international social work organizations, 
particularly IFSW and IASSW. It may be seen, for example, in the successive reports 
about social work education across the world by Alice Salomon (1937), Eileen 
Younghusband, and Katherine Kendall (1978). The international view proposes that 

•

•
•

•

•

•
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there is one diverse social work, with local variations, rather than local social works 
that share some common elements. 

Around the millennium, the international associations began to pursue these 
projects by devising and promoting an international definition of social work (IFSW, 

2000; IASSW, 2001), and international standards for education and training in 
social work (Sewpaul and Jones, 2005). Sewpaul (2005), a significant figure in the 

education project, accepts that postmodernism challenges such endeavours towards 
a ‘grand narrative’ of social work. Gray (2005) suggests that there is a risk that 
promoting global standards for social work education may lead to Western models 
of practice being seen as universal ideals to be reached. She notes that it may be 
possible to consider an international model of practice or education as a touchstone 
for comparisons, without trying to gain international agreement to definition or 

standards. 
There is evidence that alternative forms of social work are available for adoption 

or adaptation. This questions the internationalist view, because it says that there are 
different forms of social work with different cultural roots, rather than variations 
on a common social work. Walton and el Nasr (1988) suggested that two parallel 
processes of interaction between international and local forms of social work may 
occur: 

indigenization of non-local social work practice, by adapting imported ideas 
to make them relevant to local practice; 
authentization of local practices to form a new locally-relevant structure of 
ideas.

Gray (2005) argues that indigenization is a cross-cultural practice. However, it may 
be an outgrowth of the history of colonialism, since it works from a largely Western 
conception of practice. 

Gray and Fook (2004) propose that in considering international social work, we 
should think about four tensions, between: 

globalization and localization – the tendency for globalizing and localizing 
tendencies to occur together
Westernization and indigenization – the balance between Western and 
alternative conceptions of practice
multiculturalism and universalization – the implication and response to in-
built cultural biases
universal-local standards – the incorporation of both universal and localized 
conceptualizations of social work within our thinking.

It is important to examine the issues represented in these tensions. Some argue that 
they are not necessarily oppositions. Sewpaul (2005) for example, sees a universal 
definition of social work and a universal standard for social work education as 

assisting the integration of social work into countries where it is underdeveloped or 
insecure. In this way, universal and local standards can support each other. Similarly, 
Western approaches may become a touchstone against which local practices may 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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be authentized. Nimmagadda and Cowger’s (1999) study of authentization and 
indigenization in Indian social work agencies is an example of such a process. 
They look at how Western practices such as giving advice, family intervention, 
confrontation and reassurance are adapted by Indian social expectations and concepts 
of Dharma and Karma. For example, mainly female workers, who were not expected 
to act assertively, were not always able to confront the behaviour of mainly male 
alcoholics, as Western social workers would. Advice-giving, which was contrary 
to Western social work values of self-determination and non-directiveness, was 
accepted because Indian values acknowledge the duty of workers to take authority 
in particular situations.

In summary, we argue that social workers need an understanding of international 
social work as part of their profession. Even if they are not international social 
workers themselves, their daily practice and the needs and problems that users of their 
services face will be affected by international social trends. Students and educators 
will also be aware that the international element in the literature and practice that 
they study questions universal validity of knowledge and practice.

Conclusion: The Plan of this Book

From such accounts, we can see the vital importance of detailed analysis of how 
Western and local ideas adapt to one another. Generalized assumptions of an 
increasingly universal and international social work do not represent the complexities 
of the interaction of globalization, postmodernism and postcolonialism. As we 
commented in this Chapter, few people are actively involved in international social 
work practice. Globalization is affecting the organization of the social work profession 
and its knowledge base, however. Globalization is also a way of understanding 
social change that is sweeping the world and affecting the issues and particularly the 
inequalities that social workers deal with, even if they do not step across a national 
border. ‘Post’ ideas, particularly postmodernism and postcolonialism, provide helpful 
analyses of the insecurity, alienation and loss of identity that many people, and the 
social work profession, feel facing the social consequences of globalization.

What can social workers do? Is social work and its education out of control under 
globalization and in a postmodern era?

In this book, we argue for ways of using knowledge in social work to understand 
these complex issues, incorporate them into our practice and develop strategies to 
begin to tackle them. These are major social changes: practitioners who claim to help 
people struggle with personal difficulties and social injustices affecting their lives 

must respond to them.
In Chapter 2, our focus is globalization, postmodernism and related concepts. 

Globalization and postmodernism are theories and ideas that seek to explain social 
changes in societies across the world around the beginning of the new millennium. 
However, these general social changes and explanations have personal causes and 
consequences, which affect and are affected by the people social workers work with 
and social workers themselves. We ask: how should social agencies be organized 
and social workers act to serve their clients best in the midst of these changes?
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In Chapter 3 we examine how knowledge and skills may be created through 
critical reflection in the local contexts in which it is practised. Thus, postmodern 

flexibility may enable us to respond to local context. In Chapter 4, we explore some 

of the consequences for social work of migration, discrimination and ethnic and 
cultural factors made more significant in many societies by the impact of globalizing 

trends. We argue for a practice that incorporates structures for cultural translation 
within social work organizations and practice. Therefore in Chapter 5, we examine 
the extent to which knowledge and evidence about social work may be seen as 
universally valid for use in practice in all cultures and with all ethnic groups. We 
suggest that social workers and educators need to set out explicitly to translate 
knowledge and skill between different cultures. Chapter 6 explores empowerment 
responses to the managerialist changes of new public management ideas on social 
work and its education. Chapter 7 looks at how postmodern ideas on practitioners, 
students and educators may enable them to respond to the challenges of globalization, 
by ‘piloting through chaos’. Chapter 8 examines how we may manage international 
activities such as exchanges in practice and education in developing an international 
social work. Chapter 9 looks particularly at the impact of new technologies on our 
capacity to develop an international social work practice and education. Chapter 10 
draws these more detailed analyses together. 
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Chapter 2

Globalization, Postcolonialism  
and Postmodernism: 

Conflicts and Connections

This book focuses on three main ideas, which offer explanations of present social 
trends that are current in social work debates. We also explore a number of related 
concepts, such as civil society and social capital. This Chapter introduces these ideas 
and discusses some debates about their meaning, and we emphasize some of the 
ways in which they are relevant to social work.

Globalization refers to trends in social change in the economic, political and 
cultural relationships between people across the world. Postcolonialism refers to 
power relationships in which Western cultural influences dominate other cultures 

as globalization increases. Postmodernism refers to changes in knowledge and 
understanding about people and societies. All these social changes may be evaluated 
differently, and the various views often reflect social values. Holton (2005) claims 

that people see an image of ‘saints and sinners’ from different points of view. 
Some views regard economic growth as fundamental to securing the resources for 
people’s security and happiness. Such views are often associated with neo-liberal or 
conservative political values. Opposing views, often associated with socialist, left-
wing or green political values, argue that giving priority to economic growth leads 
to insecurity of social and cultural identity, social inequality and a poor environment. 
Debate rages around these values.

Globalization, postcolonialism and postmodernism offer both conflicting 

and connected understandings of current social trends. They conflict because an 

important focus of globalization is the dominance of economic power achieved 
through industrial, scientific and cultural influence by the West partly through 

postcolonialism. Postmodernism, on the other hand, rejects the dominance of 
rational, technical knowledge in understanding the world, which underlies industrial 
societies. Therefore, it questions the influence of economics as a technical form 

of explanation. Instead, it emphasizes how the local, social and historical context 
influences or creates our understanding of the world. We exist in these contexts and, 

within them, we interact with the natural world as we try to understand and deal 
with it.

The most important connection between globalization, postcolonialism and 
postmodernism is that they all represent interlocking social trends in the same 
direction. As we look at one, we raise another. For example, globalization means that 
powerful Western countries dominate the global economic system. This strengthens 
postcolonialism, because former colonial powers continue their dominance of former 
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colonies through hegemony, that is economic and cultural power. One country’s 
dominance is another country’s disadvantage, so our concerns stem from and lead to 
inequality. That is, some parts of each community, some parts of each region and of 
the world as a whole do not achieve the speed of development or the economies and 
social success of other parts. People, their lives and the environment in which they 
live are impoverished as a result.

The aspect of life that connects all three ideas is culture, which is important 
to social workers because it is central to how human beings respond to their 
surroundings. Culture is an important link between apparently disparate people. 
Huntingdon’s (1996) influential book on globalization: The Clash of Civilizations and 
the Remaking of the World Order, for example, emphasizes that economic changes 
bring different civilizations and cultures into conflict with each other. He argues that 

after the fall of communism as a political force with the collapse of the Soviet regime 
in the early 1990s, different cultural approaches to organizing civilization replaced 
political ideology as the major focus of international conflict. Another important 

aspect that connects these three concepts is the way in which identity is being eroded 
by social trends, so that people are more insecure and uncertain of themselves. 

Globalization

Globalization comprises interconnected economic, political and cultural trends. These 
reduce the strength of national boundaries and national identity. In a comprehensive 
study, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP, 1999) identified four 

structural changes affecting human institutions in the later 1990s and early 2000s: 

New global markets in services such as banking, insurance and transport, in 
particular new deregulated financial markets, and global consumer markets.

New actors, such as multinational corporations integrating production and 
marketing, the WTO, an international criminal court, international NGOs, 
regional economic blocs and policy coordination through groups of countries 
with particular interests, such as the OECD and the G7, G8 or G10.
New rules and norms, such as market economic policies, democratic regimes, 
human rights conventions, global environment conventions and multilateral 
trade agreements.
New communication tools such as the Internet and email linking many people 
simultaneously, cellular (mobile) phones, fax machines, fast, cheap air 
transport and computer-aided design.

One explanation of this focuses on capitalism, and therefore emphasizes the economic 
basis of globalization. This argues that as capitalism has developed – commentators 
often talk about ‘late’ or ‘advanced’ capitalism – business organizations have 
become increasingly efficient at accumulating capital to finance more complex and 

extensive activities, particularly through transnational organizations. Political and 
social structures have adapted to support this process.

•

•

•

•
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Writers such as Wolf (2005) argue that this is an inevitable consequence of 
natural human development. People’s social and economic networks always have 
a tendency to widen. Moreover, he argues that eventual integration in a world 
market is the only way for all economies to prosper and for poverty and inequality 
to be defeated. Shipman (2005) argues that globalization is a political creation, that 
economic markets cannot and do not impose cultural uniformity. Instead, he argues 
that there are many contrary pressures in tension with each other. The independence 
of transnational corporations and supra-national bodies are the best means of 
overcoming oppressive governments and the excessive power of the state, which 
reliance on state welfare tends to encourage. 

However, even writers who accept the natural progression towards economic 
globalization question the way in which this has taken place or how it has been 
managed. Stiglitz (2002: 268), a former chief economist at the World Bank, argues 
that: ‘globalization is a powerful force that has brought enormous gains to some. 
Because of the way it has been mismanaged, however, millions have not enjoyed 
its benefits, and millions more have been made worse off’. He suggests that poorer 

nations have little choice in economic decision-making, and that international 
economic agencies have imposed policies through them that favour Western political 
and financial interests and cripple emerging economies. He argues that instead 

globalizing policies should be developed to respond to social need and to benefit the 

welfare of the populations of the South. Weak or over-intrusive governments have 
served poor countries badly, and a crucial requirement is transparent policy-making 
in international organizations and open democratic government in individual nations. 
Sen (1999), another leading economist, argues similarly that poverty comes from 
deprivation of the political and social freedoms that offer people the capability to 
achieve a satisfactory life. Accepting a political commitment to democratic freedom 
allows people to achieve beneficial social change and thus to avoid poverty and 

famine. This is crucial to successful economic development. An aspect of this is to 
see individual freedom as a social commitment, so that women, for example can 
attain active agency in changing local social circumstances for the benefit of their 

families.
Other writers, in particular Giddens (1990) and Robertson (1992), argue that a 

range of factors are involved in and operate to some extent independently within 
the process of globalization. Giddens refers to capitalism, the inter-state system, 
militarism and industrialism. Robertson refers to the interaction of economic, political 
and cultural changes. Thus, although economic changes are central to understanding 
globalization, and therefore we start with them, many other factors are changing 
independently and adding their own elements to the process.

Economic Changes

Economic globalization starts from policies that favour and enforce free trade. 
Mechanisms such as the World Trade Organization promote the idea and negotiate and 
regulate treaties to remove economic barriers, such as tariffs, to the free movement of 
goods and services. Tariffs are charges or taxes made by the government of a country 
on the price of goods that are imported from elsewhere. When tariffs are charged, the 
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cost of goods rises, and this discourages consumers from buying goods from outside 
the country because they become more expensive than locally-produced equivalents. 
This protects local producers. However, such protection can prevent local producers 
from becoming more efficient to produce their goods more cheaply, so prices to 

consumers may eventually rise higher than they would if local producers were 
forced to be competitive. Free trade allows direct price competition from across 
the globe, which forces everyone to be as efficient as possible, and brings down 

prices to consumers to the lowest possible level. This may benefit the poorest people, 

and it encourages economic growth, which increases employment, also benefiting 

unemployed people. The problem with such policies is that local producers and 
employers in countries in the South may be at a disadvantage compared with large 
international companies, who can produce things very cheaply in large quantities 
because they have such large markets. This in turn allows them to drive down the 
prices of raw materials and technology, giving them an advantage over smaller 
producers. This impoverishes local producers, who have to reduce costs to compete. 
It also impoverishes workers, who are often the biggest cost. They lose their jobs or 
have their wages reduced to enable producers to compete. Ideas such as ‘fair-trade’ 
goods, in which Western consumers pay a higher price, which is returned as a direct 
benefit to producer countries in the South, aim to combat this problem. 

Economic globalization presents social work and welfare services with the 
basic quandary of globalization. This is because helping societies to respond to 
unemployment and poverty from low wages means increasing costs and ultimately 
throwing more people out of work. Protecting local economies from competition 
increases the cost of goods to poor people. Thus, economic policy prefers to see 
social work and welfare as easing the social consequences of economic changes. 
However, economic globalization may mean permanent inequality and poverty for 
people in weak economies. Social work organized to ‘ease’ economic transition may 
be inappropriate; economic and social change is needed instead.

Large companies trying to produce goods efficiently leads to ‘Fordism’, named 

after the motor manufacturer, Henry Ford. He devised the idea of ‘production lines’ to 
produce manufactured goods such as cars very efficiently. Industrialized production 

uses machines and work that requires human beings is simplified into sequences of 

tasks that low-skilled workers can perform. The cost of labour is thereby reduced, 
since less-skilled workers receive lower wages, and are easily replaced. Therefore, 
they have less power in the employment market than skilled people.

Globalizing processes have generalized from industry to social work. Recent 
changes in Western social care emphasize coordination and efficient delivery of 

services, conformity with government regulation and structured forms of practice. 
All this tends to reduce the discretion and independence of social workers, and 
emphasizes managerial control of decisions. This tends to deprofessionalize social 
work, seeing it as a more routine, less-skilled activity (Harris, 2003; Jordan, 2000) 
that can employ cheaper labour.

To make the international economic system work, there are global flows of 

finance for industry. These benefit developed economies most, and make it difficult 

for less-developed countries to expand their industries. Therefore, global systems 
of economic support for weaker economies have been established, such as the 
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World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). These often enforce free 
trade and Western forms of democratic government, sometimes claimed mainly to 
benefit companies and countries in the North. ‘Structural adjustment’ is a policy of 

reorganizing economies to reduce or eliminate tariffs that protect local and national 
industries from competition. During the 1980s and ’90s the World Bank and IMF 
used it in many African countries. Mainly, it was a response to uncontrollable 
debt built up by poor countries that were adversely affected by the rapid rise of 
the oil price in the 1970s (Perrons, 2004: 57–8). However, this added to economic 
underdevelopment of the former colonies caused by the way colonial powers gave 
priority to their own economic interests rather than the interests of the colonies. By 
forcing rapid economic improvement, it created serious difficulties for poor people 

in the countries affected (Adepoju, 1993) and demands on social work and welfare 
services. 

These changes in flows of finance also lead to global flows in work and labour. 

Economic efficiency shifts work from high-wage to low-wage economies. For 

example, telephone call centres, answering customer enquiries to a company in one 
country, can be answered anywhere in the world. Another example is the shift of 
jobs in manufacturing to places where workers are cheaper to employ. This helps 
low-wage economies develop, but means that routine jobs shift away from high-
wage economies. High-wage economies then become ‘knowledge economies’, 
concentrating on work that requires high levels of education, such as research and 
innovation, and cultural and social understanding, such as design, fashion, literature, 
other arts and, indeed, social work. Employment and wages decline in more routine 
or practical work. On the other hand, education becomes more important in Western 
countries, because higher levels of innovation and creativity require more complex 
and sophisticated education. Even in routine work, people have to master more 
complex technology. All these processes further impoverish the poorest, and people 
with disabilities, and exclude them from economic participation in generally rich 
Western societies.

Competition encourages companies to eliminate or take over competitors and this 
leads to the formation of transnational corporations, large companies that dominate 
markets in many different countries. Thus, local influence over economic decisions 

is lost.
Perrons (2004) shows how particular industries tend to cluster in parts of 

countries, groups of countries and in regions of the world. Oil, for example, is 
only found in certain parts of the world. Manufacturing relies on the availability 
of specific raw materials, and countries with those raw materials generate related 

industries, then seek to import them to maintain their industries as they run out. 
Climate affects what crops may grow. Related industries therefore cluster together. 
Eventually ‘superstar’ clusters emerge, such as ‘silicon valley’ in the United States, 
where computer development accumulated in the 1980s. There are ‘value chains’ in 
which goods are produced, then collected, refined, manufactured, packed and sold, 

gaining value at each stage. Thus, coffee is produced in relatively poor countries, 
refined, transported to rich countries, where it is traded, blended and eventually 

sold at a higher cost. ‘Global commodity chains’ build up, and in recent years ‘cool 
chains’ have grown up to transport delicate food or goods such as cut flowers rapidly 
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in cooled containers from poor countries in the South, where they are produced, 
to rich countries in the West so that commodities may be consumed out of season. 
These trends have increased the feminization of labour, since cheap, and usually 
female, employees are needed to care for and produce the goods, and to sell them in 
the rich countries. 

Because knowledge-based employees are often rich in money and poor in time, 
there are also ‘care chains’, in which low-paid women undertake caring tasks for 
richer women. This includes care of children and elders. Social care services become 
a part of such chains where people are unable to care for members of their own 
families themselves, or pay for care directly. Increasingly, these care chains are also 
international, since migrants do much of this work in rich countries, while middle 
class women follow careers, or rich people migrate to countries with cheap labour. 
Such care chains also extend to the trafficking of women for prostitution and routine 

labourers for farm work.

Political Changes

Political changes arise from these economic changes; nation states become less 
important. They are less in control of their own economies and transnational 
companies often have larger economies than states. Decisions are made where the 
transnational company is based, rather than in affected countries. Nations cannot 
manage their economies to protect local producers. Developed nations get richer, 
while less-developed nations are less able to compete and lose employment.

Countries in the South may require greater social work and welfare help to respond 
to this, but poverty means that their taxes are less able to pay for it. Moreover, in 
seeking a sustainable end to poverty, they may focus on social provision that helps 
them increase employment, and education to improve employability rather than 
direct help for poor people. Consequently, welfare and social work may be provided 
mainly by international agencies, controlled by professional priorities in rich 
countries. Thus, poor countries lose control of their own welfare systems by being 
offered crisis intervention and short term development aid, rather than being helped 
to extend indigenous welfare provision. Poor or rural people may be excluded from 
education or help because their work does not benefit the country in international 

competition. All these factors link to economic migration from poorer regions and 
countries to richer regions and countries as rural economies fail to produce sufficient 

income for a satisfactory life. Poorer regions then have to deal with the political 
consequences of loss of population, and richer regions have to deal with the social 
problems that attend rapidly rising populations.

Political changes respond to cultural change; see ‘cultural changes’ below. 
Transnational media and Internet companies make people aware of lifestyles, 
fashions and attitudes in the West. They have access to sources of information 
other than their own government, religious leadership or culture. Their identity may 
focus on ‘celebrities’ or international sports and fashion, they may aspire to become 
international business people. Public discourse may exclude people with more local 
or traditional interests. This adds to economic migration as some people move to 
the towns to gain the benefits of connection with a more attractive lifestyle based on 

Western culture.
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Due to economic and social changes, many countries share similar problems, 
and policy. On the other hand, social movements may also easily become world 
wide; examples are feminism and environmental concern. These draw commitment 
from a wide range of people and can be a powerful counterbalance to transnational 
organizations and nation states. Policy formation in nations may be less local, and 
therefore less susceptible to influence by people in poor communities or politicians 

representing them. They may be excluded because they have little economic power. 
Since social work mainly helps excluded people, it becomes less important because 
those people’s issues are not important to politics. States with less economic power 
focus on the traditional roles of the state, such as foreign affairs. Lack of economic 
power means that nation states are less able to work independently for their interests. 
Consequently, global and regional alliances, such as the European Union, become 
more important.

For social work, the most important feature of the ‘management’ focus of 
disempowered government is the need to be able to manage social issues that appear 
to be out of control. Concern about drug misuse and consequential crime and cultural 
changes is a good example, because the complexity of the issue and its interaction 
with global trends and problems makes it hard for governments to manage either 
alone or collectively. Thus, the Afghanistan government is powerless to prevent 
growing and refining illegal drugs, and Western governments are unable to prevent 

their importation and distribution. Professions, such as social work, that only deal 
with one aspect of it can equally seem inadequate to the task. It is important not 
to claim too much, or accept unrealistic responsibility for such global issues. The 
time when social work thought that casework was the answer to all social problems 
has long gone. However, it has a part to play in responding to individual distress, 
and so should not be dismissed. In the same way, it is important to argue that local 
treatment facilities or community projects have a part to play, but cannot be the 
whole solution. Again, international police action against drug cartels or military 
action against countries growing drug crops may have a part to play, but cannot 
simplistically resolve such complex issues in one swoop either.

Cultural Changes

Because of the decline of the political power of the nation state, localization, ethnicity 
and culture become more important than nationality in defining and defending 

people’s social identities. A global economy makes a wide range of cultural 
possibilities available to more people, and local cultures may have opportunities 
to have influence elsewhere. A social work example is the impact of family group 

conferences (Marsh and Crow, 1997; NCFGD, 2006) to involve children in public 
care in decisions affecting their lives. This idea originally came from a Maori 
tradition in New Zealand, and has been adopted in many countries, including Western 
countries, to meet local needs.

Important cultural changes arise from migration, since people who migrate 
usually form somewhat separate communities in the new country, retaining many 
of their cultural and social traditions. This then leads to diverse social traditions 
from different cultures being present in countries that have been more homogeneous. 
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Some, often conservative, groups may try to preserve a homogeneous culture; others 
may value the interest and stimulation of the diversity. Social workers often face this 
starkly. How far should child care services expect conformity with the expectations 
of the new country? How far should they respect or promote the child care values 
of the new ethnic group? Is behaviour that is to us unusual to be assessed as mental 
illness or a behaviour that is accepted in the culture of a particular minority ethnic 
group? Should elderly Asians who have lived on curry all their lives be expected to 
eat conventional Western food in an old people’s home? 

Hybridity (Kraidy, 2005) may arise. Religious and social ideas and beliefs form 
constantly changing systems of culture, influenced by other cultures. Thus, cultures 

may become hybrids, or there may be social pressures towards hybridity, which some 
people and groups try to resist. All sorts of questions arise from hybridity; see Chapter 
4. For example, is it traditional or conservative to try to maintain a commitment to a 
faith such as Islam or another aspect of culture in a Western society? 

An important cultural aspect of globalization is consumerism (Sklair, 2002: 
Chapter 5). In the West, people come to expect increasing material wealth, possessions 
and better services, and enjoy a lifestyle of increasing consumption, which in turn 
generates continuing economic development. People in the South may aspire to such 
expectations as advertisements have persuaded them to believe that they have to have 
it. New mass media generate these expectations, by emphasizing fashion, novelty 
and advertising new products, services and social expectations. These are all framed 
to entice consumers, so that shopping becomes a symbolic event, an important social 
activity. Image and fashion become increasingly important, and thus maintaining 
a suitable lifestyle and image becomes a more important aspect of people’s identity.

Consequently, cultural industries also become important to Western economies. 
Because, as we saw when discussing economic globalization, manufacturing and routine 
work is transferred to low-wage economies, high-wage economies have to generate 
income by concentrating on work that produces ideas. Design and fashion become 
important to consumerism, and constant change in ideas becomes important, because 
being current stimulates more sales. These ideas then have to become economically 
powerful, so that entertainment and communication media, such as television, the 
Internet communicate new ideas and fashions at an ever-increasing rate. Education 
has to provide for understanding constantly changing cultural understandings, 
and respond to new cultural identities. It also has to compete with the expectations 
raised by sophisticated communication technologies. As we see in Chapters 7 and 9, 
education processes are increasingly influenced by demands to use such technologies 

to mimic the style and presentation of entertainment, rather than focus on academic 
debate and analysis. While such changes may sometimes make appropriate use of new 
technology, the focus on ‘edutainment’ as a role of education is also partly a product 
of the cultural change attendant on the demands of global economies to use expensive 
technologies that countries in the South are less able to afford. 

Religion is an important aspect of globalization because religion is an important 
basis of national difference, and of the organization of the state (Hopkins, et al., 
2001). In some Nordic countries, ministers of religion are paid by the state. In the 
UK, the Church of England is ‘established’ as part of the government of the state, 
while several eastern countries base the law on sharia or Islamic law. However, 
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religion is also the origin of important inequalities, including, race, gender and class 
oppression. We argue that, to be empowering, concern about spirituality should be 
part of social structures that seek to remove inequalities. One of these may be social 
work.

Postcolonialism

Colonialism is associated with a historical period from the 1600s to the mid-
1900s and is connected to cultural globalization. During the period of the height of 
modernity, globalization developed by European nations dominating other countries 
through military conquest and government. Postcolonialism is a post idea particularly 
relevant to international social work. It emerged during the late 20th century (see Table 
1.2, Said) when Western nations dominated others through emphasizing cultural 
superiority. Western writers and social workers often assumed that this superiority 
was demonstrated in Western economic and technological success, and Western 
cultural domination was, in turn, justified because of that success. Said (1978, quoted 

in Ashcroft et al. 1995) believed that: ‘Orientalism is more particularly valuable 
as a sign of European-Atlantic power over the Orient than it is a veridic [about 
reality] discourse about the Orient’. Some writers, famously Franz Fanon (1967), 
argued that there were competing national cultures and non-Western nations should 
fight to maintain their cultures. Similarly, a number of social work writers have 

sought to stress the importance of social workers understanding indigenous cultures 
where they are working with people from such cultures. Graham (2002) for example, 
discusses the influence of African-centred world-views in people from the Caribbean 

and Africa, and argues for the importance to social workers of understanding how 
such world views may lead to alternative ideas about what is important in life.

Postcolonialism, therefore, is an analysis of power relationships in which Western 
people claim cultural superiority over people from former colonies. This may be done 
in subtle and surprising ways. Larson (1973) strikingly describes teaching English 
literature to students in Nigeria and discovering, when discussing a novel by Jane 
Austin, that kissing was not a cultural custom among his students. The significance of 

a kiss between characters in the book they were reading was not only misunderstood, 
but completely irrelevant to the students’ experience. Anyone who teaches abroad 
has such experiences, even in Western countries. Postcolonialism particularly arises 
where it is assumed that Western knowledge bases are more advanced. Linked 
to this may be an assumption that the Western knowledge is capable of universal 
application; these issues are dealt with more fully in Chapters 5, 7 and 8.

Attempts at cultural and social influence affect other historical relationships 

between countries that were not involved in the period of European colonialism. For 
example, the Soviet Union influenced a large political bloc of countries in Eastern 

Europe and Asia with a communist regime between 1945 and 1990, and seeks to 
maintain its influence in this area partly through cultural means. Similarly, the USA 

seeks to preserve cultural and social influence in Central and South America. However, 

Russian power over the former Soviet bloc and American power in the Americas is 
partly achieved by cultural means. Its main aim is political security and economic 
influence. Both sets of influence are, therefore, more colonial than postcolonial, and 

is more a sign of globalizing relationships than postcolonial influences.
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Effects of Globalization

To summarize this discussion of the effects of globalization, arguments that it is 
a natural or desirable economic, political and social development are disputed by 
claims that it causes a variety of adverse social effects (George and Page, 2004). 
We have already seen that globalization is likely to have effects on the environment, 
because transnational companies have no local loyalties and may ignore the 
global environmental consequences of economic development, such as global 
warming and degradation of natural resources through overuse. Globalization also 
has consequences for poverty through impoverishment of countries in the South, 
reduction of resources for social provision and social consequences of migration 
such as loss of traditional support mechanisms. Other health and social consequences 
are less income in poor countries to combat global pandemics, such as HIV/AIDS, 
or the risk of influenza carried by migrating birds affecting human beings as ‘avian 

flu’. Countries in the South may be prevented from using available drug and other 

treatments, because international intellectual property laws favour the transnational 
pharmaceutical companies. 

Poverty also has consequences for crime. The only economic crop to earn 
adequate income in some countries is drugs. Smuggling and gang warfare over 
drugs can lead to high levels of crime in many countries, some of them a long way 
from the growing area. Poverty means that social and psychological pressures to 
exploit women and children in the workforce and towards domestic violence and 
child abuse are commonplace in developing countries (Pahl et al., 2004). Moreover 
there are conflicts between ethnic and religious groups that may lead to terrorism and 

inter-communal violence. 
In addition to these general effects of globalization, there are also effects on 

social welfare, as the consequences of globalization for poverty, employment and 
health and education suggest. Page (2004) focuses on the consequences for: 

The welfare state – Globalization raises questions about whether states can 
provide comprehensive welfare services for their citizens.
Developing nations in the South – Globalization presses developing nations to 
focus on economic rather than social development. 

However, there are various ways of responding to these effects according to Page: 

Protection of citizens’ and workers’ rights. 
Control of global capital movements.
Management of transnational companies.
Creation of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), so that they have the 
capacity to respond to problems and campaign against damaging movements 
in global capital and transnational companies, independent of the kinds 
of pressures that affect government. NGOs can form a counterbalance to 
transnational companies and their globalizing tendencies. 

•

•

•
•
•
•
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Similarly, it is possible to combat many globalizing trends. However, effective 
international co-operation and commitment to a continuing effort, balancing the 
many political and social conflicts, is needed to achieve this. In an extensive statement 

about possible alternatives to globalization, the World Social Forum (WSF; Fisher 
and Ponniah, 2003) suggested a range of areas of action, set out in Table 2.1. Such 
approaches seek to reduce inequalities within countries, and between countries 
and regions of the world. They emphasize democratic participation in decision-
making about development as a right, since simple opposition to development may 
disadvantage poor people by preventing them from gaining its benefits. Cohesion 

and cooperation rather than competition, and openness and shared ownership rather 
than corporate structures are necessary. The WSF report argues that democratic 
mechanisms are needed to develop cooperation and cohesion. People should have 
rights to the basic resources of living, including food, knowledge, medicine and 
water; these should not be treated as commodities. These ideas may be dreams 
in present international conditions, but they illustrate that alternative visions are 
possible and offer directions for a strategy when opportunities arise. Many of them 
might contribute to setting objectives that social work could achieve in response to 
globalization, and could be part of social work’s advocacy for a better response to 
globalization.

Both natural and human disasters always affect the poorest most. For example 
climate change will affect people in the poorest regions where coastal defences 
against inundation are least good. This happened when Hurricane Katrina breached 
the coastal defences at New Orleans; the poorest people were most affected. This 
happens in the richest countries, therefore, as well as the poorest.

Postmodernism

We now turn to the conceptualization of a second major concept. Postmodernism 
is one of a number of ‘post’ ideas, among which there are many connections, 
but also some discontinuities. Table 2.2 briefly explains some of these, column 3 

‘social consequences’ shows many connections between them and also between 
postmodernism and some of the social outcomes of globalization. The following 
account relies on the same sources as Table 2.2.

To refer to an idea as ‘post- something’ inevitably implies that something that 
previously existed is being replaced. Therefore, it is clear that these ideas are about 
trends in thinking, and to understand them, we need to understand what they are 
reacting to. However, although ‘post’ ideas identify social reactions to previously 
existing trends, the pattern is complex. ‘Post’ ideas coexist with the previous 
thinking, creating a discourse between the original trend and reactions to it. Indeed, 
the ‘post’ idea in reacting to the original trend often clarifies, stimulates and redirects 

the pre-existing trends 

Modernity and Modernism

To understand postmodernism, therefore, we need to ask about trends and debates 
about ‘modernity’ and ‘modernism’. A useful way of thinking about this is to start 
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Table 2.1  Actions for alternatives to globalization

Area of 
globalization

Critical issues Alternative actions

Wealth 
production, 
social 
reproduction

External debt Abolish external debt
Regulate financial markets

Financial capital Control capital flows

Tax foreign investment
Eliminate tax havens

Transnational 
corporations

Reinforce democratic controls
Promote dialogue on socio-economic needs
Transparent relationship between 
corporations and states

Labour Promote bias to poor in socio-
economic policy
Concern for global inequalities
Structures for global wage bargaining

Solidarity Economies to promote 
cohesion, not competition

Access to 
wealth and 
sustainability

Environment and 
sustainability

Rights to participation in economic decisions
Multinational environmental agreements 
to have priority over development
Financial system to support sustainability

Water Seen as a common shared 
good, not commodity

Knowledge Knowledge, especially public 
knowledge, to be open

HIV/AIDS Access to needed medicines
Food Human right to adequate 

food, not a commodity
Local, national and regional sovereignty 
over rights to produce food

Cities Urbanization promotes loss of 
access to community welfare
Act on the way city life weakens 
public management of safety, 
illegality, poor environments

Indigenous 
peoples

Rights to form a new 
relationships with states
Right to maintain way of life
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Affirmation 

of civil 
society and 
public space

Media Right to communicate; right of reply
Limits on monopoly ownership of media
Reduce commodification of information

Education Education given as a right, not a 
commodity or form of assistance
Education of poor and excluded people

Culture Promote cultural diversity
Right to determine identity through culture
Cultural products should not be 
commodified as entertainment

Violence Eliminate violence against poor, women, 
children, trafficking in people

Reduce militarization of responses to issues
Discrimination 
and intolerance

All peoples should have full 
access to human rights
Awareness, education, communication, 
research and knowledge development

Migration Right to deal with the way migration has 
become international, been feminized, 
leads to more intense exclusion

Global civil 
society 
movement

Young people, women and workers 
major players – most affected by 
disadvantages of globalization
People need to participate in open, 
democratic social structures 

Political 
power and 
ethics

International 
architecture 
of power

Develop plural economic 
governance structures as alternatives 
to IMF and World Bank

Militarism End use of military aid 
Welfare for victims of war

Human rights Ensure primacy of human rights over 
economic and military objectives

Sovereignty Colonialism and post-colonialism 
associated with globalization
Create new divisions and spheres 
of influence to give rights to 

pursue interests globally
Democracy Participation requires decentralization 

and devolution of powers
Conscious programmes of education

Values Plural values, liberty, equality, 
fraternity, solidarity, democracy, 
concern for the environment 

Source: Fisher and Ponniah (2003)
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Table 2.2  ‘Post’ ideas

Idea Meaning Social consequences

Postcolonialism Domination of colonies by 
military and political control 
is replaced by economic 
and cultural domination by 
transnational companies and the 
cultures of developed countries

Transnational products 
such as Hollywood, BBC 
television, Pizza Hut or 
McDonalds replace locally 
produced and culturally 
relevant products and ideas
World languages, e.g. 
English, and products using 
them, e.g. books, DVDs, 
replace local languages 
and oral traditions

Post-feminism Social movements aiming 
to free women from social 
domination by men and male 
assumptions are replaced by 
assumptions that equality is a 
false goal and that feminism 
has spoiled many female 
advantages and preferences e.g. 
being able to flirt, mothering 

rather than working

A reduced emphasis on 
responding to inequalities 
that affect women, such 
as women’s poverty or 
domestic violence

Post-Fordism Industrialized processes are 
replaced by teamwork in 
groups of highly educated 
people doing knowledge- and 
culture-based work such as 
education and television 

Devaluation of practical 
and physical labour
Emphasis on rapid 
changes in cultural trends, 
fashion and design

Post-
industrialism

Developed economies reduce 
their emphasis on industrial 
production of consumer 
goods, such as cars, washing 
machines and computers, 
instead focusing on work 
that uses knowledge, such as 
design, services and software, 
leading to ‘hollowing-out’ 
of industry in Western 
countries, which designs and 
markets goods produced in 
less-developed countries

Greater economic 
globalization – pre-
industrial or industrial 
societies supply goods and 
depend upon knowledge 
from developed societies;
Unemployment and 
low wages among less-
skilled, less-intellectually-
able people. 
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Postmodernism An emphasis on rational, 
technical knowledge used 
to achieve social progress 
through designing products 
and goods and understanding 
the world and societies 
through science is replaced by 
an view that understanding and 
knowledge is provisional and 
arises  and applies only in its 
social and historical context

Moral and political 
relativism – nothing 
can be finally agreed;

Rise in uncertainty and 
risk leads to social and 
personal insecurity;
Rejection of social order 
and social structure;
Possibility of social change.

Post-
structuralism

Philosophical approach 
rejecting the ideas of French 
structuralism, which claimed 
that all social phenomena 
displayed evidence of ‘deep 
structures’ formed into 
interlocking systems that could 
be identified and classified, 

allowing us to know society 
through rational analysis

People are free-floating 

individuals and groups, 
pursuing selfish social aims; 

Social structures, if their 
effects are understood 
by deconstruction 
through examining power 
relations, discipline 
and regulate people.

Sources: Boyne and Rattansi (1990), Docherty (1993), Hall et al. (1992), Rose (1991), Sim 
(1998).

by how we understand and know about the world around us. The study and analysis 
of understanding and knowledge is called epistemology. Many important questions 
turn on ‘representation’, how we write about what we understand and believe. The 
world is so complex, that we cannot describe it completely. Therefore, we select and 
organize data according to our focus, so knowledge is a representation of aspects 
of the world that are important for our present focus; they are never complete or 
absolute. To use knowledge, we have to appreciate how it connects with the reality 
that it only partially represents.

Until the 1600s, people accepted as true what they were told by powerful social 
structures, the church and the monarch. These important authorities held a monopoly 
of access to knowledge contained in books, and they had power to organize the 
world so that for most people their experiences fitted with what they were told by 

such authorities. During the 1600s, this view of knowledge began to be displaced 
in a social revolution called the ‘Enlightenment’ (Hamilton, 1992; Porter, 2000). 
Enlightenment ideas emphasize that knowledge is available to anyone, not just 
people with power and authority, by investigating the real world through observation 
of it. Thus, ultimately a more democratic political system and the idea of human 
rights and education emerged as knowledge came to be seen as everyone’s right, not 
just that of the political elite. Rules of scientific method provide an organized form 

of observation, increasing objectivity and reducing the impact of the individuals on 
the development of their knowledge and understanding. This approach to knowledge 
developed science and technology, enabling Western societies to manage the natural 



Globalization and International Social Work24

environment, industrialize and achieve economic expansion with high standards of 
living. Modernity thus emphasizes progress and development as constant, a product 
of the growth of knowledge through science.

Modernism is an artistic and cultural expression of modernity, starting in 
architecture and design during the 1920s. It emphasizes the way technology can 
use modern components such as concrete, steel and glass to design buildings and 
furniture to express the functions it serves. This led in the 1920s to a shift in fashion 
away from decorated buildings in traditional materials popular in the 1800s, to 
plain buildings with concrete curving faces, with metal window frames, and plain 
furniture. The plainer, less ornate decoration and brighter lighting of buildings 
and homes from the 1930s onwards reflects this increasing use of technological 

innovation, and is perhaps typical of the architecture we associate with Nordic 
countries, the Finnish architect Alvar Aalto and of design companies such as Ikea. 
A later expression of these ideas came in the 1960s with office buildings covered 

in glass, in which there was little external decoration and designed to use space as 
efficiently as possible, different functions being grouped together. Many people 

found buildings such as these uninspiring, and it has been argued that using this 
architecture in large public housing projects built with prefabricated building 
systems was an oppressive imposition of an elite preference on poor people with few 
choices in housing. Modernist architecture led to buildings such as the Pompidou 
Centre in Paris or the stock exchange in London. In these, the framework of the 
building and many of its technical services, such as pipe work, are exposed on 
outside, as part of the design, instead of the traditional approach of hiding these 
within the structure.

Modernity is expressed in most areas of human activity, and modernism is 
expressed in modernity’s systems of knowledge. In medicine, scientific investigation 

of bodily mechanisms and the effects of medications gained priority over the practical 
human skills of communication and observation of and interaction with patients, 
even though, of course, both are necessary. In management, ‘scientific management’ 

emphasizes observing and measuring work activities and outputs through techniques 
such as work study, planning them meticulously and setting targets to motivate 
workers to achieve more. Human relations management thinking, on the other hand, 
emphasizes that people want to achieve successes and helping them, by encouraging 
initiative and teamwork, is likely to achieve successful outcomes in a different way 
than measurement and targets.

Social work also presents this ambivalence. Many people are motivated to 
become social workers by their religious and social commitment or human feelings 
and experience. They experience their practice as being mainly about concern for 
other human beings. However, social work also emerged in the late 1800s from the 
idea of ‘scientific charity’, in which objective evidence about society and psychology 

would enable social improvements to be achieved (Payne, 2005). Idealist philosophy 
was also influential: it argues that it is possible and right to intervene in people’s lives 

and to develop social structures, particularly through the state, to improve general 
social conditions (Offer, 2006).

Modernity generates strains and difficulties (Lyon, 1994): 
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Complexity, differentiation and consequently discipline, uniformity and 
bureaucratization
Rationalization and social control
Urbanization, loss of rural community identity and loss of social cohesion 
commonplace in small communities
Secularization, anomie (loss of agreed norms and values) and loss of moral 
influence

Alienation, exploitation and the creation of a society of strangers, competing 
with each other.

The process by which all these problems arise is complex. Human diversity and 
irrationality comes up against modernist rational preferences for certainty and clarity. 
This also connects with the nation state’s loss of power over social management. 
Government attempts to simplify the complexity of social interactions and claims to 
manage them through rationalist means. So, the British probation service becomes 
part of a National Offender Management Service, using cognitive behavioural 
techniques rather than representing through social work the complexities of the 
social reasons for criminality. It concentrates on offending behaviour, rather than 
looking at the whole social situation of the offender and the family, cultural and 
social pressures towards offending. This enables government to deny the relevance 
to offending of social factors such as poverty and unemployment, which in the 
economic straitjacket of a globalizing world they feel unable to resolve by economic 
management. We can see this in the debate about evidence-based practice in social 
work. Proponents of evidence-based practice argue for constructing social work 
practices through the rationality of accumulating evidence and argument based on 
it. Then, practitioners specify the problems to be dealt with and use the methods that 
would best deal with those problems. As with medicine discussed briefly above, this 

emphasizes the manageability of the specific as against the uncertainty of dealing 

holistically the person in their social context. This is modernist in the sense that it 
believes that structuring knowledge enables us to understand and manage a reality 
that we can understand without requiring interpretation.

Postmodernist and Postmodernism

Building on understanding of modernity and modernism, we can move on to 
understand ‘postmodernism’. Table 2.3 lists important writers who have influenced 

this perspective and some of their ideas. We can take from this the following points, 
which we take up again in Chapter 7: 

Postmodernism avoids grand or meta-narratives, so it does not seek one 
overall explanation of social trends.
Postmodernism accepts instability and complexity in social relationships; it 
does not try to simplify.
Language and signs or symbols are important carriers of the meaning we give 
to social phenomena.

•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•
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Table 2.3  Important authors on postmodernism

Author Example work Important ideas

Lyotard The 
Postmodern 
Condition
(1979)

Argues that ‘grand narratives’ or metanarratives 
explaining society have collapsed, and knowledge 
is legitimated by ‘language games’, systems 
of rules by which language is understood 
and within social bonds and relationships.

Hassan The 
Postmodern 
Turn (1987)

Focus on literature. Argues for instability and 
complexity in the relationship between modernity 
and postmodernity: they are not periods, 
but there are continuities and discontinuities 
between them. Produced a well-known list 
comparing modernist and postmodernist 
words/ideas. Postmodern terms tend towards 
indeterminacies and immanences relying on 
symbols rather than certainties and clarities.

Baudrillard Symbolic 
Exchange and 
Death (1976)

Initially a Marxist, writes as a language game, with 
a provocative irony about the ‘death’ of capitalism 
in present-day societies. A sense of origins and 
history is lost, and societies are simulation, 
represented by technology creating images on 
screens through network which endlessly reproduce 
sign systems, as in celebrity culture and the glossy 
surface attractions of fashion, with societies 
becoming mobile and losing firm reference points. 

Rorty Contingency, 
Irony and 
Solidarity
(1988)

Emphasized that all understanding and meaning is 
contingent on the social environment and literature 
and social theory, interpreted ironically, are better 
guides to understanding the human condition 
than rational debate and linguistic philosophy.

Derrida On 
Grammatology
(1998)

Emphasized deconstruction of texts, 
including behaviour and social experiences, 
as representations of multiple meanings, 
which may therefore be extracted from 
them by close examination; all text contains 
a network of unfinished meanings. All 

interpretation and knowledge is provisional

Said Orientalism
(1978)

The West represents the ‘Orient’, that is, Africa 
and Asia, as ‘other’, thus asserting (particularly 
through its literature and writing) cultural 
dominance over other cultures and justifying 
economic, religious and social superiority.
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How we understand the world depends on how our social group gives meaning 
to language and signs. Our understanding comes from our social context, not 
some absolute knowledge that we can observe outside ourselves.
Detailed examination or deconstruction of behaviour and uses of language, 
signs and symbols in our social environment is important for understanding 
social and power relations. 

These ideas are very relevant for social work practitioners. They emphasize 
individuality and personal agency, the possibility of influencing our social 

surroundings. Postmodernism also shows the complexity of relationships and social 
networks. Language and the signs and symbols we use are important aspects of how 
we operate in the world, how we understand it and interpret the behaviour of the 
people around us. Social work mainly uses language and an understanding of how 
people interpret the world. Our understanding is gained through examining in detail 
how people’s behaviour and thinking about their social environment, expressed 
in and interpreted by language, affects what they do and the people around them. 
Because social work focuses on injustice, it also focuses on understanding power 
relationships, both obvious and hidden.

Postmodernism also has consequences for the thinking about history, which 
have led to considerable debate among historians (Jenkins, 1997). History studies 
the past, using written documents and texts, such as art, films and photographs. 

According to postmodernism, evidence such as this is always the product of people’s 
use of language at the time, and when historians analyse materials to find evidence 

of what took place in the past they interpret them according to the context of their 
own time and culture. This has led some historians to argue that it is impossible to 
create a ‘true’ picture of the past. 

Social workers connect with this apparently abstruse historical debate. This is 
because we also deal with historical events in the lives and social context of our clients, 
families and communities and try to understand how different people involved have 
interpreted them. Then, we use this understanding to decide how to help people with 
difficulties in these relationships, or communities with desired developments. We 

often have the responsibility of explaining them through such media as assessments 
for services, advocacy for clients or communities in official decision-making, reports 

to courts and social histories for other professions. Thus, our professional thinking 
represents a ‘filtering’ of social information in one situation, and the use of this 

filtered and interpreted data in representations or narratives for audiences (Askeland 

and Payne, 1999). Therefore, in the same way as historians, social workers have 
to be careful of how the range of possible alternative views interact, how groups 
of people, such as families, clans, tribes, communities, have often constructed 
narratives about their affairs over time which will be only a partial representation 
of the possible ways of viewing and understanding the situation. We have to look at 
different kinds of evidence about what happened and interpret it appropriately for 
our audiences. Those audiences include ourselves, because we have to act and try 
to help in the situation, and if we have not understood its complexities, we may be 
unsuccessful, or we may be unfair to one or several participants in the situation. This 

•

•
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points to the importance of reflexivity, placing ourselves and our interpretation in the 

action, which is dealt with particularly in Chapter 3.

Communitarianism, Civil Society, Social Capital, Risk

Three important social and political ideas are relevant to the connections 
between globalization and postmodernism and their consequences for social 
work. Communitarian ideas argue that individuals should accept personal moral 
responsibility for contributing to the health and well-being of the community in 
which they live in return for the rights that they enjoy, as citizens, to safety, protection 
and support (Etzioni, 1995). An example is Hesselbein et al’s (1998) book, The 
Community of the Future, which argues that global economic development can only 
be achieved in societies that have a strong social fabric. Capitalism and business 
does not provide for education, infrastructure and social development of societies 
(Thurow, 1998). This means that communities need a strong identity and clear rules 
of inclusion, must share information openly, create reciprocity among their members 
over time, not just in the present. They must create and sustain values using myths, 
symbols and stories and generate similarities that make people feel secure (Ulrich, 
1998). Thus, people would have a ‘life course interdependence’ (Twine, 1994) with 
others in their communities, rather than just responding to current needs.

Civil society is an ideal that societies should be regulated by democracy, liberty 
and solidarity rather than solely by economic and political power. Therefore, 
organizational structures outside political and economic systems are a focus for 
social development and an important counterbalance to the adverse effects of 
globalization. This is often taken to refer to voluntary or charitable organizations, 
and aspects of society that are concerned with meeting social needs, for example 
education, housing, health and social care. Organizations that focus on such issues 
form civil society. It includes social work agencies and voluntary or third sector 
organizations, outside the conventional structures of economic and political power. 
Creating civil society was considered important in transition societies, where former 
communist regimes in Soviet Russia and Eastern Europe were converting their 
economies and political systems towards more democratic regimes, where welfare 
and public health and safety did not depend on the institutionalization of particular 
political and economic philosophies (Alexander, 1998).

Social capital follows from these two ideas. It proposes that active participation 
in communities and societies is essential to maintain the social fabric. Putnam’s 
(2000) book Bowling Alone became influential by showing how formal political, 

civic and religious participation was declining in American society, and was being 
replaced by informal links and relationships. This, Putnam claimed, came from the 
same pressures that generated globalization. He refers to economic pressures on 
people’s time and money, suburbanization and urban sprawl, which reduced local 
social identity and interconnections, the way in which electronic mass media have 
made leisure more private and individual and generational change in which socially 
involved older people are being replaced by less involved younger generations. 
Commitment to social movements and the growth of a wide range of social networks, 
particularly through the Internet, are among the factors that combat and mitigate 
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these trends. Developing social capital might be seen as a strategy for drawing on the 
human resources in the South both to contribute to social movements and to redirect 
and re-energize global social movements to respond to issues in the South.

One of the uncertainties experienced for individuals in postmodernity is the 
insecure feeling that their world is out of human control. Society seems to be 
increasingly difficult to understand, increasingly complex, like a large lorry whose 

brakes have failed (Giddens refers to a juggernaut – Craib, 1992, 179). This makes 
people feel at risk, and another important theorist, Beck (1992), has argued that 
people and social institutions increasingly see the world as risky to live in, and seek 
out safety and security. This is so, even though there has been a remarkable increase in 
good health and security in most societies (Slovic, 1999). We can see this trend in the 
criticism of social workers and social care services where they are unable to protect 
children from abuse by their parents, or elderly people from falling and injuring 
themselves. Craib (1992: 179) argues that this comes from a common experience of 
fragmentation. Psychoanalysts such as Melanie Klein argued that people responded 
to difficult experiences in their lives by fragmenting their personality, so that they 

have one set of behaviours in one situation, but appear completely different in other 
circumstances. Goffman (1968) analysed this process as a form of role theory, in 
which people behaved according to varying social expectations in different situations. 
If they were poor or disabled, they might be stigmatized, and might try to ‘pass’ as 
‘normal’, rather than proclaim the validity of their alternative lifestyle.

Adams (1995) argues that people deal with risk by balancing different factors 
that are affecting them. Human beings have a propensity to take risks, which is 
increased if there are rewards for doing so. A disabled person might risk injury, for 
example, by trying a new treatment to increase their mobility, only if they thought 
the improvement might be significant. However, people judge the risk they will 

take according to their perceptions of the extent of the danger and the likelihood of 
accidents. Their judgements are affected by social trust: if they are broadly trusting 
of the institutions that they deal with and their society, they are more likely to take 
risks (Cvetkovich and Löfstedt, 1999). Reviewing relevant studies, Cvetkovich 
(1999) suggests that people are more likely to trust institutions whose social values 
they share, which they see as having similar objectives as themselves and where the 
order and history of events that affect them seem to indicate that the institution is 
seeking similar objectives as themselves. Looking at cultural experiences, therefore, 
people such as migrants will take risks in relationships and personal development if 
they trust the culture in which they exist, if it has treated them well, and have aims 
and values that fit with theirs. People will take the risk of trusting a social worker 

and social work agency if they appear similar in values and aims as themselves and 
where the history of their treatment suggests they have the same aims.

Conclusion

In this Chapter, we have presented three major concepts – globalization, 
postmodernism and postcolonialism – that may be adduced to explain the social 
issues discussed in this book that affect social workers, their practice with clients and 
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their education. In the following chapters, we explore these explanations of social 
trends in greater detail to examine some of the tensions and difficulties that social 

workers face in doing their work. We also identify ways of thinking and reflecting 

on social work practice and education that can help to manage the effects of these 
social trends upon social work and its education. While we cannot expect social 
work to achieve major social change by itself, understanding and participating in 
social development and other responses to these social trends can contribute to and 
participate in wider reactions to social change that builds inequalities and oppresses 
the lives of the poorest people that social workers work with.



Chapter 3

Critical Reflection to Promote Contextual 

Social Work Practice and Education

Introduction

Seated at the far end of a classroom of a Mongolian university listening to a lecture 
in social work, Gurid could not understand a word. However, from the drawings on 
the blackboard she realized that the subject was casework and the source was an 
American textbook (Shulman, 1999). When she talked to the students afterwards 
without their lecturer present, they proclaimed that it was difficult for them to 

understand what social work is. In their society it was more important to understand 
and solve a social problem from the family and local community perspectives than 
from an individual perspective which the lecture had focused on.

 Listening to the Mongolian experience Gurid recalled a session in a Norwegian 
classroom. A student who gave an input from the same book criticized how badly 
the book, which is used in many Norwegian social work programmes, fitted the 

Norwegian context. His concern was not so much the individual perspective as that 
the suggested solutions would be very different in a welfare state. Other American 
books generate similar student comments.

 Most students and social workers around the world do not have the opportunity 
to gain first-hand knowledge about the society from which their textbooks originate. 

Social work students and social workers have to deal with the consequences of the 
mobility of people, are faced with ideas, theories and knowledge created in different 
contexts from their own; and are introduced to and expected to practice social work 
methods that are developed far away from their own locality. To fit their context 

social workers are therefore forced to take on the process of transforming what 
may be presented as universal social work and to draw on their local experiences to 
create relevant general knowledge. In this process critical reflection might become 

useful. 
The Mongolian and Norwegian experiences illustrate how important it is to 

reflect critically on issues like: 

What literature is chosen for the students’ curriculum? What is its theoretical 
and ideological basis?
How is the literature used in the course? Is it transferred as universal 
knowledge in social work or are the students expected to reflect critically on 

it to transform it to their own context? 
In what historical, political, economical, social, cultural and religious context 
is the knowledge/literature created in relation to where it is used? 

•

•

•
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How do theories, models and methods taught fit or alienate social work from 

local cultures?
Who are the stakeholders in the knowledge production, in what positions and 
with what interests in social work? 
What purpose is the knowledge serving: oppression or empowerment? 
How applicable is the theory/literature in practice in the local context?
What new knowledge could be drawn from local practice on an individual and 
collective level?
How are practice and education linked? Is it a one-way or circular 
relationship?
What changes should follow from the new knowledge created through critical 
reflection?

Postmodernists claim that social work is contextual and socially constructed 
(Mäntysaari, 2005; Payne, 2005; 2006). Taking this seriously would have implications 
for how we regard the worldwide dissemination of social work literature, models 
and methods that has already taken place and how we handle it in the future. The 
Mongolian and Norwegian examples show that what is taken for granted as basic 
social work in one context may not be recognizable in other contexts. 

The global community is a concept used to indicate how we live in a small 
world, primarily due to easy access to communication and travel. However, using 
fast communication does not take into consideration that people, ideas and practice 
are all formed in their own contexts. Transferring them to another setting does not 
necessarily mean that they are immediately transformed or transformable to fit new 

contexts. As discussed in Chapter 2, social work used to be modernist. Commitment 
to ‘grand theories’ and universal knowledge made social work predictable to some 
degree. However, postmodernism has put an end to this belief. Instead there is an 
urgent demand for relevant and adequate, rather than universal, knowledge.

To be able to perform critical social work, we have to be conscious of the 
knowledge on which we base our practice, and how this knowledge is created, see 
Chapter 5. Then we need to be reflective and to be critical; however is that the 

same as to be critically reflective? In this Chapter, we clarify what we mean by 

critical reflection, why it is important and where the critical in critical reflection and 

critical practice comes from. We then introduce an approach to critical reflection, the 

critical incident method, which shows why and how critical reflection may be used 

for professional growth in social work education and practice to promote contextual 
knowledge creation. One of the reasons for introducing critical reflection is that we 

see it as means of combating the undesirable effect of globalization, postcolonialism 
and postmodernism. 

What are Critical Reflection and Critical Practice?

Critical reflection and reflective practice are widely used concepts in fields like 

education, nursing, medicine, business and law as well as social work. However, 
the concepts are often used interchangeably without a common definition or 

•

•

•
•
•

•

•
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understanding of what they mean and imply (Fook et al., 2006). For example this is 
true of the IASSW/IFSW Global Standard for Social Work Education as well as in 
curricula for social work programmes in the Nordic countries (Askeland, 2006). 

In this book we do not discuss the diverse meanings of these concepts, and 
refer you to Fook et al., (2006) a comprehensive literature study which reveals the 
complexity and various understandings and use of these concepts. It covers a range 
of disciplines, traditions and theoretical frameworks. 

Critical reflection as we use it in this book is an educational and supervision 

method that combines practice, research and education in a circular process. The 
aim is twofold. The first aim is to develop professional growth and competence by 

critical reflection on own practice. The second aim is to create a general professional 

contextual knowledge base by practice research, which combines the outcome of 
critical reflection on several individual experiences. Knowledge creation through 

critical reflection is a different way of knowing from empirical studies. It includes 

sources like creative wisdom, intuition and emotions. It focuses particularly on what 
people take for granted in social, cultural and political contexts as well as focusing 
on power relations. 

Critical reflection may serve various purposes, separately or simultaneously. The 

extent to which it does so depend on the time and effort put into it and how deeply 
the material is explored. Fook et al. (2006: 2) mention four focuses and emphasize 
the importance of being clear about the purpose of the reflection: 

learning about and improving practice;
learning to develop practice based theory;
learning to connect theory and practice;
improving and changing practice.

While the idea of critical reflection is knowledge creation in order to contribute to 

emancipation and change, critical practice is different. Critical practice is a model of 
social work practice using critical social theory extended from 1970s radical social 
work (Healy, 2000). Critical practice focuses on how to solve specific situations in their 

socio-political context in an empowering, non-oppressive and anti-discriminatory 
way. According to Ford et al., (2005), critical practitioners are professionals who are 
aware of their own choices when mediating in a social, educational, disciplinary and 
political context. Critical practitioners should be able to link three domains: formal 
knowledge, the self and practice, and reflect and act across them. We argue that 

critical reflection may benefit any kind of social work practice; critical social work, 

however, depends on critical reflection. 

Why Critical Reflection?

Chapter 2 contends that the changes and challenges explored in this book are closely 
linked to global movements in a broad sense, which means more than economic 
transactions. It includes also the mobility of people, transfer of ideas, theories, 
knowledge and relocation of practice methods from one part of the world to others. 
Globalization in a postmodern era has contributed to making social work a complex, 
uncertain and risky enterprise.

•
•
•
•
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As social work has become more academic around the world, particularly in 
Europe (Labonté-Roset, 2004; Lorenz, 2005), the contribution of more and better 
research to knowledge has been emphasized. At the same time education needs to 
highlight the aim of training students to become competent practitioners, using that 
knowledge. Research methods that are close to practice, like critical reflection, help 

to link research and education. Another method is evidence based practice which we 
discuss in Chapter 5. 

In Chapter 4, we explore the impact of postcolonialism and imperialism in the 
academic field. This is a political issue as much as a professional and ethical one. 

Critical reflection might therefore be a useful and necessary instrument in becoming 

aware of and responding to the mainly one-way direction of knowledge and research 
dissemination in teaching, distribution of literature and research resources from 
North to South. 

As social work programmes expand, for example in China, Africa and Eastern 
Europe, it helps to be mindful through critical reflection of what can be transferred, 

and what has to be created locally and yet be recognized as social work. In Ghana 
for example, a group of social work researchers and a ‘Mother Queen’, a bearer 
of traditional authority, met over a period of 10 months to build understanding of 
similarities and differences in their roles and lay the basis for collaboration and thus 
develop indigenous social work. Although social work training has been offered in 
Ghana since 1946, and both ‘Mother Queens’ and social workers are concerned with 
community development and the welfare of women and children, little had been 
done to develop mutual understanding and cooperation between the two (Kretzer, 
2005). Without such links social work might introduce something that does not fit 

into people’s daily life.
Social work practitioners are increasingly mobile. While formerly social workers 

from the North would go South, often involved in developmental aid work, this 
trend is changing. This is not only because development aid organizations have 
changed their policies to employ more local people. Western countries are actively 
recruiting particularly newly trained social workers from the South. This is so in the 
United Kingdom, where there are not enough social workers. Areas for recruitment 
are former colonies and Commonwealth (Firth, 2007). This is more thoroughly 
discussed in Chapter 6 and 7. It has three consequences open to critical reflection. 

First, social workers might be badly needed in countries that have paid for their 
education. Second, they may be recruited to lower status jobs where it is less easy to 
attract indigenous British social workers. Third, they will be trained for social work 
in a totally different context. 

Paralleling the growth in educational programmes, social work is an expanding 
profession around the world. Social work is not a neutral activity: it depends upon 
and is exposed to what is happening in other sectors in society. Thus it could also 
be seen as a political activity. It may be used to support oppressed people or sustain 
the suppressing institutions or hegemonic systems, see Chapter 6. Critical reflection 

might be used both to increase accountability and to emancipate social workers 
(Fook et al., 2006) and clients. 

During the communist regimes in the Soviet Union and Central or Eastern Europe 
social work barely existed (Szmagalski, 2004), also mentioned in Chapter 6. It was 
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demolished during the Maoist period in China, the Marxist period in Ethiopia and 
lost its university status during the Pinochet regime in Chile. Radical social work was 
well fitted to the radical political climate in the Western democracies in the 1960–70s 

(Healy, 2000). However, a similar social work ideology as expressed in IASSW 
and IFSW ethics and global standards documents, may become more demanding in 
today’s Western neo-liberal societies. Critical reflection raises consciousness of such 

issues, questioning ‘whose side are we on?’
Recent trends emphasize evidence-based research or research-mindedness as the 

best basis for social work education and practice (Karvinen-Niinikoski, 2005). Lifelong 
learning, learning on the job (Eraut, 1998; Boud et al., 2006) and organizational 
learning (Mezirow, 2000; Gould, 2000) are connected to each other as modes of 
informal learning. Critical reflection lays the groundwork for this kind of informal 

learning, and also helps to combine it with knowledge from empirical research.

Reflection and Criticality

Reflection is not all critical; neither is all social work practice. Here we will briefly 

introduce reflection and criticality as a basis for considering critical reflection and 

critical practice.

Reflection

Argyris and Schön (1976) first introduced the concept reflective practitioner, and 
Schön (1987; 1991) developed reflection on professional practice. His idea was 

that by reflecting on their own practice professionals would obtain new knowledge 

bridging gaps between theory and practice, between theories in use versus espoused 
theories. This bottom-up method of learning from experience has gained recognition 
in several professions, including social work. Schön distinguished between reflection-

on-action, which takes place after the actual event, and reflection-in-action, which 
means to act and reflect simultaneously, then without interruption immediately put 

the new insight into action. He considers reflection-in-action a characteristic of a 

competent professional practitioner. 
Reflection is a cognitive process; nevertheless reflection is influenced by 

emotions and bodily reactions, which are considered important sources of 
knowledge. Reflection is a process that takes place when people are faced with 

something unusual, unexpected or surprising and need to create new meanings or 
change their understanding. It is a conscious process where people relive and assess 
their experiences. 

Reflection as a tool for professional development often focuses only on individual 

practitioners’ practice, primarily on their working processes and how they handle the 
situation and relationships with people. Its relevance to knowledge is above all about 
how theory is applied to practice (Taylor and White, 2000; Hunt, 2006). Reflective 

learning is similar to the circular experiential learning cycle: action, reflection, 

conceptualization and experimentation (Kolb, 1984; Moxnes, 2000). 
Habermas (1995) distinguished between three types of knowledge: 
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technical, produced through empirical studies
practical, through a focus on language and its hermeneutic interpretation
emancipatory, through reflection based on critical theory. 

The diverse knowledges are related to different areas of work. This distinction is 
widely referred to in professional literature (Lauvås and Handal, 2000; Taylor, 
2000; Karvinen, 2001; Askeland, 2006). Reflection on the technical or instrumental 

aspects of practice might contribute to quality insurance by particularly focusing on 
procedures, decision-making and problem-solving. Critical thinking, as a cognitive 
process, and technical reflection seem to cover the same thing. Reflection on 

practical or communicative aspects may result in deeper understanding of human 
interaction, while the emancipatory knowledge will appear through reflection on 

what is taken for granted and the oppressive powers in people’s lives, organizations 
and society. Only the latter kind of reflection that results in emancipatory knowledge 

is appropriately called critical reflection. 

Criticality

‘Critical’ is used in combination with several other concepts, with no unified 

meaning whatever the combination. There is a variety of understandings. Ford et 
al. (2005) refer to Barnett’s (1997) framework, distinguishing between three forms 
of criticality: critical reason in the domain of knowledge, critical self-reflection and 

critical action in the domain of the world. Similarly, Jensen (1993) proposes that 
critical reflection links three different types of knowledge for professional people: life 

historical knowledge, professional knowledge and scientific knowledge. See Chapter 

5 for further discussion. Brookfield (2005) discusses four traditions to explain how 

criticality has influenced critical theory in adult learning. These traditions are also 

relevant to critical reflection in social work. 

Ideological critique – The most prominent tradition is ideological critique from a 
critical theory perspective, scrutinizing power relations and hegemony (Brookfield, 

2005). 
There are several contributors to this critique. The first generation of Marxists 

analysed economic and political structures such as capitalism, the Enlightenment, 
and how standardization, bureaucratization and commodification oppressed and 

alienated people. Brookfield argues that Marxist influence has been almost forgotten 

in critical theory today, particularly in the American literature, to avoid associations 
with communism. Even if Marxist ideas are ‘intellectually discredited’, they ‘refuse 
to disappear’ (Brookfield, 1995: 21). Brookfield claims that ignoring the Marxist 

contribution to social thought restricts critical reflection to an individual level 

(Brookfield, 1995: 18–19). In a global world with a strong market orientation, where 

a few get richer on the sacrifice of the majority, and slum areas are growing at a 

fast rate, a Marxist analysis is not outdated. In critical reflection in social work it is 

important to include such an ideological critique.
The Frankfurt school was a multiprofessional society and comprises the second 

generation of critical theorists. It develops an extensive critique of influential social 

•
•
•
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science theories. Habermas, in particular, is often referred to in relation to critical 
reflection (Fook et al., 2006). He criticized how science was used to promote 
established power structures in the society. He maintained that social science’s most 
important task was to promote emancipation. However, he was criticized for the lack 
of a practical way to transform his theory into practice. In response to the critique, 
he developed his theory on communicative action, seeking to combine social science 
with political theory, Marxist theory and analytic philosophy, which is related to 
language (Skjervheim, 1979; Tranøy, 1988). 

The third generation of critical theorists includes postmodernism and feminism 
(How, 2003). Agger (1998), an American representative of the third generation, 
conveys an optimistic belief in change. He maintains that social change must start 
from people’s everyday life, in the family and at work, even if structural conditions 
have a determining influence. By emphasizing the individual perspective, he plays 

down structural issues. This is in accordance with what Brookfield (1995) suggests 

is characteristic of American critical theorists.

Psychoanalytical and psychotherapeutic traditions – The second tradition of 
criticality is influenced by psychoanalysis and psychotherapy (Brookfield, 2005).

Postmodernism permits valuing the personal within the professional. In this 
aspect of postmodernism, critical elements emphasize how gaining personal insight 
and learning to know oneself is a never-ending task (Bauman/Tester, 2000), important 
for professional improvement. Without adhering to traditional psychoanalysis, it is 
nevertheless necessary to focus on deep-seated assumptions that consciously and 
unconsciously influence people’s minds and rule their actions. 

Nelson Mandela illustrates how hegemonic values in a society influence people 

against their will and cause a gap between what people deeply believe in and how 
they behave. While in 1962 living underground in South Africa, he was on his way 
to attend an African conference in Ethiopia and changed to Ethiopian Airlines in 
Khartoum. Mandela (1995: 348-49) panicked when he realized that the pilot was 
black, never having seen a black pilot before. For a moment, a leader in the fight for 

equal rights and social justice for black people fell into an apartheid mindset telling 
him that a black man was unable to fly a plane.

Analytic philosophy and logic – The third tradition of criticality, according to 
Brookfield (2005), is analytic philosophy and logic. This refers to ability to analyse 

arguments and recognize logical fallacies. Critical thinking is a cognitive process 
that refers to a rational analytic process, without any specific ideological critique 

embedded. Critique has a Greek origin and means to be able to distinguish between 
truth and falseness, bias and fact, opinion and evidence, valid and invalid arguments 
and inference in ethical, political and legal issues. In a scholarly connection, it 
refers to judging between arguments that are well-founded and those that are not 
(Skjervheim, 1979).

Critical thinking and critical reflection is often used interchangeably. In problem-

solving and decision-making, critical thinking may ensure that various arguments 
and alternatives have been considered before taking action. Critical thinking is highly 
esteemed in all Western professional work. This is also true of social work research 
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and critical practice. It is secured through analytical procedures and structures, and 
is similar to Habermas’ technological reflection.

Pragmatist constructivism – How people construct and deconstruct their experiences 
and opinions is an issue in the fourth tradition (Brookfield, 2005). It becomes 

important to find out how different people create and interpret their experiences as 

constructivism denies that universal truths exist. 
Pragmatism focuses on practice and emphasizes constant experimentation in order 

to improve society continually. A democracy that exercises openness, inclusiveness 
and tolerance is an essential basis for such experimentation and change. 

Deconstruction, originally developed by Derrida, is a concept from literature. 
It is a tool for textual analysis. An experience, or a critical incident, could be seen 
as a text. Deconstructing a text splits it up to assess critically the various aspects 
of it. To grasp meaning, it is important to understand how the text was created and 
composed as well as its content. This implies a search for underlying assumptions, 
contradictions and concealed power relations (Burr, 2003). 

Practice and language create each other mutually. In Chapter 5, we deal with how 
majority languages can be used to oppress people. Words, jargon and professional 
language may have a similar effect. Thus, language becomes a political tool and 
therefore an issue for critical reflection.

Reflexivity – In addition to Brookfield’s four traditions, reflexivity is an important 

aspect of critical reflection. Reflexivity and reflection have the same linguistic origin 

(Taylor and White, 2000). Although also these two concepts are sometimes used 
interchangeably, they have different meanings in research and knowledge production 
depending on the theoretical basis of the discussion. Reflexivity is specifically treated 

in research literature (Fook, 1999a; Jørgensen, 2002), and developed further into an 
issue of concern in professional practice and education. 

While reflection is an intellectual and affective exploration of an experience or a 

situation, reflexivity in critical reflection is concerned with the positioning of the self. 

Reflexivity requires a focus on social workers or researchers as subjects that influence 

the situations they are involved in at every stage. Therefore, they also influence the 

outcome that is being dealt with or analysed, whether they accept that they are a 
participant or claim to be merely an observer. How power is experienced and exercised 
is a core issue in critical reflection. Reflexivity, focusing on the influence of our own 

position, becomes imperative in critical reflection because doing research on our own 

practice from the position of a neutral outside observer is impossible. 

Critical Incident Analysis

A variety of models, tools and techniques exist for how to conduct critical reflection. 

The distinction is partly related to the diverse theoretical frameworks on which they 
build, but more importantly how many levels of reflection the models contain, as 

mentioned above, and how deeply the material is scrutinized (Fook et al., 2006: 5). 
Fook (1996, 1999) has developed critical incident analysis as a method of 

critical reflection in social work, which aims to combine practice, theory and 
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research. Critical incident analysis was developed by Flanagan (1954) as a research 
technique. Trained researchers would observe how professionals who were deemed 
competent handled a large number of cases, on the basis of which a professional 
knowledge base could be created. Flanagan defined an incident as critical if it made 

a ‘significant’ contribution, either positively or negatively, to the general aim of 

the activity observed (Flanagan, 1954: 338). Thus ‘critical’ in Flanagan’s concept 
has no relation to critical theory or thinking. Critical incident analysis represents 
only raw data, and it does not automatically provide practical solutions to problems 
(Flanagan, 1954: 355). 

The critical incident method may be used individually and in group settings. In 
groups, the participants take turns presenting and reflecting on their critical incidents 

working from critically reflective questions posed by other group members. It is a 

cognitive, emotional and experiential process, proceeding from lower to higher levels 
of reflection; from analysing the experiences to conceptualizing new knowledge and 

suggesting alternatives for experimentation (Fook et al., 2006, 12, 13–14). The aim on 
the first level is to promote professional growth and knowledge to improve practice. 

On a second level, which may take more time as critical reflection is a process; 

the goal is to obtain a collective knowledge base that may promote professional, 
organizational and structural changes (Mezirow, 2000; Gould and Baldwin, 2004). 

The procedure is as follows:

Describe the critical incident, making and restructuring meaning of it by 
analysing and understanding the situation.
Reveal deep-seated assumptions that are taken for granted.
Explore the individual experience in light of historical, social, political, 
economic, cultural and religious contexts. 
Create emancipatory knowledge resulting in professional growth and 
development.
Create a collective professional knowledge base to be followed by 
transformative change (Fook and Askeland, 2006). 

Individual and Professional Growth

The following two examples of critical incidents show some of what the participants 
got out of their critical reflection at the first level. 

One Sunday, I went to visit my mother who is living 125 km away from the capital. There, 
I visited many of my relatives and acquaintances who were sick or had lost their family 
members. In our tradition, if someone is too ill or bereaved due to loss of beloved ones, 
providing financial assistance is customary. I did that in four or five cases. I didn’t know 

exactly how much money I had in my pocket before I left home. But I was sure that I 
had enough money to cover the transportation and other unexpected expenses during my 
trip.

In the afternoon, I left for a nearby town by taxi to take a bus back to the capital. In the 
taxi, when I was asked for the fare, I put my hands in my pockets and found out I had only 
13.50 (local currency). I made a quick calculation in my mind and realized I needed all 

•
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the 13 to reach the capital and that I would have only 0.50 left which was not enough even 
to cover a taxi fare home from the centre of the capital. I felt angry for my own carelessness, 
for not checking my pocket. I could do nothing but tried to feel at ease and planned how to 
manage my trip. I had an earlier plan to visit a friend who lost his mother and was living 
in the town where I was to catch the bus. Deciding to keep the 0.50 for a bus fare when I 
reached the capital, I just walked to my friend’s home. Near the bus station is my favourite 
hotel, where I used to take a beer or two before leaving the town. Besides the habit, I was 
very thirsty for a cold drink due to the heat. I totally forgot that I was penniless, went to the 
hotel and sat down on the veranda. I ordered a bottle of beer as usual. Just at that moment, 
my mind reminded me that I had no money to cover my order. I slowly stood up and left the 
area before the waiter returned. Very embarrassed, I went directly to the station, got on a bus 
and left for the capital. When I reached the capital, I was caught by torrential rain, worse 
than I had ever seen before. I had to stay near a building until it stopped. Then checking 
my 0.50 in my pocket, I took a bus for 0.25 and changed into another bus for 0.25. While 
waiting for the second bus, I was praying not to meet someone whom I know because it is 
customary to pay the transport cost for persons you know very well. Fortunately, there was 
no one at that particular moment. Thus, I felt relieved and got on the bus.

When this critical incident was presented in an African country, classmates received 
it with laughter, as this was a recognizable situation. Critical reflection on the 

incident started with questions like why was this critical for the student, where did 
his assumptions about why to share and how to handle the situation come from, and 
ended up with what he could learn about social work from critically reflecting on this 

incident, particularly in his local setting. The student maintained that ‘poor and other 
segments of the population could encounter similar incidents’. He became aware of 
the ‘false pride’ that prevented him from asking his friend for help. This might be a 
contradiction in a culture where sharing would be part of social work thinking. The 
critical incident shows how important it is to contextualize social work. It shows the 
psychological influence of hegemonic values in a society. In Western cultures, it is 

taken for granted that individuals are responsible for themselves. For other people in 
other places, to share what one has and take responsibility for the extended family 
and the community overrule individual satisfaction. 

When Western practice and literature emphasizing individualized solutions are 
introduced in a collectively oriented society it seems anomalous and alienating. It 
might violate the sharing and mutual responsibility embedded in the tradition where 
there is neither a welfare state, nor an individual and family insurance, and where 
people are totally dependent on the community. 

A local project officer working in an NGO presented a critical incident about being 

sent to do some work with women in a remote area in an African country. Having 
grown up in the capital, she spoke the official language. She took it for granted that 

the women too would be able to speak the official language. She neither took into 

account the many ethnic groups in the country speaking their own languages, nor 
the fact that a proportion of the population is illiterate. When she found out that they 
were unable to communicate with her, she got very annoyed with them. Not until 
later when she got an English-speaking friend that she could barely understand, did 
she realize what it is like to feel inferior because of communication difficulties. 
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Critical reflection on her incident made her connect her own experience with 

what it might have been like for the women. She became conscious of the impact 
of using language to oppress people, and how she in her position had contributed to 
disempower the women. Several of the other group members belonged to various 
minority language groups. They might personally have experienced the connection 
between language and power, which could be used as a basis in developing a 
collective local knowledge about the subject in social work. In Chapter 4 we discuss 
the connection between language and power. 

Collective Knowledge

The following examples show how experiences from critical reflection on individual 

critical incidents can be summarized as collective knowledge. A group of experienced 
Norwegian social workers at a social service department used a critical reflection 

method for group supervision for two semesters. They all presented work-related 
critical incidents on which they reflected, assisted by critically reflective questions 

from their colleagues. The issues presented varied. Nevertheless, a common topic 
that stood out was the ethical dilemmas and frustrations related to having to follow 
the rules and regulations of a bureaucratic welfare regime, influenced by New Public 

Management (NPM), see Chapter 6, that did not meet people’s needs.
At the same time a class of about 40 master students in an African country without 

extensive welfare services was introduced to critical reflection. Several of them had 

extensive social work experience, particularly from non-governmental organizations. 
In groups, they all presented their critical incidents. Several of them reflected on the 

experience of having no money in a cultural setting where people are expected to share 
and take responsibility for each other, others on being in life threatening situations 
caused by natural disasters and accidents or for political reasons. A third issue was 
related to being humiliated in school or university. In plenary, the students summarized 
what they had learned about social work by critically reflecting on their own critical 

incidents. Firstly, they highlighted the importance of contextualizing social work, 
secondly, acknowledging the cultural aspect of social work. This was noticeable as 
most of the books in the social work library, from which they had learned about social 
work, were American. Thirdly, appreciating diversity as they, by listening to each 
others’ presentations, realized with surprise that what their co-students found critical 
and how they chose to handle it, was different from their own reactions and actions, a 
parallel to what they would experience with the people they were to work with. These 
three aspects were the same ones that another class a year earlier had summarized as 
their new knowledge as a result of critical reflection (Askeland and Bradley, 2007).  

These two situations are not comparable as the circumstances are different. 
Nevertheless, they show that social work may be diverse, whether there are extensive 
welfare services or not. They also give an idea of that critical reflection on various 

critical incidents may challenge group thinking and result in collective consciousness 
raising and sharing new knowledge. It would be the first step for the Norwegian group 

in changing practice and influence policy, and in creating social work knowledge, 

relevant for the local context for the African group. If critical reflection takes place 

in an agency setting, it tends to focus on implementation of structures and policies 
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(Høyrup and Elkjær, 2006), as it did in the Norwegian case. However, it also 
revealed power relations and emotions related to them (Vince, 2002 in Høyrup and 
Elkjær, 2006). If the consciousness raising and sharing of new knowledge amongst 
the African students of contextualization, cultural appropriateness and diversity 
would make them test the written and oral social work material to which they are 
introduced, the critical reflection might have started them on a journey towards a 

locally appropriate basis for social work.

Discussion

How does criticality manifest itself in the critical incident method? The critical 
incidents people present mean significant happenings in their lives, on which they 

critically reflect. The critical reflection is based on critical theory, including a 

prominent ideological critique, particularly of power relations in social work at all 
levels. It also focuses on the relationship between knowledge and power, including 
hegemonic assumptions that are taken for granted by most people and may be 
used to disempower, oppress, discriminate and dominate. In a critical incident 
method, the presenter scrutinizes her own taken-for-granted assumptions from a 
reflexive position to make explicit how they are expressed in values, attitudes and 

practice. The critical incident and the revealed assumptions are tested in historical, 
economic, political, social and professional contexts. Critical thinking and pragmatic 
constructivist perspectives allow the critical incident, as a text, to be deconstructed 
and the language becomes important. From a constructivist point of view, a universal 
and general knowledge base would be rejected. In this way, critical reflection on a 

critical incident may help to show how important it is to create local knowledge to 
make social work relevant and adequate. Without change, critical reflection has not 

fulfilled its utmost goal, and pragmatism accentuates experimentation as a forerunner 

for change. The critical incident method includes an experiential phase. 
Critical reflection might serve differing interests depending on its theoretical 

traditions and frameworks. As we discuss in Chapter 5 and 8, several stakeholders 
and ringmasters with various interests create social work on both a local and an 
international level. Critical theory as a frame of reference, however, gives the exercise 
a basis and a direction that makes reflection more complex and comprehensive (Fook 

et al., 2006; Askeland, 2006).
Social work serves different interests around the world. In the Nordic countries 

a demand for social workers grew out of a need for a profession to serve the welfare 
state. Social workers are mainly employed by public agencies and institutions. Some 
clients consider them their counterparts and threaten them. In welfare regimes that 
provide benefits and services as part of social work, social work has been accused of 

contributing to silencing and keeping people in oppressed positions through the way 
it rations resources according to dominant cultural expectations. In other societies, 
social workers side with people against the ruling powers and have been imprisoned 
for their stands (IFSW, 2007).

Social work creates a fine balance between professional responsibilities and 

political issues. A collective approach is necessary to promote changes to meet the 
political ideals of social work. Flanagan’s original critical incident research technique 
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opens up the opportunity of using critical reflection to develop collective knowledge 

production as a basis for more extensive influence (Askeland and Bradley, 2007). 

Knowledge has an empowering effect when it is produced under non-oppressive 
conditions and when it contributes to reduce social inequality (Fisher, 2005). Social 
workers exposing their practice for scrutiny may become vulnerable (Preston-Shoot, 
2000; Høyrup and Elkjær, 2006; Fook and Askeland, 2007). Critical reflection 

may therefore not be appropriate to every practice situation. Many social workers’ 
conditions of service do not allow space and time for reflection, let alone critical 

reflection. To critically reflect on our own performance and agency role may be 

provocative to social workers in itself, not in the least as it may threaten an agency’s 
and political interests. It may therefore be neither encouraged, nor expected, rather 
unwanted. It is thus a professional challenge to secure an open, non-judgemental 
and safe culture and atmosphere within which the critical reflection can take place 

(Mezirow, 2000; Fook et al., 2000; Fook and Askeland, 2007).
If the ultimate goal of critical reflection is to create knowledge to emancipate 

and promote professional growth and social change, it is important to understand 
how power is constructed and exercised (cf. Fook et al., 2006). Reflection, as a tool 

in developing professional practice as it is described in Schön’s model, has been 
criticized for being a-theoretical and not specifically concerned with power. However, 

empowerment has become fundamental to social work both theoretically and in 
practice. Practising empowerment individually, collectively and internationally would 
be almost impossible without scrutinizing how power is exercised. Empowerment 
and oppression have to be seen in relation to each other both in academic studies and 
practice. In Chapter 2, we focus on postcolonialism in relation to international social 
work and social work education. We have to critically reflect on how power relations 

also influence what is accepted as social work in the international community.

In countries where social work is a new field, or with little locally developed 

literature as for example in the Caribbean (Maxwell et al., 2003), the profession has 
to build relevant practice from the ground up. Critical reflection by practitioners 

on their personal experiences and work is a useful starting point, in turn reducing 
dependence on importing literature that alienates social work from the local people and 
culture. When literature is imported, critical reflection may helpfully contextualize 

knowledge and fit practice approaches better to local needs. Incorporating local 

traditions in ways of responding to local needs (cf. Kretzer, 2005) is likely to make 
social work more effective for those it serves. 

Cross-border teaching and practice demand critical reflection for both provider 

and receiver of knowledge, to avoid oppressing and becoming oppressed by others’ 
inappropriate constructions of social understanding. Reflection only is insufficient; the 

critical perspective secures the empowering and emancipatory impact of reflection. 

Critical reflection demands a self-critical stance. Knowledge-building self-evidently 

requires a critical perspective on the theory that is created and the creators’ influence. 

We have to be cautious not to treat either critical reflection or new knowledge created 

through a critically reflective process, as if it is universal (Brookfield, 2005). 

In cultures influenced by Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, Hinduism and 

Islam there is no sharp distinction between the self or individual identity and others, 
and stability and harmony are more prominent than change (Yip, 2004; for further 
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discussion see also Chapter 6). Even with a holistic method, Western views tend 
to distinguish between spiritual and materialistic aspects of life. We are therefore 
unwise to assume that critical theory, reflexivity and critical reflection will have the 

same meaning and implication in Asian as in Western cultures. Culture, including 
religion and values, influences the focus of critical reflective processes and how, 

when and where they may be pursued. 
Knowledge creation solely through reflection and critical reflection might become 

descriptive more than prescriptive (Mäntysaari, 2005). With over-emphasizing 
contextual knowledge there may be a danger of cultural relativism, accepting all 
ideas as equally valuable. However, social workers must nevertheless act, and 
therefore must make decisions between different ideas. The international trend 
towards evidence-based social work practice commends decision-making methods 
that can be specified, quantified, measured and thus become more predictable. 

Evidence-based practice tends to conceal the political and cultural aspect of social 
work (Lindén, 2004). On the contrary, we would emphasize the political and 
cultural aspects, uncertainty and complexity in selecting, developing and adapting 
knowledge for use in practice. This continually grounds research, education and 
practice contextually, test taken-for-granted knowledge and creates new and relevant 
knowledge to meet the requirements in a constantly changing society.  

Until now, there is little empirical research on outcomes of critical reflection. 

Fook et al. (2006) argue that it is difficult to conduct research projects without a 

consistent theoretical framework and agreed tools and methods. To research the 
result of critical reflection may be even more difficult when it builds on critical 

theory. Brookfield (2005:9) claims that to verify that the visions critical theory 

inspires have been realized implies social change.
So far, critical reflection has mainly been used to develop individual professional 

competence, and, to some degree, a shared workplace knowledge base. Several 
descriptive studies are available of individual results of critical reflection (Fook 

et al., 2006). However, it is a future challenge to develop critical reflection, using 

critical incident method, to create collective, contextual knowledge bases. This is 
a challenge anywhere, but more so where social work is newly-established. New 
professions have resources for developing professional knowledge and practice 
models independently of the dominant international understandings of the nature of 
social work, which would serve as useful reference points.

Conclusion

Critical reflection combines criticality and reflection. Critical incident analysis 

is a method to aid critical reflection. Developed for supervision and education, it 

combines practice, education and research in a circular process. The aim is twofold: 
to promote professional growth and competence by critically reflect on personal 

practice and to create a professional contextual knowledge base.
Critical incident method is useful for contextualizing knowledge. Reflecting 

critically on personal practice may promote changes to enable social workers to 
respond better to local circumstances. In a postmodern, postcolonial era with 
growing globalization, it is sound policy to be sceptical about indiscriminate transfer 
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of knowledge and practice approaches around the world. Critical reflection including 

critical incident analysis may help contribute to: 

a conscious perspective on the consequences of the global movements for 
social work, being specifically concerned about power, dominance and 

oppression; 
preventing postcolonialism in education and practice;
creating local and contextual social work knowledges where the profession 
has been dependent on dominant western literature;
establishing professional and collective knowledge that have an emancipatory 
and empowering effect. 

•
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Chapter 4

Racism, Social Exclusion and 
Cultural Translation

Introduction

Globalization draws attention to inequality: the inequalities between peoples, nations, 
regions of the world and different social groups. Social inequalities create power 
relations in which some groups in societies are disadvantaged, discriminated against 
and excluded from social participation. Social workers often work particularly 
with such groups and are therefore concerned with how to deal with exclusion in 
a practical way. As professionals and as government officials they are also part of 

the social structures that contribute to inequality. Inequalities between Northern 
and Southern hemispheres are mirrored in richer countries, where the urban south 
of Norway is richer than the arctic, rural north, the rich south-east of the UK is 
richer than Scotland and the north. Also, there are inequalities across regions such 
as Europe, where countries to the east are poorer than countries in the West, or 
North America, where countries in the north are richer than Mexico and many of 
the Caribbean islands. Social work values, concerned with creating social cohesion, 
seek social justice between countries and regions.

However, the position is complex, as postmodern analysis leads us to expect. 
Economic and social development is variable. During the late twentieth century, 
countries in East Asia, Japan, Korea, and Malaysia expanded rapidly and in the twenty-
first century, India and China began to develop fast, too. Countries in South America 

have developed rich economies, although there continues to be gross inequality and 
considerable poverty. However, particularly in Africa, economies in the South generally 
remain very underdeveloped. Poor people migrate from the poorer to the richer 
economies and a global economy, benefits larger and richer economies. Social work 

has to deal with the dissatisfaction, despair and distress caused by these inequalities. 
Globalization means that everyone has greater knowledge and understanding of how 
inequality affects attitudes and understanding across the world. 

Inequality is not only economic, but economic inequality leads to other social 
inequalities, which are expressed in culture and language. In this Chapter, we 
explore, in the next section, racism as an issue that has been a widespread concern 
in social work. It is an example of how inequalities are played out in social conflicts 

that affect social work through postcolonial hegemony. Then, we build on the 
introduction in Chapter 2 to explore how postcolonialism leads to cultural oppression 
particularly through language. Subsequently, we discuss how social work education 
demonstrates similar postcolonial oppression. We argue that social workers from 
dominant Western, English-speaking cultures in social work, and elsewhere, should 
facilitate cultural translation in addition to and as part of language translation. This 
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would enable social work and other cultural ideas to be indigenized and authentized 
in minority cultures. Minority forms of social work might then be reintroduced into 
dominant cultures and gain cultural and eventually economic power. 

There are a number of responses in various societies about these issues, which 
fall into three categories: 

Citizenship approaches, which emphasize social structures that support rights 
to equality and social inclusion.
Interpersonal and intercultural approaches, which emphasize developing 
interactions between different peoples and cultures to reduce social 
exclusion.
Social movement and protest approaches, which emphasize being aware of, 
valuing and seeking to respond to difference collectively. 

These approaches are not separate from or inconsistent with each other; rather they 
are elements that may be observed in different interventions. For example, many 
aspects of international social work as we have described in Chapter 1, form a social 
movement approach. This is because it promotes a particular role for social work in 
poor countries and regions. It offers a response that criticizes a globalized approach 
to inequalities by asserting and demonstrating the importance of intervening on 
social issues as well as the economic development that globalization gives priority 
to. Social development focuses on an alliance with economic development in poorer 
countries (Midgley, 1997). It seeks to correct inequalities by incorporating social 
objectives into the purely economic imperatives generated by globalization. It also 
helps to promote local and community solidarity by encouraging cooperation to 
provide important social facilities, which will then enable people to contribute to 
wider development in poorer countries. 

Cox and Pawar (2006), for example, identify the issues of poverty, conflict 

and post-conflict reconstruction, displacement and forced migration as the main 

focuses of social development and international social work. All these issues 
connect to globalizing forces. Thus, the social work response to globalization 
calls particularly on ways of supporting community, locality and family through 
empowerment, capacity-building, promoting self-help and self-reliance, enhancing 
social integration, income-generation and community development, which are 
elements of how many societies respond to inequalities. Social work often focuses on 
strengthening individuals and groups to take control of their own economic interests, 
using improved social relationships in families, localities and communities that 
share common interests to do so. Examples of social groups where this has worked 
well are street children, child labourers, migrant workers and their families, AIDS 
orphans in Africa and women as workers and as contributors to good relationships 
in family and community.

These personal and local social networks are important in maintaining solidarity 
and order in societies, and social work is one of the ways in which societies 
intervene in these issues. Husband (1996) argues that ideas of community, ethnicity 
and citizenship define and contain potential diversity in British community care. 

‘Community’, particularly in communitarian ideas, represents a value of solidarity, 

•
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participation and citizenship. The following section examines race and discrimination 
as an area in which social work has been active. These issues particularly connect 
with postcolonialism and its cultural and linguistic oppression and allow us to see 
the processes that social work needs to combat in Western countries and as part of 
international social work.

‘Race’ and Discrimination 

Social Movements around Racism

During the last half of the 20th century, conflicts around several major issues raised 

concern internationally about race and ethnicity as a source of inequality and potential 
social disorder. Among important drivers of this concern were: 

International campaigns about the policy of apartheid (separate development 
of states for black and white population groups) in South Africa from the 
1960s onwards.
Discrimination against migrants from India, the Caribbean and other parts of 
the ‘New Commonwealth’ to the UK, which eventually led to civil disorder.
American civil rights movements seeking equal treatment of black people.
Discrimination against Turkish ‘guest workers’ in Germany.
Discrimination against migrants from North Africa, particularly Algeria, in 
France.
Concern about oppression of indigenous peoples such as Aboriginal people 
in Australia through policies criticized as being concerned primarily with 
creating a ‘white Australia’, native Americans in Canada and the USA and 
Maoris in New Zealand. 

All such social concerns focused around a political campaign about the oppression 
of an ethnic group within the societies because of their ‘race’. Some of these 
campaigns, such as the campaign against apartheid, became international, even 
global. Some, such as the American civil rights movement and legal developments 
in the US, achieved international influence. While social workers were sometimes 

as individuals engaged in such movements and their professional organizations 
contributed, these were social movements of concerned and politically committed 
people much wider than social work. Although ‘race’ does not have a biological 
basis, it attains a social ‘truth’ because there is a history of people being categorized 
in societies by assumed ‘racial’ characteristics derived from visible aspects of 
their ethnicity. Generally, white people of Western European or American origins 
categorized and treated unequally non-white people. The particular circumstances 
of each of these social movements varied, but seen on a global scale have these 
similar characteristics of oppression of non-white by white people because of ‘racial’ 
categorizations that have no basis in biological differences. This oppression and 
the social inequalities that result therefore are considered unjustified and unjust. 

Consequently, people concerned about these issues sought to rectify the injustice, 
either for ideological reasons, that the inequality is unjust and injustices should be 
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rectified, or for a variety of practical reasons, such as the civil disorder or waste of 

human resources that might result from unfair discrimination. 
Globalization may contribute to racism and cultural postcolonialism because 

of the impact of transnational corporations. These then influence government 

and social organizations to promote a powerful culture that leaves little space for 
maintaining separate cultures. Two aspects of globalization relevant to cultural 
imperialism are the tendency to make economies more interdependent and the use 
of information and communication technology (ICT) forcing formerly separated 
cultures into closer contact; see Chapter 9. People working in or studying 
international social work and its education can raise awareness of these issues, and 
adapt their approaches to respond to oppressions that arise from them. In doing so, 
it is important not to assume a universal knowledge that may usefully be applied 
in or adapted to all cultures; see Chapters 2 and 5. 

Social Work and Anti-racism Movements

Citizenship is a crucial concept raised by these social changes deriving from 
globalization. It involves a number of interdependent rights (Castles and Davidson, 
2000: Ch. 5). These include various human rights such as freedom of expression 
and religion, political rights such as the right to vote and stand for election and 
various social rights such as rights to employment, social security payments and 
equality of access to education or services.

The history of social change in many countries arising from migration 
increasingly makes it more complex to understand people’s identity, because 
national, religious and cultural identity are not the clear markers of individual 
identity that many people assume. Globalization and postcolonialism have an 
oppressive impact on local cultures in three ways: through the economic power 
of globalization discussed in Chapter 2, through cultural oppression and through 
language and linguistic oppression, discussed in this chapter.

Globalization ideas focus on the economic, and also affect culture and 
language. Identities are no longer clearly associated with a particular national 
culture or with a particular language. Many countries have multiple languages, or 
border on countries that speak other languages and all countries interact through 
globalization with dominant cultures and languages. There may be loyalties to or 
interest in two or more cultures. For example, at the time of writing, a twelve-year-
old girl chose to leave her mother, the legal guardian, in Scotland to travel to be 
with her Muslim Pakistani father and other family members, changing her name 
from an English to an Islamic form. Thus, everyone, including social workers, 
has to deal with complex identities in a globalized world. We must all translate 
understanding of the culture in which we live into a cultural framework that is 
relevant for others. Anti-racist practice must deal with that complexity, seeing 
where potential oppression connects with complex identities and relationships.

Social work incorporates three broad approaches to these issues, which are 
examples of the three general social responses to inequalities, referred to above: 

Anti-discriminatory, anti-oppressive and anti-racist practice is a citizen-
ship, structural approach – Drawing particularly on left-wing political 

•
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philosophies and characteristic of the UK, this practice argues that the main 
issue is inequality between social groups and racism focusing on non-white 
groups. Practice should challenge examples of discriminatory, oppressive or 
racist behaviour. Discrimination, oppression and racism that are integral to the 
organization of society and agencies should be identified and eliminated.

Empowerment practice is an interpersonal, intercultural approach
– Characteristic of the US and Canada, but also used elsewhere, it draws 
on systems theories and social democratic political philosophies. It sees 
discrimination, oppression and racism as creating barriers in society, which 
people affected can learn to overcome. It primarily sees intervention as 
interpersonal, although personal empowerment may also be extended to 
achieve social change.
Cultural pluralism, diversity and multicultural ideas and social movement 
approaches – leading to cultural competence practice. They focus on cultural 
and social differences between ethnic groups, rather than inequalities. 
Societies and social institutions should accept and value cultural difference as 
a resource to the community. In a rather cognitive-behavioural approach to the 
problems, education about and experience of the range of ethnicities present 
in a community or society is promoted, and practitioners should become 
knowledgeable about and competent to respond to issues that emerge from 
difference among the cultures they deal with. 

To which we would add a fourth, which we argue for in this chapter: 

Cultural translation which draws together structural, interpersonal 
and social movement approaches – Our approach accepts the crucial 
relevance of understanding that the structural issue of inequality is the 
major issue for resolution, and argues for both empowerment and cultural 
competence. However, omnicompetence in practitioners is impractical and 
disempowering; since it implies that they are able to interpret their own 
dominant culture and understanding to people with less power. They may 
be able to do something, but it should not be assumed and people from the 
dominant cultures should not be solely in control of the processes. Instead, 
practice and education should be organized in such a way that it enables 
adaptation of cultural ideas, and users and students should be enabled 
to create their own formulations of ideas and actions, through critical 
reflection. Thus, the users have control of how the idea is translated, not 

the dominant culture, and are enabled also to re-offer their translation as a 
renewed cultural understanding to the dominant culture. 

Cultural Translation

Figure 4.1 shows the concept of cultural translation in a diagram. An initial 
requirement, which we draw from the ideas of anti-oppressive practice, is a realistic 
acceptance by people and agencies with power that their cultures dominate other 
cultures. While we refer here to dominant and minority cultures, their power is 
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exercised through social structures such as governments, corporations, NGOs 
and organizations of all kinds, including social work agencies. Thus, people in 
an organization of social work agency must develop awareness of its institutional 
racism, using processes such as critical refl ection. Consequently, they accept their 

responsibility for making available their ideas and practices in a way that others may 
redirect, and they make available resources to help less powerful people indigenize 
the ideas and authentize them with their own approach. An exchange process goes 
on, wholly controlled by the less powerful group. The dominant culture’s resources 
then make available culturally acceptable ideas from the minority culture to the 
dominant culture.

An example is the way in which palliative care agencies caring for dying people, their 
families and carers respond to different cultural expectations at the end of life. Guides 
are available about cultural expectations (Neuberger, 2004) and the hospice where 
Malcolm works has guidance available for staff on appropriate ways of responding to 
common problems. However, he recently discussed with a Muslim daughter details of 
the death of her mother. She walked with him back to the main entrance, and caught 
sight of the Christian chapel on the way. She saw candles burning and asked to go in. 
The Chapel can be adapted within moment from its Christian iconography. He offered 
her a prayer mat, pointed out the direction of Mecca, both conventional recognitions 
of Muslim prayer, and offered to remove the Christian symbols. But no, she asked 
simply to light a candle for her mother and spent some private time facing the 
Christian pictures. Then, she left a written prayer for her mother as part of a Christian 

Cultural material
offered in

adaptable form

Minority
culture

Indigenization and
authentization achieves
cultural translation

Authentized cultural
material re-offered in
adaptable form

Dominant culture

Figure 4.1 Cultural translation
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device for leaving memorials. She said that the respect shown for her difference 
made her feel happy to meet her own spiritual needs, even in this environment that 
might be seen as inappropriate. These kinds of flexibilities are part of any life in a 

multicultural environment, but the whole range of possible responses must be catered 
for to allow her to make her own translation of the Christian environment for her 
own use. Malcolm’s responsibility and that of the agency was to be open to both this 
flexibility and the possibility of a more orthodox need.

One of the concerns about multicultural or diversity approaches is the fear of 
or resistance to homogenization or hybridization of cultures (Kraidy, 2005). People 
do not want to see everything mixed together, and may seek to retain their cultural 
heritage and resist its dilution by other cultures. For example, groups of migrants 
may seek to live in the same area, so that they can maintain their religion, establish 
churches, mosques or temples with a large enough population to support them, and 
can get food and entertainment that maintains their cultural separateness. Often, 
as with many traditional communities, people may seek marriage partners within 
the community. Multicultural approaches question this separateness, since as the 
new cultures become influential they may dilute the power of the majority culture. 

Black perspectives approaches to social work, for example, argue that it is important 
to identify and work within the view of situations that minorities themselves hold 
rather than within culturally dominant assumptions (Graham, 2004; Ahmad, 1990). 
American research proposes the importance of using cultural history and black 
experience to appreciate the ways in which black people have responded to the 
oppression they have experienced (Martin and Martin, 1995). French debate on 
these issues explores the importance of nigrescence (Robinson, 1995, 1999), the 
development of black identity particularly in young people. The related idea of 
negritude (Kraidy, 2005: 67–71) refers to the specificity of black culture. These ideas 

contest the dominance of postcolonial hegemony, pointing to evidence that national 
and ethnic cultures explore and develop their own conceptualizations of their ethnic 
and social identities.

Social Movements, Social Inclusion and Social Capital

The paradox that globalization and postmodern societies seek both to homogenize 
cultures and to offer variety raises the question of what social workers, among others, 
should do about these issues. Racism leads to political action and social protest, 
which in turn connects it to policy about urban living and regeneration, civil unrest, 
and policing (Solomos, 2003). Thus, racial inequality and discrimination connects 
with other inequalities and the social response to them. In the same way that there 
were worldwide social movements around racial inequalities, from 1970 onwards 
there were also several other social movements concerned with inequalities, which 
swept the world and gained wide support, including many social workers. The most 
important of these interpreted in different ways in different countries, are: 

The women’s movement.
Environmental movements, including concerns about food, pollution and, 
more recently, climate change.

•
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Movements for effective healthcare, particularly to prevent conditions that 
have a wide impact such as malaria and tuberculosis, around HIV/AIDS and 
around physical disabilities. 

All such movements are connected with the impact of globalization on social and 
economic inequalities, and particularly on poverty. For example, women are the main 
generators of income for their families in many poor countries as well as being the 
main organizer of care for family members. Help to them is often one of the best ways 
of reducing poverty, ill-health and childhood mortality. Environmental concerns often 
affect the poorest nations, communities and families the most quickly and strongly. 
Better preventive healthcare and treatment for common disabling conditions such as 
malaria, HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis can lead to rapid improvements in economic 
and social strength in poor countries. One of the weaknesses of social work in 
responding to such issues is that its professional role has focused on individualized 
help too much to make a contribution to such vigorous social movements. 

In all societies, however, poor people tend to be clustered together in poor 
environments and share similar problems. It is unclear whether this is because 
people with shared characteristics tend to lose income and resources in their families 
and accumulate in areas with poor resources (Wilkinson, 1996). It may be instead 
that their poverty leads to greater ill-health and social difficulties. Probably it is a 

combination. The clustering of populations with social difficulties has led to concern 

that in the same way that globalization may lead to whole countries being excluded 
from participation in international economy, the cultural and social consequences 
of globalization leads to neighbourhoods or communities being excluded from 
participation in political and social life and in opportunities for healthy lifestyles.

Consequently, social work in Western societies should also emulate development 
work in addressing the needs of social groups and communities collectively. Loizos 
(2000) in a historical study of a variety of refugee situations, points out that refugee 
agencies have found it ‘politically hazardous’ (p. 140) to target aid at destitute 
refugees if populations where they end up are also poor and receive no help. Instead, 
‘refugee-affected populations’ should be jointly assisted alongside migrants. 
Similarly, more broadly, Washington and Paylor (1999) argue that European Union 
(EU) poverty policy developed new practices designed to reduce social exclusion of 
groups suffering from economic inequality, and increase social solidarity across the 
EU. They argue that this might offer a new identity for social work.

In the same way that refugees bring with them social capital by their energy and 
commitment to finding a new life, excluded communities need to be helped to find 

the social capital in their networks and relationships. Although sometimes destitute, 
refugees may bring some wealth or possessions from their previous life, they bring 
relationships and contacts in their community, they bring their family supports and 
may bring skills, knowledge, resilience and motivation to re-establish themselves 
(Loizos, 2000). There is international evidence, for example, that young people from 
migrant families often do better in education than people from local ethnic groups. 
This is because, compared with other local people, they use stronger social ties from 
their community to provide opportunities, when their competition in the open job 
market is restricted by discrimination (Lauglo, 2000). Munn (2000) argues that we 
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can use findings such as these to help people within educationally deprived areas 

to strengthen their social networks to achieve better work and school experiences, 
through mentoring and other schemes. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa reviewed from all 
points of view human rights crimes during the period that apartheid policies led to 
serious social conflict. It allowed people to admit their crimes and others to tell their 

stories. The Chairperson argued that this process of revealing truth led to greater 
stability than criminal trials: 

… we have seen how unsuccessful prosecutions lead to bitterness and frustration in the 
community. Amnesty applicants often confessed to more gruesome crimes than were the 
subject of the Basson trial, yet their assumption of responsibility, and the sense that at 
least people were getting some measure of truth from the process, resulted in much less 
anger (Tutu, 2003). 

A similar cultural approach in social work has emerged from a group of workers in 
the Balkans. This focuses on the exploration of cultural memory within a supportive 
setting, using the welfare organization as a support in developing alternative 
understandings of damaging cultural memories and to strengthen resilience. Stubbs 
(2002) suggests that this work shows that one of the contributions of welfare 
organizations to civil society is to contribute to an alternative culture of understanding 
difficulties and stresses. A parallel occurred in Afghanistan where social workers from 

an INGO also used damaged cultural memories to strengthen resilience (Løfsnæs, 
2006). Zaviršek (1999), in a Balkan case study, points out that memories, perceptions 
and understandings of people with disabilities or mental illnesses are marginalized 
in many societies. Stubbs (2002) argues that memories and narratives of users’ and 
workers’ everyday experiences in such societies undergoing stressful change are 
important resources for understanding how social work and welfare regimes work 
in detail. Možina (2002) illustrates this analysis with a further Balkan case study 

showing how spending time working through a mentally ill person’s experiences 
of relationships in her life enabled the service users to analyse and remember her 
experiences differently through the experience of support and caring by workers in 
a voluntary organization. The important aspect of this work is how experiences of 
relationships in organizations in the present connected with traumatic experiences 
from the past. For example battles over the management of finances, now allowed 

the user to reconstruct, rethink and ultimately deal with past experiences, which 
were inhibiting the ability to develop appropriate relationships with others.

Culture as a Determinant of Social Intervention and Education

Working on such social reconstruction crucially involves our view of culture. The 
postmodern view is that different historical and social environments form both our 
attempts at social development and also how we see and understand social issues. 
We argue in Chapter 5 that the idea of universal knowledge conflicts with the idea 

that different cultures have different ways of understanding the world. Cultures are 
shared world views about three elements of a society: 
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Systems of values and behaviour that are widely acknowledged as characteristic 
of a society. 
Aesthetic, artistic and intellectual achievements of that society, again 
acknowledged as characteristic of it.
The way in which that society achieves change in and development of 
values and behaviours and their expression, which then affects the cultural 
assumptions that individuals develop. 

Colonialism and postcolonialism imposes cultures through power relations, limiting 
the available cultural resources. But, cultural diversity is needed just as much as 
biodiversity. An ecosystem is more viable in the long term if it has a large gene pool, 
because this may offer a wider range of possibilities for dealing with unexpected 
changes in the environment. Similarly, a larger pool of cultures and knowledges may 
make it possible to deal with a wider range of human situations. Moreover, it produces a 
more interesting and varied environment, which offers more stimulation and creativity, 
both generally and also in education and social relations. Colonialism means that local 
and minority cultures are discounted in favour of the dominant culture, in the same 
way that globalization overvalues the economically powerful cultures.

The colonizer rules the colonized partly through cultural hegemony. Hegemony 
is the use of cultural and social relations to impose or maintain power. It is:

… the process whereby ideas, structures and actions come to be seen by the majority of 
people as wholly natural, preordained, and working for their own good, when in fact they 
are constructed and transmitted by powerful minority interests to protect the status quo 
that serves those interests (Brookfield, 1995: 5). 

Internationalizing social work and its education creates a Western hegemony in the 
valuing of certain kinds of internationally credible knowledge and control of the 
dissemination of knowledge. Bringing skills and knowledge of practice or education to 
countries or regions where it would otherwise be inaccessible appears to be a valuable 
gift. However, it is also a cultural hegemony that tightens the dependency of the 
receiving on the giving countries. Globalized economic and technological superiority 
makes it clear that colonialism and racism continues postcolonialism (Owolabi, 2001).

Therefore, education and social work practice needs to develop processes for 
cultural translation as well as language translation. In social work education, we 
understand cultural translation to mean identifying and assessing ways in which and 
the degree to which understanding from learning materials created in one cultural 
setting can be adapted to be used in another setting. The creator of learning materials 
may do this prospectively, so that they can be more open to use in other cultures 
than the one in which they are created. The educators using materials can also do 
it retrospectively. They need to understand factors that affect the validity of the 
materials for use in the new setting. 

Language as a Factor in Social Construction

Language is an important factor in social construction, because it is an important 
aspect of personal and cultural identity, as well as being the carrier of knowledge. 

•
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Which languages are used in social development? Which are used to convey 
knowledge through education? These questions are connected with cultural 
hegemony. Linguistic diversity is important because it allows us to describe our 
country, feelings, and experiences related to our specific environment, which is 

essential in social work, rather than using language related to another environment. 
As language is lost, traditional environmental knowledge also disappears (Skutnabb-
Kangas, 1999). For example, people from Greenland have many different concepts in 
their language for describing snow, a variety unnecessary in most languages, which 
have linguistic diversity in other ways. This shows how language is a resource in 
particular environments, not a problem to be erased by less complexity and greater 
universality (Phillipson, 1999).

However, language has not been treated as a human rights issue. In the original 
United Nations’ Charter (Art. 13) language was one of the four basic human rights 
together with race, sex, and religion (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1999: 177), but was 
later deleted. Today there are about 6,700 oral languages. Only 600 of these are 
considered safe for survival to the end of the present century. The top ten languages 
in the world, which have at least 100 million speakers each, are spoken by 50% of 
people altogether. There are about 200 states in the world, and 141 have one of the 
top languages as its official one in administration and education. In most of these 

countries, the official language has its position even if the majority of the people 

in the country has other mother tongues. All inhabitants are not required to have 
command of the official language, particularly if people have little formal education 

(Skutnabb-Kangas, 1999: 72), the case for many people that social workers are 
dealing with. The top languages kill others, and English is by far the most important, 
used in 75 countries. 

What makes this possible is that ‘the speakers of these languages have allocated 
to themselves more structural power and material resources, than their numbers 
would justify, at the cost of speakers of other languages’ (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1999: 
70). The dominance of English is not an accident, but a well-planned policy. An 
adviser to the British Council wrote in 1941: 

a new career service is needed, to lay the foundation of a world language and culture 
based on our own… an army of linguistic missionaries … a central office in London, from 

which teachers radiate all over the world (Routh, 1941: 2–13). 

English teaching has become the second biggest business in the British economy 
(Phillipson, 1999: 204). English as a global language is an extension of colonialism; 
the same is true for other European top languages. Of 173 countries that have gained 
independence from a colonial power, 62 have gained independence from UK, 28 
from France and 17 from Spain (Globastat, 2001). The acceptance and extension of 
languages depend on political and economic interests. People belonging to a small 
language group are made powerless and inferior. 

Nuances in linguistic power differences may affect understanding and attitudes. 
Africans as well as people in small language groups in Europe are led to think 
that foreign languages are synonymous with knowledge and privileges (Bgoya, 
1999: 223). African languages are then considered only a medium for transfer of 
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culture and folklore (Bgoya, 1999: 226), while European languages are needed 
for development (Phillipson, 1999: 199). Depending on European and American 
support and consultancy for their economic success makes it difficult to claim their 

own interests and beliefs in their own language. In negotiations and discussion, 
participants have to translate between dominant and local languages, with meaning 
often compromised. Education, publications and interactions in a foreign language 
alienate educators, students, social workers and clients, and often give concepts a 
slightly different meaning. 

These issues do not only affect poor or previously colonized countries, but 
have wider importance. Rich countries where the language is not one of the top 
languages are also affected. When a new Higher Education Act was implemented in 
2005, the paragraph that established Norwegian as the common teaching language 
in Norwegian universities and colleges was deleted. Debate on changing it led the 
University of Oslo to form its own language policy. Nevertheless, some courses 
formerly offered in Norwegian are now in English to meet the requirements for 
international student exchanges. This is also true of social work education. This 
might be considered a step toward the decline of Norwegian as a teaching language. 
Publishing internationally, primarily in English, is more highly valued and gains 
educational institutions more governmental financial support than publishing in 

Norwegian (Broch-Utne, 2006). 
In a globalized world, resistance to using English or another world language may 

cause difficulties for linguistic minorities and disaster for economies dependent on 

improving education. There is a close relation between poverty and lack of competence 
in a dominant language (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1999: 188). Chapter 9 further explores 
how technology uses dominant languages, again supporting their hegemony in oral 
languages (Lund, 2000). Everything important has to be written or, to go further, 
made available on the Internet. To become accessible for others to quote and copy, 
it has to be documented and disseminated in powerful and technological language. 
What is said or written locally or in a minority language becomes unimportant and 
loses influence. Aggression towards Western Women’s Liberation from women from 

Asian and African countries, according to Susan Rakhsh (2003), reporting the award 
of the Nobel Peace Price to Shirin Ebadi: 

Western women look upon Eastern women as helpless in need of Western assistance. 
It may be that Western women are ignorant about the liberation and development work 
eastern women have done because there might be little published about it, since men do 
not write about it. Alternatively, they are ignorant about what is written because they 
cannot read it. Nevertheless, Western ignorance about it does not mean that it does not 
happen. 

Postcolonialism in Social Work Education

We now move to discussing how social work becomes part of postcolonialism 
through pressures on its education. This discussion raises general issues within 
social work education; the personal effects on students, educators and practitioners 
are picked up again in Chapter 7.
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By deepening economic inequalities and creating economic dependency, 
globalization emphasizes the affluence of the rich and the poverty of the poor. As 

people are more accessible to each other, this is more visible (Owolabi, 2001: 5). 
Globalization therefore draws attention to, confirms and increases postcolonial 

inequalities. As globalization increases the gap between rich and poor, it widens 
the gap between people with and without education. Providing aid for economies 
in the South requires systems of knowledge dissemination to recognize the needs of 
developing knowledge systems.

Social work education is in a global market. Those who have the resources 
to produce and market social work literature and academic courses are able to 
disseminate their social work theory and practice throughout the world as preferred 
or unique professional ways of handling social issues. In doing so, they ignore the 
differences between local contexts in which their knowledge is produced and those 
where it is used.

Social practices such as social work and institutions such as education are part of 
homogenizing processes allowing culture to be used in a postcolonial environment to 
dominate. As Ashcroft et al. (1995: 425) say: ‘Education…is a massive cannon in the 
artillery of empire’. The problems that globalization brings for education are connected 
with postcolonialism because ‘[e]ducation is perhaps the most insidious and in some 
ways the most cryptic of colonial survivals, older systems, now passing, sometimes 
imperceptibly, into neo-colonialist configurations’ (Ashcroft et al., 1995; 425).

Colonialism often involves constructing the colonized nation incompletely, 
representing it in terms that the colonizer can understand, and evaluating its culture 
and civilization according to the colonizer’s values and attitudes. Colonizers use 
education and cultural experiences to shift the colonized people’s culture and values 
towards that of the colonial power. In the postcolonial period, education and cultural 
development continues the same process. To respond to colonial and postcolonial 
experience, countries need to develop or recover both their own, and recognize and 
value other, cultural identities. Each has to gain self-sufficiency and confidence in 

their own cultural identity. Each has to establish a fair valuation of the identity of 
the other, which does not rely on a continuation of the cultural power relationship. 
This is an important reason for social workers responding to racism to focus on how 
their participation in a dominating culture contributes to their racism in the way they 
disseminate research, writing and education in the international market. It is not 
enough to respond to racism only in practice with minorities in their own practice 
and education settings.

Like globalization, both colonialism and postcolonial behaviour imply a 
universal, unitary and homogeneous human nature. Educational colonialism claims 
that the colonizer’s universal knowledge is superior, devaluing and marginalizing the 
characteristics of the colonized civilization. Again, postcolonial education maintains 
these relationships. Social work education is an example of these processes. As it 
attempts to become an international, universal profession, social work’s education 
takes on a postcolonial character, in which its assumptions about culture and its 
use of language allow economically powerful dominant Anglo-American cultures 
to oppress local cultures. Examples of potential cultural hegemony in social work 
education are: 
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attempts to create global or regional standards in education and qualification.

use of the same learning materials in different countries to meet different 
learning aims imposing learning aims and assessment methods.
lack of flexibility for local adaptation in many learning programmes.

use of world languages, particularly English, as a medium of education. 

We will pick up some of the practical implications for these issues as they apply to 
educators and students in Chapters 7, 8 and 9. 

Social Work Education’s Cultural Hegemony

Global Standards and Definition

The recent initiatives to create international definitions of social work and standards 

in social work education, mentioned in Chapter 1, are thus examples of postcolonial 
cultural hegemony. IASSW’s (2004) global standards for social work education 
working party established jointly with IFSW defines core purposes of social work 

education and lists proposed standards on the organization of schools and curriculum 
contents. However, what is valued academically, epistemologically and ontologically 
varies between countries and cultures (Yip, 2004; Hamäläinen and Vornanen, 1996). 
Joint work might achieve open agreement about local and regional definitions 

and relevant objectives. Standards are often set in countries where resources are 
plentiful, and this devalues schools in different traditions and at different stages of 
development that have made real achievements.

Work on standardization contains a hidden implication that resisting ‘standard’ 
points of view is a question of poor quality in local education systems, rather 
than alternative perspectives. Since modes and traditions of practice, educational 
approaches, and cultures and national policy objectives vary so widely, we argue 
standards should be defined as processes to meet local traditions and policies rather 

than some hegemonic international perspective.

Language in Social Work Education 

If education is not given in indigenous languages, it kills mother tongues, for all the 
reasons given above. However, efforts to develop social work education internationally 
are primarily written and carried out in English, and to a significantly lesser extent 

one of the other world languages. The official languages of IASSW, for example, are 

English, French, Spanish, and Japanese, all powerful colonial languages. Education 
in a foreign language always makes people feel inferior, less fluent and competent. 

Uncertain about language competence, educators and students, social workers and 
clients might be inactive or unresponsive, which might be wrongly perceived as lack 
of ability (Levin and Trost, 1996). Writing and reading in a foreign language both 
makes it difficult to understand and to convey ideas. So, people from a less powerful 

language group cannot gain influence for their work, and cultures based in minor 

languages have less influence in developing professional knowledge base. 

Also, language is important in creating valid knowledge. Knowledge expressed 
in a minority language may be ignored or devalued, even though it is particularly 

•
•

•
•
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relevant to the environment that provides the context for that language and its 
knowledge. Language thus oppressively excludes people and their knowledge 
from full participation where it is most relevant. Without full participation, people 
will be unable to define valid knowledge in their own context. The consequences 

might be that also few cultural backgrounds are represented. Thus, social work 
education becomes not international, but between English speakers, who appear to 
be trendsetters, when their trends simply displace valid understanding expressed in 
different languages and cultures.

Cultural Translation in Social Work Education

Therefore, educational programmes influenced by global ‘standards’ and postcolonial 

‘universal’ knowledge may alienate social work from the local challenges in social 
life and policy. Social work would be richer if it uses its cultural diversity creatively 
through cultural translation. We argue for two aspects of this. First we should create 
educational materials to make them accessible to cultural translation, so that less 
powerful cultures and experiences can easily pick up material in a way that does not 
dominate their culture. In the process of doing this, education reproducing dominant 
cultures and knowledge would also be shifted. Ways of doing this include: 

Enabling local values, research and skill-development to influence the 

dominant literature by co-writing or editing materials that interpret minority 
cultural and professional experience to the dominant literature; 
Searching out, translating and publishing materials from minority cultures 
and interests;
Being explicit in curricula and course organization about requirements to 
apply knowledge in and from different cultural settings;
Developing funding to allow material from minority cultures to be published 
in world languages;
Providing training, supervision and support to social work educators to become 
cultural translators between dominant and local cultures and vice versa;
Writing learning materials and teaching in such a way that are open to cultural 
translation by students and colleagues from minority cultures;
Formulating literature as inspiration to enable people to develop their ideas 
instead of writing as though it provides universal prescriptions and guidelines 
for practice;
Describing the local contexts that have particularly influenced the form in 

which ideas have developed, so that people can understand what may be 
irrelevant and what may be adaptable to their culture. 

The second aspect of cultural translation should be to educate using resources from 
diverse cultures by:

Being open to minority cultures and approaches in their choice and use of 
educational materials in their teaching;

•
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Transferring openness to the practice of the students;
Making cultural translations so that material is relevant to local concerns and 
local material has an impact on global concerns;
Acknowledging and encouraging proactive attempts to deal with the difficulties 

in adapting materials where they are produced in a different culture from that 
in which they will be used. 

Conclusion

We have argued in this Chapter that globalization and postcolonialism interact 
so that Western cultures continue to dominate former colonies through economic 
oppression and cultural and linguistic hegemony. Social work has worked on racism 
and discrimination in everyday practice through various interpersonal professional 
practices. These also interconnected with wider political campaigns and attempts at 
social construction. 

We have argued that education and social work are instruments of discrimination 
through postcolonialism, particularly in the oppressive way language is used. 
International projects on standardisation of social work illustrate that. Therefore, 
it is important to avoid cultural hegemony and respond to pressures towards it 
in international social work. Practitioners and educators may, in their everyday 
practice, also make a contribution. In attempting cultural translation, they need to 
be aware of and prepared to tackle the structural inequalities that always affect an 
agency, or an educational process. Cultural translation can make available their 
decisions and understandings in a way that can be reinterpreted and indigenized in 
a minority culture. In practice they can do so by offering transparent opportunities 
for participation and, in education, by creating educational materials that actively 
advantage less powerful cultures so that they may gain more influence on culturally 

dominant knowledge and decision-making. 
Once ideas are indigenized and authentized, practitioners can also learn from the 

ideas developed in the minority culture for changing their practice. For example, 
they might pick up user perspectives. There is a strong history of black perspectives, 
and, more widely, user perspectives from disabilities groups, child advocacy and 
advocacy from mental health service users, which have questioned and changed the 
dominant culture in social work practice. In education, educational materials from 
diverse cultures might help to avoid the tendency for globalization to emphasize 
universality in favour of emphasizing difference and locality. Practice may use 
perspectives drawing on the social capital of local communities, responding to 
user perspectives, and educational materials can facilitate cultural translation to 
enable minority cultural materials to influence dominant, Western, English-speaking 

cultures.

•
•

•



Chapter 5

Knowledge Production: 
What is Valid Knowledge?

Introduction

Relevant Knowledge and Research

Social workers in some Western countries claim that what they learn during their 
studies cannot be applied to what they are expected to do when they start working 
(Marsh and Triseliotis, 1996). Useful knowledge for social workers in the field might 

be different from what is considered valid for academics, who rarely see clients. 
In some countries, academics might not have practised social work, or only at the 
beginning of their careers, and in all countries academic jobs are not primarily about 
or validated by practice. Thus educators are often distant from contexts in which 
social work is practised, and it therefore becomes difficult if not impossible, to teach 

how to do social work in a convincing way. Educators often focus on competences 
and service delivery, not usually on practices. Students are taught, based on this 
research, about who and what instead of how. Consequently, students may not gain 
practical help in professional relationships with people. A social worker complained 
to Gurid about the irrelevance of role-plays during her studies. Most of her clients 
are single men who live on social security benefits. Some threaten her, some have 

abused their wives, some have been in prison, all provoked her feelings and attitudes 
in various ways. Her role-plays had been about interviewing families who were 
asked to come to the office for a meeting. They had not been as complicated or 

conflictual as the work she experiences. However, even if educators are familiar with 

social workers’ working conditions, it is difficult to construct a complex ‘real world’ 

learning environment in the classroom.
In earlier chapters, we argued that a postmodern international social work also 

raises questions about a scientific research- or evidence-based practice. A scientific 

social work has been an ambition of social workers since the idea of ‘scientific 

charity’ sought to help people on the basis of understanding their behaviour and 
patterns of relationships. Germain (1970) saw the development of social work as 
a search for greater scientific precision in understanding and working with human 

beings. The first rigorous research in social casework during the 1950s and 1960s 

led to consternation when it failed to demonstrate that it achieved the results it set 
out to achieve (Fischer, 1973, 1976; Mullen et al., 1972). An important argument 
for the value of behavioural and cognitive-behavioural practice techniques since 
the 1960s has been their demonstrable success in achieving small-scale behavioural 
change. Subsequently, research into well-designed agency programmes in the US 



Globalization and International Social Work64

and elsewhere demonstrated success in achieving outcomes (Reid and Hanrahan, 
1982; MacDonald and Sheldon, 1992). 

This has led in the 1990s to an accelerating trend to encourage social workers 
to be aware of research that might bear on their practice (Everitt et al., 1992) or to 
base their interventions on reviews of the evidence in particular situations (Thyer 
and Kazi, 2004). The International Definition of Social Work reflects this trend 

in its text: ‘Social work bases its methodology on a systematic body of evidence-
based knowledge derived from research and practice evaluation, including local 
and indigenous knowledge specific to its content …’ (IFSW, 2000). Trinder (2000) 

suggests that this concern has arisen because: 

a gap between research and practice means that people do not know how to 
implement research in practice;
poor research means that it is not relevant or worthwhile to use;
information overload means that there is too much information to assimilate 
in a busy practice setting;
and, therefore, people continue to use practices that they have developed from 
training and convention that are not evidence-based. 

Enthusiasm for evidence-based practice has been so great that it has become 
something of a professional movement, with enthusiasts and detractors (Gibbs 
and Gambrill, 2002; Webb, 2001). In the same way, a previous generation argued 
about the possibility of an ‘empirical’ practice, in Fischer’s (1978) terms, seeing the 
opposing concept as ‘social construction’ (Thyer, 1994). Brechin and Sidell (2000) 
point out that this has been a continuing philosophical debate over the centuries 
between positivists, who believe the world is orderly and follows natural rules that 
we can investigate and understand, and interpretivists, who believe that independent 
human beings can change the world around them according to their own aims and 
interpretations. Thus, this debate is in part about how knowledge is produced and in 
part about how we see the world. 

However, as postmodernist ideas suggest, a range of approaches to a scientific 

social work, as to everything else, is possible. Orcutt (1990) for example, sees 
science as a number of forms of inquiry, and Kirk and Reid (2002) show that there 
are a number of different approaches to incorporating research into practice. If 
we accept this point, practitioners and educators need to discover what kinds of 
knowledge and understanding are useful and valid for particular kinds of practice. 
Schön (1991) claims that a gap between research and practice arises when the 
research is not relevant for practice, and not necessarily, as Tinder (2000) proposes, 
that practitioners do not know how to use research. Critical reflection, see Chapter 3, 

is one way of validating knowledge in and for the context to which it is relevant. 

Variation in Social Works and Transfer Between Them

Chapter 1 raised the possibility that globalization leads people to expect that social 
work’s knowledge base should be increasingly universal, shared across the world. 
Globalization emphasizes bringing societies, and therefore their knowledges, closer 

•
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together in culture and understanding, and social work would be part of that. In this 
view, an international social work would have a strong element of agreed, universal 
knowledge; otherwise, it would not be recognizable as the same thing in different 
countries. Postmodernism, on the other hand, suggests that any knowledge base 
varies according to social and historical situations in which it arises and is used. In 
this view, international social work is a complex of interlocking ideas, knowledge 
and practices useful and valid for different purposes and in different places, rather 
than one set of knowledge. A postmodern global world would permit many different 
social works emerging from many different cultures to exist alongside each other. 
Both these trends interact: ideas and cultures that attain global significance gain 

greater power, but many different ideas and cultures exist that are less powerful but 
valid in their context. Chapter 4 examined how globalization and postcolonialism 
allows Western cultures to dominate others, creating discrimination and oppression 
through inequalities in people’s access to knowledge that might be relevant to their 
culture and social environment. 

Globalization, therefore, raises the possibility that assuming knowledge and 
social work to be universal will lead to social inequalities because a universal social 
work will not deal with the issues faced locally. Chapter 3 offered critical reflection 

as a model to deal with this issue, Chapter 4 cultural translation. In this Chapter, we 
propose that social workers need to be aware of the possibility that claimed universal 
social work knowledge might not be appropriate to their situation and that of their 
clients. First we explore how they can examine what might be valid knowledge for 
their cultural and social situation within the knowledge for social work that might 
be available internationally. We then explore ways of transferring learning from one 
type of knowledge to another to make it valid for practice in different contexts. This 
not only involves transfer from different national or regional social works, but also 
between different priorities and purposes. The priorities of care managers in social 
care services might be different to the priorities and purposes of social work in other 
situations. The priorities of educators to devise valid research and of governments or 
other funders to finance it in ways that achieve policy or political objectives might 

be different from the priorities of practitioners to learn how to practice.

Purposes of Different Social Work Knowledges

We question, first, validity for what purpose? Different purposes of social work 

imply different kinds of knowledge. For example, if social work is mainly about 
social change it will require different knowledge from social work that is about 
personal change or maintaining people’s stability or providing care services. It 
will be different where it requires helping families to develop interdependence and 
mutual support within a tribal culture from helping children grow away from their 
parents, accepting and developing independence in a Western culture.

Related to this, different stakeholders in social work make differing assessments 
of the validity of particular aspects of knowledge. Practitioners, for example, might 
value different knowledge from managers, clients, educators, researchers and 
professionals from related disciplines. Thus, in palliative care, a social worker focuses 
on strengthening family relationships during the dying process and in bereavement, 
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while a nurse might focus on symptom management, and a social care manager on 
the effective delivery of services to support members of the family at home.

Moreover, the processes of knowledge creation and transmission that we 
discussed in Chapter 3 affect its validity. Critical reflection, reflexivity and models 

of education and research all influence how social work is constructed and used. This 

means that such processes affect how practitioners practice, how policy is developed 
and how education develops people’s knowledge, skills and values. Exploring how 
the local, national, and international interact to affect social work and users of social 
work services directs us to the knowledge that social work uses and that clients, 
agencies and societies contribute to the world. Knowledge creation and transmission 
are universal human processes; they go on everywhere and at all times and because 
they are human, they are also social.

We argue that the creation and use of knowledge within a profession is a social 
process, taking place in a variety of arenas. The people who are involved and their 
role and stake in the process construct how knowledges come to have differing 
validities in different times and places. Comparative international experiences can 
help us explore the way in which different validities arise. We can identify different 
approaches to using knowledge, different ways of participating and different ways 
of learning, teaching and using knowledge in different cultures. There are also 
imbalances of power between national participants in the international arenas in 
which knowledge is shared and debated.

Validity, Knowledge and Social Work

Social work, like any profession, requires knowledge to be validated. Validity is an 
end-state, the point at which knowledge is accepted; that this state exists implies 
a social process to get there. Some views of professions and professionalization 
propose an identifiable knowledge base as an essential characteristic of a profession 

(Greenwood, 1957). A modern example is the opening statement of Reamer’s 
authoritative text:

From its roots in the charity organization society and settlement house movements, social 
work has evolved into a full-fledged profession with a distinctive value base, body of 
knowledge, and method of training (Reamer, 1994: 2; our emphasis).

If we take this view, knowledge validated within a profession, being distinctive, 
characterizes that specific profession, and characterizes others less. Therefore, being 

partly characterized by its validated knowledge, a profession’s validation processes 
are crucial in understanding its character and achievement.

This has consequences for social work because a particular characteristic of 
it, which influences the validation process, is that it operates at the crossroads of 

management and treatment, of professional work and politics, and of multidisciplinary 
theories and approaches. Social workers therefore need to have broad, rather than 
in-depth knowledge. Consequently, others may easily deny or underestimate social 
workers’ knowledge. However, in postmodern times multi- and interdisciplinary 
knowledge is increasingly useful. Yet, sometimes, doctoral students find it difficult 



Knowledge Production 67

to get interdisciplinary theses accepted, and the British research assessment exercise 
has a record of devaluing interdisciplinary studies in assessing universities. These 
examples, point to problems that social workers may have in claiming the validity 
of their knowledge base.

The crossroads position also means that many stakeholders may claim a say in the 
validation process, including researchers, educators, practitioners, administrators, 
politicians, clients, carers, and the media. Each occupies different positions in 
arenas of discourse about a profession, and might potentially interact in constructing 
valid knowledge for social workers. However, often politicians interact with other 
politicians, academics with academics, practitioners talk to other professionals, 
and clients and carers talk among themselves, in their interest groups or to media. 
Therefore, adequate arrangements have to be established for exchanges to take place 
across the barriers.

Stakeholders influence validation through their roles in creating knowledge, its 

transfer between different people and its use. If we take empowerment seriously, 
clients’ perspectives would be important. Empowerment may be needed both for 
practitioners and clients, since both are likely to have the least status and power to 
influence validation processes.

To understand how to practise social work, therefore, we must understand how 
knowledge is validated within the profession. While social work is similar to other 
professions in some validation processes, it also has distinctive characteristics within 
its validation processes. In the following sections, we discuss briefly some basic 

ideas about validity, knowledge and social work as a preliminary to considering 
social work’s validation of professional knowledge.

Validity

Validity has two related but different senses. It implies that something is approved 
formally, for example documents or contracts gain validity when signed and officially 

stamped or sealed. Validity also implies worth and usefulness, for example, saying 
that a question is valid, means accepting that it is reasonable to ask it. Knowledge 
becomes valid only when people find it meaningful to them and want to use it. 

The international definition of social work and the document on global standards of 

education discussed in Chapters 1 and 4 may offer validation in the first sense, but 

not in the second sense, because they may not be relevant for social workers and 
educators everywhere.

Validity implies power and authority: either the power of formal approval or 
the power of use and value. However, formally approved knowledge might not be 
equally valid for use to people from different cultures and countries. People from 
minority or gender groups may not be able to use and value knowledge, where it 
does not respect their context. Knowledge taken for granted in some cultures may be 
unacceptable elsewhere due to ideology, value and political systems. Therefore, the 
power of validity is bound up in existing social relationships and structures and the 
influence of different stakeholders in those relationships and structures. It is therefore 

important to reflect critically upon who are the stakeholders in the validation process 

– see Chapter 8 on this issue. 
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Validity implies a process. Validation processes change something neutral into 
something that has the power to influence others. When someone accepts something 

as valid, they have been through some process of recognizing it and assessing its 
worth, and they claim the authority or power to validate it. In social work practice, 
that validation is part of a social interaction between clients, their networks including 
social workers and social assumptions. The process also includes the social structure 
of agencies and their stakeholders and the social worker and the knowledge and skill 
that they incorporate within themselves.

Knowledge

Knowledge implies human thoughts and ideas about the world and about human 
beings. However, if we categorize thoughts and ideas as ‘knowledge’, we mean that 
they are ‘true’, that in some way they reflect the world accurately. If knowledge 

includes human thoughts and ideas, it is internal to us and the controversy arises 
because our knowledge may be only internal, unconnected with any external world. It 
only becomes ‘valid’ knowledge when it is expressed and tested through a validation 
process in the social interactions discussed above. Knowledge is closely bound up 
with language, because, as we saw in Chapter 4, it only becomes socially relevant if it 
is expressed and the way it is expressed in language derives from cultural expectations 
and assumptions. Action is also important to knowledge, because actions, as well as 
language, express our knowledge. Also, we accept ideas and thoughts as knowledge 
when they allow us to act in the world and gain predictable results. Evidence-based 
practice assumes that knowledge is only true when tests devised according to a 
particular structure, tradition and culture of thought reveal that action based on it 
consistently produces the same results. However, contrary to this view, we argue 
that knowledge is always adapted by human thoughts and interpretations from a 
range of points of view. For example, helping a parent to manage their anger and 
aggression with their children may reduce the risk of child abuse. Some stakeholders, 
though, may see it as an unacceptable risk to allow parents they assess as unsuitable 
to remain caring for children. The parents might have another point of view: that it 
as unacceptable interference in their family life. So evidence-based knowledge that 
people may be trained to manage aggression caused by anger may be interpreted 
from a number of points of view. Looked at internationally, some of these points of 
view might be more or less acceptable or valid in particular cultures or societies. For 
example, some might regard sustaining parental rights and responsibilities as more 
important than intervening in family relationships to reduce a low risk of violence to 
children. Since psychological and social evidence leads to professional, agency and 
public policy made on the basis of likelihood and risk identified statistically, there 

is always the possibility that a reasonable overall policy may bear unreasonably on 
individual families. Therefore, evidence can never be an absolute driver of practice 
policies: there must always be interpretation in individual cases.

Knowledge is, therefore, closely connected to validity and validation. This is 
because integral to the idea of knowledge is acceptance that it will be useful in action 
affecting the world. Leonard (1983) shows that, throughout social work’s history, 
ideological trends of the time influence social work knowledge and methods. He 
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also suggests that social workers are ideologically blind in relation to our present 
time, by which he means that everyone takes for granted the current ideology of their 
time and context. In Western societies of today, individualism is a ruling ideology. 
A social work method that has achieved growing influence in Western countries is 

the solution-focused approach, which is highly individualistic. It avoids analysis 
of structural problem-creating forces. Therefore, it fails to offer an understanding 
of such areas of knowledge as political systems, poverty, class, race and gender 
oppression, which are often taken for granted as a natural part of the world, rather 
than questioned from the point of view of oppressed peoples. For something to be 
useful, the knowledge that underlies it needs to be accepted both by people who 
use it and by people with whom the knowledge is used. Therefore, it must respond 
to the contexts that form both realities. Knowledge is only partial if it refers just 
to ‘problems’ defined by the cultural assumptions or ideas of an agency or social 

worker. Clients may resist a social worker’s actions unless they understand the 
validity of the knowledge assessments are based on, or the credibility of the social 
worker or the social worker’s profession.

Similarly, a student might not accept the validity of knowledge unless it meets 
certain criteria. For example, they may think it should be part of a system of knowledge 
that seems fit for the purposes of social work as they understand them, rejecting 

knowledge that fits with purposes they do not understand or accept. Alternatively, 

the educator’s personal or academic credibility may be important, or the relevance of 
the knowledge to potential actions may need to be clear. In addition knowledge may 
be validated for students through based education being clearly research-based. 

Validation in the sense of formalization is, therefore, also relevant. To be used, 
knowledge must be expressed at least in conscious ideas or consistent actions, and 
more probably in language. Also, in education or in professional social work actions, 
a structured validation around knowledge enhances its credibility. Publication 
in peer-reviewed journal articles or books is a formal expression of knowledge; 
the process of publication is a validation process, implying acceptance by others. 
However, as we have seen already in Chapter 4, for international social work, such 
formal expressions of knowledge may be culturally limited and oppressive.

Social Work

Social work may be seen either as an activity, something that is done, or as a 
profession, a social institution or formally-organized occupational group. In either 
case, its validation is bound up with knowledge. Since knowledge relates closely to 
action, social work as an activity requires knowledge to permit action. In turn, to act 
with purpose requires knowledge, of the situation in which action takes place, of the 
purpose and of the options for action. Understanding social work as a profession 
involves considering its distinctive knowledge and its knowledge validation 
processes. 



Globalization and International Social Work70

Validity in Social Work Knowledge

A classic distinction in sociology questions the extent to which social structure 
conditions people’s actions, or to which people’s actions are capable of forming 
social structures. In international social work, this distinction raises two connected 
postmodernist questions: 

To what extent do the social structures of the profession and agencies in each 
country constrain the possibilities of practice offered by the international 
knowledge base?
To what extent do social work practices construct the profession, agency and 
political policies and social change in each country?

Attempts to justify validity of knowledge only in professional and educational 
structures do not necessarily make it apply in practice, and acceptance in practice 
requires validation for acceptance in research and education. International social 
work makes this more complex, since validation in practice, research or education in 
one place may not validate it in similar or different settings in another. 

It is therefore impossible to take the position that there must be only one 
knowledge or type of knowledge for practice, and one process that validates it. 
Instead, we suggest that there may be a range of knowledges used in different 
contexts for different purposes. If this is so, rather than demand only one means of 
universal validation, social workers need to understand validation processes as an 
interaction between different kinds and sources of knowledge. Validation is the way 
in which knowledge is transferred between one practice, educational or research 
situation and another. 

Discourse about social work takes place in particular arenas. Payne (1999, 2005a: 
Ch. 1) identifies: 

political-social-ideological arenas of policy and philosophical debate, often 
in the media;
agency-professional arenas, where social workers and service managers 
interact to define how social work is applied in practice; 

interpersonal arenas where social workers interact with clients, carers and the 
community within which they operate. 

These are nexuses within a wide range of social and interpersonal arenas. Social work 
interacts with social structures and institutions in these arenas and social workers with 
various stakeholders in their practice. In the political-social arena, knowledge for 
social work is validated by policy debate, political power and social discourse about 
what kinds of knowledge are valid for use in social work. In the agency-professional 
arena, knowledge is validated by such processes as the creation of agency policy 
and professionally derived standards of practice. Agency policy may emerge from 
political or managerial policies, such as NPM, see Chapter 6. Professionally validated 
practice may emerge from such processes as team discussion, professional debate 
and journals. All might be influenced by research. In the client-social worker arena, 
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the process of validation is interpersonal: validation occurs when clients accept the 
social worker’s knowledge, and social workers accept clients’ knowledge.

Clients may have an impact on the validity of knowledge used by social workers in 
interpersonal actions and more widely. In interpersonal work, for example, a mother 
may reject the child-care advice of a social worker who does not have her own 
children, if the mother values experience rather than academic understanding of child 
development. Gurid was invited to introduce some communication skills to a group 
of deprived single parents while visiting another country. One of the participants 
confided to the group leader afterwards that she wanted to find out if Gurid would 

accept her using corporal punishment in socializing her children. If she did not, she 
would not believe in anything else she said either. This kind of testing out may be 
more apparent with social work than other similar professions because social work 
tasks are, as we have seen, at the crossroads of service provision and interpersonal 
treatment. Knowledge conveyed by a psychologist or a doctor, for example, may be 
more easily accepted because it is represented as treatment expertise, whereas social 
workers claim to help clients adjust to the ‘normal’ world, where what is considered 
‘normal’ might be contested and alternative views might be regarded as an equally 
valid knowledge. Clients might also question knowledge validity in political ways, 
as well as in interpersonal arenas. For example, the disability movement has sought 
to invalidate medical, dependency-creating models of disability in favour of social 
models.

Hierarchies of Knowledge versus Validation Processes

Processes of validation are among the social mechanisms by which existing power 
and authority is maintained, and change is resisted or pushed forward. If only one 
type of knowledge is validated or one type of validation process accepted in a 
particular arena, a hierarchy of knowledges arises, in which one type or source of 
knowledge is privileged against others. An example of this is how evidence-based 
practice privileges particular ways of validating knowledge for professional purposes 
through ‘random controlled trails’. It takes for granted that knowledge is ordered in 
rational ways rather than in interpreted and culturally influenced ways.

Since we have noted that several knowledges originate in different arenas, attempts 
to create such a hierarchy subordinate some validation processes to others. However, 
interpersonal validation is substantially different from validation through political, 
academic, professional or research processes. Commitment to particular knowledges 
sometimes leads to rejection of alternative validation processes. Sainsbury (1987) 
argued, for example, in the agency-professional arena, that commitment to practices 
because of organizational requirements, or training inculcated early in a social 
worker’s career, might limit acceptance of even strongly-evidenced knowledge. In 
the interpersonal arena, clients might reject what research says is effective because 
they find it uncongenial; this may make it impossible for a social worker to implement 

evidence-based knowledge. Therefore, evidence that is better validated according to 
professional or academic processes may be impossible to implement in practice if 
it does not fit with the social worker’s capacities and skills or is unacceptable to the 

client.



Globalization and International Social Work72

We must therefore reject the idea that, in practice, knowledges can be formed 
into hierarchies by the strength of their validation. If different ways of creating 
knowledge have their own assets depending on the circumstances in which they 
contribute to action, then it is irrelevant to classify them in a hierarchy. In practice, 
such hierarchies may come up against completely different forms of validation. If a 
hierarchical analysis of different knowledges is not practically possible, how are we 
to understand the relationships between different types of knowledge?

Knowledges in Social Work

Knowledges are debated within social work. Various kinds of knowledge have been 
considered. Schön (1991) argues that knowing that, knowing something about the 
world, is given a higher status than knowing how, knowing how to act upon the world. 
A further example is the rural-urban context (Briskman, 1999). Most social work 
literature is developed and written about from an urban perspective, both in relation 
to social policy, problems, and how to understand and deal with them. Academics 
producing social work knowledge are mainly situated in urban environment. Any 
writing they do about rural issues will have visitors’ or outsiders’ perspectives. 
Countries, such as the USA and UK, where much professional literature is produced, 
are more urban, whereas countries where the international literature is used, such 
as Africa, Asia, Australasia or Scandinavia have strong rural communities. Urban-
based knowledge may be difficult to use in rural settings. These examples suggest 

that in a practice activity such as social work validated knowledge will need to 
take account of different settings and situations. So, knowledge for practice must 
incorporate different sources and validations of knowledge, which, we have argued 
above, cannot be set in a hierarchy.

Therefore, in social work as in other professions, validation processes constantly 
adapt and structure different types of knowledge between different arenas. To 
understand how this takes place, we now explore how different types of knowledge 
interact. In our analysis, we use Jensen’s (1993) three types of knowledge relevant 
for professional people: life-historical, traditional professional and scientific 

knowledge. These three types of knowledge are constructed in different arenas of 
social work discourse.

By scientific knowledge, Jensen means knowledge produced through formal 

research and scholarship, mainly in the professional-agency arena, rather than limiting 
this to evidence-based knowledge production. Life-historical knowledge is what 
students and social workers have acquired through life experience, deriving from 
political-social arenas. It is similar to Polanyi’s (1983) concept of tacit knowledge. 
It is taken-for granted understanding about the world acquired in normal living, and 
not formulated in an organized way, but available to be used for practical purposes. 
The important difference is Jensen’s emphasis on life-historical knowledge being 
obtained from experience relevant to professional action and understanding. Life-
historical knowledge is not necessarily conceptualized and accessible for analysis 
and reconstruction, but becomes visible in practical situations. Jensen (1992, 
1993) maintains that if life-historical knowledge is not made conscious during 
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education, students might not be able to combine it with other knowledges. Instead 
of contributing to professional development, it might then unconsciously create 
uncertainty and aggression. When life-historical knowledge is made accessible to 
students during their learning process, it becomes possible to use this knowledge to 
go beyond the alienation that often characterizes professional relationships (Eriksen, 
1990; Jensen, 1992, 1993: 7). Critical refl ection may raise consciousness of how 

life-historical knowledge infl uences professional practice.

Professional knowledge is based in the traditions and experiences collected and 
formalized within a profession, mainly in the social worker-agency arena. It becomes 
accessible to others in a profession. Through considered and accountable participation 
over time, members of a profession create a specifi c culture, containing shared 

knowledge. An example in social work is knowledge acquired through professional 
supervision, where a student or inexperienced social worker gains understanding 
through a close, refl ective relationship with a supervisor. To be professional implies, 

in addition to becoming familiar with such ‘traditional’ knowledge, taking a critical 
perspective so that a profession is able to renew, improve and develop itself (Jensen, 
1993: 40). 

Jensen proposes that scientifi c knowledge is a prism through which a professional 

might interpret, organize and consequently validate the knowledge gained through 
life-historical and professional knowledge and transform scientifi c knowledge into 

practice. Practice guidance does not directly arise from scientifi c knowledge, while 

professional knowledge consists of examples, including many situations where 
professional adjustment and discretion takes place (Jensen, 1993). 

Expressed
organized

Tested,
refi ned

Personalized
relevant

Adjusted,
interpreted

Life-historical
knowledge

Professional
knowledge 

Scientifi c
knowledge

Figure 5.1 Jensen’s three aspects of professional knowledge

Source: Jensen (1993)
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Considering these three forms of knowledge together, scientific knowledge is 

inevitably adjusted by professional and life-historical knowledge, while professional 
and life-historical knowledge will be tested and amended by scientific processes. 

Figure 5.1 sets out a pattern in which life-historical knowledge is expressed and 
organized by professional experience and it, together with professional knowledge, 
is tested and further refined by scientific processes. Working the other way, scientific 

knowledge is adjusted by discretion and practical requirements arising in professional 
work, and personalized and made relevant to clients by being adapted through life-
historical experience.

Any profession creates processes for institutionalizing different forms of practice 
into professional usage. For example, in social work, life-historical knowledge is 
mediated through professional supervision, where personal experience in relation 
to practice is discussed. Professional knowledge is originated through discussion 
and planning between colleagues and scientific knowledge is produced in processes 

around journals and books. These processes overlap. For example, ideas developed 
in supervision may be shared with the team and used more widely, and scientific 

knowledge may be conveyed through agency and post-qualification training, and 

professional journals interpreting academic dissemination.
Each of these processes is a validation process. Scientific knowledge is validated 

for practice by being adjusted and interpreted. Being made personally relevant 
allows it, and professional knowledge, to be used in working with clients. Life-
historical and professional experience goes through formalizing, testing and refining 

processes, to become, possible, scientific knowledge.

Influences on the Validation Process

Interpretation and refinement also takes place between other arenas of social work 

discourse. For example, professional journals and agency manuals may not be 
considered as valid as academic research validated by publication in leading journals. 
Nevertheless, they may have direct relevance for practice. Equally, agency manuals 
may be valid guidance for professionally qualified social workers, even though their 

language and form is designed to be more relevant for other staff in social care 
services. Life-historical experience may help social workers to understand clients’ 
experiences, even if they cannot be formulated in academic terms.

These processes are affected by various power relations, which arise in the social 
processes when knowledge is adapted and validated. Many journals publish more 
work from male rather than female writers, even though social work has a strong 
female membership. The validation processes of academic journals and books may be 
assumed to have universal application, but reflect the particular cultural preferences 

and the English language of academic globalization. In social work, for example, 
there has been criticism from Africa and Asia of its individualized approach and 
failure to recognize the social needs of countries in the South or more interdependent 
cultures. 

A Norwegian professor describes his dilemma about where and how to publish 
data from a four-year joint research project between the University in Bergen, 
Norway and the University of Kathmandu, Nepal (Aase, 2006). Promising outcomes 
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led him to suggest having a book published by a well-regarded European or 
American publisher. However, the book would become so expensive that Nepalese 
students and libraries could not afford it; they decided to use a publisher in Nepal. 
The Norwegian government’s financial support system for universities partly 

depends on students’ achievements and publications. But only what is published 
by internationally recognized journals and publishers is counted. Anglo-American 
journals and publishers dominate the approved list. The consequence of publishing 
the book in Nepal is that the University in Bergen will not get state support and 
the researcher will personally not have his research achievement acknowledged 
and it may contribute less to his career. To meet the requirements of his university, 
data would be collected in a poor country, published in a rich country and read 
by highly-educated wealthy audiences. Thus this academic support system reduces 
poor countries to raw data deliverers, and the analysis, publication and use of the 
material takes place in the rich parts of the world. The professor concludes that this 
reminds us of colonial treasure-seeking.

In these, and many other ways, the social and power context of life and practice 
creates variations in the validity of particular forms of knowledge. Social processes 
privilege certain kinds of knowledge or information. Life-historical and professional 
knowledge is often undervalued. In many countries, books are few and the accessible 
theoretical and professional literature is not contextualized because it is written for 
a different culture and experience. Often, as we saw in Chapter 4, postcolonialism 
means that this will be a Western knowledge development context drawing on data 
and understanding from the South.

As such contextualization takes place in local situations, traditional practice 
knowledge transferred via working in a professional setting and by supervision 
becomes important. Everywhere, knowledge transferred through books and journals 
is likely to lag behind professional knowledge and life-historical knowledge, which 
is more contextualized. Scientific knowledge is created where the resources are 

available for research and publication; where it is not, life-historical and professional 
knowledge may be the main sources of practice. Such knowledge may not be 
validated in scientific ways, but may be more valid because of its contextualization. 

This means that scientific knowledge is mainly created in rich Western countries, 

in urban areas, and is achieved by white people, mostly male, in command of a world 
language. Within such power relations, social work is not generally a prioritized 
area for research. An example is the EU, which emphasizes technical, scientific and 

business development. 
So, scientific knowledge creation in social work is biased in two ways. First, 

it unjustifiably claims for this type of knowledge a higher status in a hierarchy of 

knowledge than knowledges created through experiential, tacit, situated learning. 
This disempowers people from the South, rural areas, minority groups, and women. 
Second, in failing to incorporate knowledges from other arenas, it excludes knowledge 
that might be interpreted into scientific, thus losing a rich source of knowledge for 

practice. Our focus seeks to avoid this disempowerment by seeing validation less as 
a process of approval leading to a hierarchy of knowledge and more interpretation 
and refinement between different types of knowledge required for different arenas of 

discourse. This is where critical reflection, discussed in Chapter 3, may help since it 
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also opens up possibilities for knowledge to be transferred between different arenas 
of social work discourse. 

Empowering Knowledge Validation in Social Work

How may we develop knowledge validation in social work, so that it interprets and 
refines bodies of knowledge and becomes empowering rather than disempowering? 

The concept of ‘transfer of learning’ usefully characterizes validation processes as 
a way of transferring knowledge between arenas of discourse about social work. 
Macaulay (2001) suggests a number of factors that may facilitate transfer of learning. 
These include providing an initial context for transfer of learning by, for example, 
focusing on learners with explicit attention to their learning styles and providing a 
safe environment for learning to take place. Learners need to see and understand the 
connections between the original learning and the new situation. So learners need 
to have structured, organized and practical experience of the old learning in the new 
situation and to reflect critically on the transfer experience; see Chapter 3. Thus, 

validation through learning transfer needs to be effectively situated within the social 
and political context of the stakeholders, and draw explicit links between different 
forms of knowledge, anchoring and integrating them in well-understood social 
practices. These social processes include local community expectations dealing with 
the life-historical knowledge, agency practices dealing with professional knowledge 
and academic validation dealing with scientific knowledge.

Education and training, management and supervision, teamwork and 
collaboration, and interpersonal work with clients all enable interactions between 
different knowledges to be cemented. Each of these implies different priorities. 
Thus, the researcher aims to influence the educator and the practitioner, the educator 

aims to improve the learner’s professional competence, the manager is concerned 
with the quality of the social worker’s practice and the practitioner is concerned with 
users’ progress. However, within these priorities, the overall purpose is transferring 
knowledge through learning, benefiting a service that helps clients. The client’s 

benefit is not only achieved interpersonally with them, but also by change in their 

social environment, within the agency’s service, within the range of services provided 
in society and by general social changes that alter the historical context in which the 
work is carried out. While working with clients, it is hard to keep all these possible 
developments in view. Focusing on differing priorities does not exclude the client’s 
direct benefit, but interprets it in the different contexts. Transfer of learning through 

knowledge validation in different contexts ensures that varieties of knowledge affect 
each other within the overall context of service to clients. 

Social work validation processes include different but overlapping stakeholders; 
see Chapter 8. The overlap between stakeholders permits knowledge to be transferred, 
so that, for example, a social worker transmits the knowledge originated in the agency-
professional arena to clients, while an educator transmits knowledge originated 
in the professional arena to social workers. All stakeholders become mutually 
important in developing valid knowledge for social workers. In multiprofessional 
settings, often the modern context for social work practice, learning transfer may 



Knowledge Production 77

also need to be undertaken across professional boundaries, involving a wider group 
of stakeholders.

An example of how arenas may overlap each other has arisen in Norway when 
multi-systemic therapy (MST) was introduced in work with young offenders. Debate 
about adequate treatment of delinquency had led to a growing market for private 
institutions. In the late 1990s, the Ministry of Social Affairs after some inquiry 
decided to recommend MST as an approach. The childcare unit in some counties 
carried out a pilot project. MST is now offered all over the country. MST was 
developed at the University of Carolina. It is an evidence-based treatment, integrating 
different methods of working into a holistic approach. The purpose is to strengthen 
parental functioning, and treatment takes place primarily in the family home. The 
parents are considered equal partners, and have the main responsibility for goal 
setting and implementation. The therapists, mainly social workers or psychologists, 
work in teams. In addition to seminars, the teams had weekly supervision from MST 
therapists in the USA. The University of Oslo, Department of Psychology held 
the professional responsibility (Ogden, 1998). Social work programmes have not 
been considered competent to teach MST, since one has to be a trained therapist to  
do that.

Situated learning is a concept created by Lave (1991) who observed learning 
through apprenticeship in an African setting. It is a participative learning model where 
teaching takes place in real life surroundings outside the classroom, making visible 
a range of perspectives that influence practice, including the cultural, economic and 

political context. The advantages of such an approach are that ‘distinctions between 
learning and doing, between social identity and knowledge, between education and 
occupation, between form and content’ (Lave, 1991, 1997: 43), are broken down. 
Fieldwork teaching in social work education uses an apprenticeship model, which 
is meant to promote situated learning and where critical reflection can be a means. 

It is an example of learning transfer for life-historical knowledge. Situated learning 
is equally relevant in professional and scientific knowledge. Scientific knowledge 

is revalidated for use in professional settings by being resituated through agency 
guidance, professional education and team discussion and professional knowledge is 
resituated, but less commonly, for use in scientific knowledge by being accumulated, 

aggregated and tested in an organized way. 

Conclusion

In this Chapter, we have examined ideas about knowledge validation in social 
work, emphasizing validation as a social process of approval incorporating power 
relationships rather than as an end-state producing a hierarchy of knowledge. Social 
work is constructed in different social arenas. We have suggested that each arena will 
have different validation processes, which, in turn, validate different knowledges. 
Validating social work knowledge, therefore, involves processes of refinement and 

interpretation of knowledges between the arenas. This transfers learning between 
the different arenas, different knowledges being resituated to be relevant to each 
arena. This occurs within an overall context in which knowledge in social work 
must permit both action within practice and the formation of structures of the social 
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work profession. Using ideas about learning transfer, we have proposed a process of 
validation that focuses on situated learning, which incorporates a focus on application 
in real-life situations at different levels.

Why is this important? We want to emphasize three crucial issues. 

Debates about social work knowledge have often focused on validity as 
part of an attempt to create a hierarchy of knowledge, as in evidence-based 
practice. We have argued that this imposes existing power relations of different 
countries, social statuses and gender relations on the use of knowledge. 
It is more empowering in an international setting to focus on validation as a 
social process resituating different kinds of knowledge as relevant to different 
arenas within social work discourse. This hears different voices in different 
arenas. 
Knowledge may be made practically useful in different arenas through learning 
transfer and this avoids incorporating globalized power relations that privilege 
dominant cultures through using scientific communication processes. 

•

•

•



Chapter 6

Social Work’s Identity in Postmodern 
Agencies and Universities

Introduction

While doing a joint project with a university, a non-governmental organization 
and a municipal social administration bureau in China, Gurid and a colleague were 
invited to attend a women’s conference. At the conference, several women from 
another European country presented papers on comparative studies of the female 
workforce in Europe. Gurid and her colleague enthusiastically told the conference 
about their project to develop an educational programme in community nursing and 
social work. The target group was women in their forties who had been laid off when 
China converted from a planned economy to a market system. These women had 
been victims of the earlier ‘cultural revolution’, when schools and universities were 
closed, and thus lacked education. China has a policy of limiting families to one 
child and there is increased geographical mobility, so many families are no longer 
able to look after their elders and there is an increasing demand for care for older 
people. In the midst of the introduction, one of the European participants interrupted: 
‘Are you academics?’ 

Some time later, Gurid attended a party in a European city with a colleague from 
another country. There were no other social workers and the colleague introduced 
them both as academics. Gurid was surprised, as she would usually introduce herself 
as a social work educator. 

These two incidents might illustrate something about social work’s identity 
and highlight the demand for critical reflection on it. Should we not be regarded 

as academics when doing community development and not empirical research? 
A protest against how academic work is privileged over societal engagement was 
clearly expressed in an initiative taken at the IASSW conference in Santiago in 
2006. A network was created to support practitioners and educators in engaging as 
political social work activists and demanding that it should count alongside research 
in university staff appraisal. Social work is practical and, without action, there would 
be no social work profession. Social workers have influence on decisions about their 

professional identity. We should not accept some stakeholders deciding that research 
should have higher status than practical work. The examples seem to show that ‘…
the written word tends to be more highly valued than the activity it describes …’ 
(Hunt, 1995) and that this affects the regard in which social work is held. 

In the year 2000, the United Nations (UN) adopted a resolution on social and 
economic development of the poorest people in the world. Eight goals are listed aiming 
to alleviate poverty by 2015; one is to promote equality and strengthen the position 
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of women. Educated women have usually fewer children and when self-supported 
it has extended effect on other family members. The resolution lists education as a 
means to this end. International Save the Children in 2006 started a five-year education 

campaign for children in countries at war or in conflict to break the circle of war and 

poverty (Redd Barna, 2006). Education is a priority for children in refugee camps. 
Internationally renowned pioneers in social work like Jane Addams, Alice Salomon, 
Sybil Francis and Sattareh Farman Farmaian were all engaged in promoting women’s 
rights. Social work practitioners and educators should be proud of taking part in 
organizing education for women and children around the world.

Perhaps Gurid’s colleague introduced them as academics because social work 
has low status or she did not want to get into defending social work against a popular 
negative opinion of it. Social work practitioners and educators need to fight against 

a feeling of inferiority that has invaded social work. Because social work agencies 
and academic departments have merged with other organizations with a wider focus, 
social work activity has become less visible in services as well as in education. 
Social work is perhaps overlooked in the public arena. For example, after devastation 
caused by a tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 2004, social workers took part in disaster 
work alongside other professions, but they were hardly mentioned in media reports 
when their skill and focus is a valuable asset (Askeland, 2007). 

In Chapter 2, theories of globalization and postmodernism were described that 
seek to explain social changes around the world. In this chapter we explore how 
globalization, postmodernism and postcolonialism have made social work and 
its context more complex, uncertain and ambiguous. These processes change and 
challenge the identity of local and international social work practice and education.

Identity, Context and International Social Work

Identity through International Statements

Social work’s identity is created in a historical, political and economic context. This 
means it responds to what is happening in the society in which it is performed. If social 
work’s identity is socially constructed, this implies that we may reconstruct it. Debate 
continues about what social work is, what social workers do and what constitutes 
social work education. In an effort to create a common platform and identity, IFSW 
and IASSW have adopted Ethics in Social Work: Statements of Principles; a Definition 

of Social Work; and Global Standards for Social Work Education and Training. To 
call something ‘global’ implies its validity wherever in the world social work takes 
place. Global validity is based on universalism. We saw in Chapter 5 that postcolonial 
hegemony may derive from assumptions of universal validity. The standards for 
education and training are called global, while the statements on ethics and definition are 

not. The Global Standards for Social Work Education and Training have been criticized 
for embracing a Western ideology (Yip, 2004). We suggest it is too prescriptive and 
detailed to permit the kind of cultural flexibility proposed in this book.

Modernist thinking led social workers working internationally to formulate ethical 
guidelines, drawing on principles of social work built on some of Biestek’s ideas 
(1961). These were debated until, in 2004, the General Assemblies of IASSW and 
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IFSW adopted ‘Ethics in Social Work: Statement of Principles’ for their members. 
From being normative and prescriptive codes of ethics, based on Western ideology, 
postmodern thinking has changed the approach to offer principles. Each regional or 
national association is encouraged to contextualize them. 

Debate also continues over whether the current definition may be regarded 

as internationally valid. The present definition will again be debated in the two 

associations from 2008 onwards. According to Healy (2001) it has not changed 
much since the definition formulated by the first International Conference in Social 

Work in 1928. This may seem astonishing, as the participants in this conference 
were all Europeans and North Americans, while since then, social work has been 
established around the world within different cultures and political systems. If social 
work is socially constructed and contextual, this either tells us that the definition is 

still heavily influenced by Western thought or that what is considered social work is 

stable and universal. 
Payne (2006) reviewed definitions of social work from Richmond’s definition of 

social diagnosis in 1917 onward. Except for a Japanese one from 1961, these are all 
Western definitions. This analysis shows how the definitions have changed over time. 

It has not occurred deliberately, but in accordance with political and ideological trends 
of the time. Payne argues that social work is a three-way discourse, containing the 
three elements therapeutic, social order and transformational approaches. Although 
these three elements interact, he finds that over the years they have influenced social 

work definitions to various degrees. We argue, following this analysis, that there are 

divergent influences on social work’s identity. The complexity and fragmentation 

caused by globalization and postmodernism make it hard to formulate what 
social work is (Kunneman, 2005). Postmodernism promotes indigenization and 
contextualization, contrary to postcolonialism, which promotes universalism and 
thus endorses conformity with Western assumptions. For example, social work in 
Africa deals with mass poverty, HIV/AIDS, lack of socio-economic infrastructure, 
conflicts, political insecurity, lack of human rights and social justice. Social work 

practice might therefore be different from that in the West (Osei-Hwedie et al., 2006: 
69). It emphasizes community-based approaches, which must be distinguished from 
community organization and development. It implies that poverty, HIV, teenage 
pregnancy, youth employment, school drop out are all community issues that have 
to be understood contextually and be solved as such (Ibid.: 574). 

Critique of the definition has evolved around the focus of most Western social 

workers to adapt people to society rather than promote change. Structural change and 
political activism, which people need more than individual empowerment, are not 
specifically identified in the definition. It contains nothing about how social workers 

intervene. Historically to varying extents, Christianity; philanthropy; feminism and 
socialism (Lorenz, 1994) influenced European social work. However, the definition 

fails to acknowledge assumptions such as a common language, history, religion, 
educational and legal systems, press or media, which contribute to a shared culture 
(Webb, 2003: 93).

Africa, Asia and the Middle East have fundamentally unlike cultures from the 
Western countries. Yip (2004) maintains that the Definition of Social Work and the 

Global Standard of Social Work Education and Training assume that there are universal 
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components in social work and social work education. If diversity is acknowledged 
at all, it is based on how cultural, ethnic and gender differences are experienced in 
Western countries. Differences in how concepts such as human rights, oppression, 
equality, social change and empowerment may be defined, interpreted and applied 

are ignored. Yip uses Asia as an example of how traditional cultures are influenced by 

Confucianism, Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam. All these traditional Asian cultures 
emphasize collectivity rather than individuality, responsibility rather than individual 
rights, social norms and order rather than equality, family stability and security rather 
than social change. From this, harmony follows rather than conflict. How can a 

social work definition that starts with promoting change, guide local social workers? 

Western cultures split mind, body, spirit and the environment, a different approach 
from cultures with a holistic view. Many African, Asian and other indigenous cultures 
in Western societies, consider mind and body, and people and nature, a unity. They 
would view the Definition’s distinction between people and their environments with 

puzzlement. A consequence might be that Asian social work practice and education 
needs to be designed differently from Western social work. If Western social workers 
were to  learn from other colleagues, the mobility of clients and social workers caused 
by globalization and the uncertainty, ambiguities and complexity of postmodernism 
might lead them to perform social work according to Asian models. The social work 
definition and ethics are based on human rights, equal rights, freedom of speech and 

democracy, derived from Western values. Today the role of human rights in Islam is 
also discussed among Muslims (Gule, 2006). Some would incorporate human rights 
into Islam, seeing them as part of Sharia, the Islamic law system, while others find 

them irrelevant. Gule argues that human rights are not highly esteemed in Islamic 
societies where politics and conservative religion are strongly intertwined. 

Social work was launched in African, Asian and Caribbean countries as a 
colonial activity, founded on Eurocentric and American social work models. This 
has contributed to a failure in developing a local identity (Maxwell et al., 2003; 
Osei-Hwedie et al., 2006; Muleya, 2006). Western knowledge, skills and values 
have not always been found useful in the local African context (Osei-Hwedie et 
al., 2006, Hutton and Mwansa, 1996) since for example, issues social workers are 
faced with have to be dealt with in a community context rather than on an individual 
basis. The result is that social work has become alienating to people and the local 
social workers. American and British models have been borrowed in countries like 
Armenia, Japan (Healy, 2001), Poland (Szmagalski, 2004), Taiwan (Harris and Chou, 
2001) and in Western countries like Finland (Satka, 1995) and Norway. American 
literature has traditionally influenced British social work (Harris and Chou, 2001). 

Norwegian social work is closely connected with the implementation of the welfare 
state, and practitioners who are trained in Anglo-American treatment models have 
found it hard to identify their work as ‘real’ social work. 

Comparing Social Work Around the World

What comes under the umbrella of social work varies from country to country. Healy 
(2001), leaning on Hokenstad et al. (1992), compares social work in Denmark, 
Jamaica, Mauritius, Armenia, Argentina and Japan. Both similarities and differences 
in conceptualization, organization and practice exist in these six dissimilar countries: 
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Social work roles and contexts in which social work takes place vary widely. 
Government policy on welfare, complementary professions and the structure 
of social institutions affects how social work is defined. An example of 

contextual influence is Jamaica, where migration has been extensive due to 

economic stagnation, under-investment and unemployment. Children have 
been left behind (Williams, 2007), and many social workers are employed 
by NGOs, focusing particularly on children. In Japan, social workers perform 
residential care work, which would be para-professional work in the many 
Western countries, and complementary professions as police officers and 

juvenile inspectors take on child protection in Zambia. 
While social workers share a commitment to social change and an optimistic 
belief in people’s ability to change, it is difficult to operationalize (Reid and 

Edwards, 2006). The opportunity to pursue it depends on organizational 
and political contexts. An example is Argentina’s repressive government 
where social workers have been unable to follow their ideologically radical 
commitment due to a repressive government (Healy, 2001).
Social workers work with poor people everywhere; however poverty might 
vary. They are also concerned with child and family issues, cultural diversity 
and conflict and social exclusion. As the scope and seriousness varies, so do 

the approaches.
Social workers share values concerning people’s dignity and worth, are against 
discrimination and for equal treatment. Social workers support participation 
and self-determination. However, there might be differences in practice 
between individually or collectively oriented societies. 

Healy concludes that although the social work literature used around the world 
incorporates human behaviour and social environment, social services policies 
and programmes and social research, the philosophical and ideological theories 
underpinning it vary (Healy, 2001: 02). To conclude there is no common global 
theoretical base for social work; see also Chapter 5.

Status

Social work’s status varies from country to country and from field to field. This also 

influences social workers’ identities. In the US, social work has a higher status than 

in most European countries. Among the reasons for this might be the following: 

In the USA, social work has been established as an academic discipline, 
carrying out independent research, long before it got a foothold in many 
European universities, where often social work education was first offered 

at a lower level than in the US, in separate schools, thereafter in regional 
colleges. However, academization is now taking place (Labonté-Roset, 
2004; Lorenz, 2005a; Kyvik, 2006). Because of this slow process, in Europe 
leading professors and researchers in social work have until recently often 
been sociologists and psychologists rather than social workers. This also has 
influenced the content and status of social work.

•

•

•

•

•
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More North American social workers do therapy than is commonly the case 
elsewhere. According to a NASW membership survey in 2000 (cited in Reid 
and Edwards, 2006), 39% of the social workers worked in mental health, and 
only 11% with adult services, aging, addiction and international services. 
Therapeutic social work has higher status then welfare work with poor people. 
People using psychotherapy are often middle class people. In addition, the 
higher status of other team members like physiatrists and psychologists 
might colour social workers’ status. Much social work literature is based on 
therapeutic approaches. This may contribute to social workers in welfare work 
not considering themselves doing ‘real’ social work. 
Gender plays a decisive role in determining social work’s status. Compared 
with the number of social workers, males are overrepresented in research, 
in publishing and leading positions. In many Western countries, social work 
practitioners are female, contributing to its low status and pay. When social 
workers work with low status people, this also influences their status. To 

belong to a low status profession influences the image social workers might 

have of themselves and their clients. 

The lack of clear distinctions between social work and other professions and disciplines 
contributes to the unclarity of social work’s identity. Probation officers in Scotland 

and the Nordic countries are social workers, while in England they have a separate 
education programme. Youth work, considered social work in many European countries 
and the USA, is a separate profession in the UK, with its own training and professional 
body. Likewise, welfare workers are not members of the Australian Association of 
Social Workers even though many work in childcare and social service agencies. Their 
education is similar to but shorter than social work education. Welfare workers are a 
new occupational group in Norway, established to fit social services merged in 2006 

with social security and employment agencies. The joint union for social workers, 
child protection workers and social educators have accepted them as members. 

Social work and social pedagogy on the European continent have been brought 
nearer to each other, and currently many educational institutions award a joint degree. 
Historically social work training in these countries was based on social sciences, 
took place in separate schools, and prepared students for public welfare services 
with poor relief, social movements and voluntary work. Social pedagogy was taught 
at universities, based on educational theories. Its aim was to teach children and 
youth outside the school system to cope with life, and by means of therapy establish 
harmonious relations between individuals and society (Frisenhahn and Kantowicz, 
(2005). Pedagogy has a different connotation in the UK, having been a technical 
word for teaching skills. However, in recent years, European social pedagogy has 
been explored as a way of reforming childcare practice (Boddy et al., 2006).

Social Work in a Political Context

Social work both depends on the political context in which it is carried out, and 
is used in many countries to support government policy. Whether it supports the 
government policy or works against it, the political context will influence social 

•

•
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work’s identity. Social work’s legitimacy in many Western countries derives from 
links to the welfare state (Harris, 2003). The building of the welfare states particularly 
in the 1960s, and ’70s laid the ground for the development of social work as a 
profession in the Nordic countries as well as in Australia and New Zealand. To fill 

new job roles with competent people, new schools of social work were established 
(Askeland and Danbolt, 2005). Through the welfare regime, social work becomes 
applied social policy, and social workers are stakeholders both in defining social 

problems and through their activities legitimize how to handle them. Therefore, 
social workers carry out social, political and individualistic approaches in social 
work as well as create them. 

Former communist regimes, like China, Eastern European countries and Ethiopia 
among many had well-established social work before communist governments took 
over in the 1940s. Over the 30–40 years of the communist period, longer in Russia, 
different social work was regarded as unnecessary, with social problems being dealt 
with through work units, or through comprehensive state provision in, for example, 
childcare and housing. Different Eastern European countries developed varying 
policies and practices and the position of social work changed over time with some 
countries reintroducing some aspects of social work. After the fall of the communist 
governments, social work has been rebuilt, although again with varying aims and 
policies, and social work education has been rapidly re-established (Ramon and 
Pathak, 1997). 

Some former communist states in central Europe, are making a transition by 
adopting a Western-style civil society. Poland, where social work education which 
started in 1925 and was reintroduced after 1990 is an example. It is particularly 
seen as a tool for implementing the renewed social welfare system (Szmagalski, 
2004). The Social Welfare Act 1990 prescribes the professional activity as assisting 
individuals and families as well as creating conditions for their adjustment to the 
society. Szmagalski discusses dilemmas for social workers as social work and social 
welfare values, as for example self-dependence and empowerment for individuals 
and communities, do not correspond with values of an authoritarian Polish society. 
Less well-educated people confuse material equality with egalitarianism, and many 
people see social welfare as a state obligation alongside the government obligation 
to secure people jobs. 

By being available to and associated with the welfare state, social work contributes 
to maintaining social order. In this role, it has been accused of being used as a means 
to silence suppressed groups. It does this by mediating through individualistic work 
the tension between the citizen and the state (Dominelli, 1996; Harris, 2003; Lorenz, 
2005). Yu (2006) describes how an individualist perspective permeated the Philippine 
social work during American colonial rule. For social workers to propose structural 
explanations to social problems might have invoked penalties. During Marcos’s rule, 
social work flourished and by not criticizing the dictatorship, rather supporting it 

through the professional journal, social workers legitimized it. However, there were 
exceptions: some social workers promoted their views by working for NGOs, a few 
joined the revolutionary movements, and educators and students took part in protest 
actions and advocacy for the victims of the political system. This was not without 
threat to own safety (Yu, 2006a). Further, Yu (2006) points out that to this end, 
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Filipino social workers have not criticized changes to the social services during the 
1990s, the decline in government spending and quality and the ideology behind it. 
Social work practitioners and educators have been slow in criticizing the effect of 
globalization on social work (Dominelli, 2004).

Social work professionals, both responding to criticism of their social order role 
and also as part of their commitment to social justice, have criticized established 
systems that disempower people. Therefore, many countries have seen a trend for 
social work to become less attractive to governments. Positions that earlier were 
mainly for social workers are open to other professions that are less politically oriented, 
and new professions, like welfare and care workers, have been established. 

Organizational Changes 

Economic changes of globalization and market orientation have made it difficult 

to maintain the funding and socially liberal approach of welfare regimes in many 
countries. The strong development of social work in the twentieth century has been 
linked to the emergence of the welfare states. The profession has continued to grow 
in spite of retrenchment in the welfare state. Neo-liberal political regimes, however, 
claimed a need for greater competitiveness in globalized economies (Harris, 2003).

New Public Management

NPM was first introduced in OECD countries in the late 1980s (Cheung, 2002). 

Although the impression in the West is that it has had a great impact, according to 
Pollitt (2002) it has only been practised in public services in the UK, USA, Australasia, 
partly in the Nordic countries and Holland. However, Harris (2007) refers to several 
other sources who suggest a wider extensiveness through international economic 
organizations. From an Asian perspective, according to Cheung (2002), NPM is a 
managerial solution to political problems. These writers see NPM, which originates 
in the USA and UK, as a fruit of the neo-liberal system under Reagan and Thatcher 
and continued by Clinton and Blair as the Third Way. The American historical 
background is a political system valuing a large voluntary and a small public sector, 
little state intervention and individualism and self-reliance. The assumption behind 
it is that the best management existed in business and private concerns and should 
be transferred to public sector. Thus, the society in which NPM was developed had 
a different ideology and political organization than many countries in which it has 
been introduced where the social sector was primarily public. 

Global trends such as this ignore local contexts, while at the same time influencing 

them. Where public services hardly exist, NPM should perhaps have little impact. 
Its availability as an idea gives it an impact in the South. It is part of the history and 
assumption behind treating agencies and universities as private companies where 
clients and students become consumers. Calling the trend consumerism disguises 
its political context. It is closely linked to private well-being based on individual 
purchasing power, replacing systems built on solidarity (Stjernø, 2005). The idea of 
consumerism is to listen to and adjust to people’s needs. However, the result may be 
that purchasers’ voices are heard, while clients become commodities. 
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NPM implies a change from political and professional leadership to management. 
Professional discretion becomes subordinated to economic and managerial decision 
(Newman, 2002). This weakens trust in professions, and deprofessionalization takes 
place, which is also a way of saving money. The system creates tensions between 
business-oriented managements and professional and academic staffs. Such tensions 
concern the priority given to: 

control, flexibility and devolution;

social, political and economic agendas;
the interests of various stakeholders like government, citizens, client, 
communities (Newman, 2002) and educators and students. 

Market mechanisms are pursued, including competition, contracting, privatization 
and merger into bigger units. Performance-related systems are used for recruiting 
and payment. Accountability and strict control of financial resources, personnel and 

results are practised. Simplified rating of outcomes is a common phenomenon. If an 

agency or university fails to meet the performance criteria, they might be publicly 
compared and criticized and their reputation damaged (Barnes, 2007). 

It has been difficult to assess the achievements of NPM, mainly because of 

scarce data, according to Pollitt (2002). Successes have been measured in purely 
financial terms, such as time and money. More qualitative indicators are lacking 

(Carter, 2000). Although there has been downsizing and staff reduction, it may be 
due to privatization or increased expenses relocated to other sectors; for example, 
cutbacks in preventive childcare might result in higher youth crime. Whether NPM 
is considered a success depends on who is asked. Senior managers are more satisfied 

than lower level employees (Pollitt, 2002), according to a study, this is also the case 
for social work in the UK (Dominelli, 2004). 

Changes to Social Work Practice and Education 

Changes due to NPM have appeared in both social services and social work education. 
Re-organizations often occur as a response to the complexities and ambiguities due 
to globalization and postmodernism. NPM is a rational system, and when it fails to 
manage unpredictable postmodern processes and successes do not appear, it calls 
for re-organizations. Often this fragments social service systems, by re-organizing 
to achieve integration with larger and politically more important services. The aim 
is to increase quality and efficiency and reduce costs; such aims might in themselves 

be contradictory. ‘More-for-less’ is expected (Harris, 2007: 3), even in situation with 
‘increased need and diminished resources’ (Barnes, 2007: 57). Cree and Davis’s (2007) 
study suggests that frequent re-organizations create stress and uncertainty, imply 
new structures, new learning and adjustments, which cause inefficiency and are 

costly. It demands flexibility in social workers. A growing trend in the USA, called 

employment-at-will, is contracts where the employees accept being laid off at any 
time without reason (Pine and Healy, 2007). Malcolm once worked in an area where, 
to save money, large numbers of social workers in a major agency were allowed to 
retire early at short notice. Their cases were left unsupervized, professionally a clearly 

•
•
•
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inappropriate decision, taken to achieve a financial target. Unpredictable working 

conditions like this may disrupt relationships between clients and social workers, 
and inhibit the growth of responsive professional practice. It may undermine work 
commitment and loyalty. 

In a globalized postmodern era, both social work and its education are made 
insecure by the influence of political and organizational changes. In many Western 

countries, social work has become less visible when merged into bigger units, often 
dominated by health organizations. An example from Norway is the merging in 
2006 of the governmental-financed and rule-based social security and employment 

services with the municipally financed and discretion-based social services into the 

New Employment and Welfare Services (NAV). Social workers had a strong role in 
the latter, not in the two former services. In the UK, government-inspired childcare 
trusts formed under the Children Act 2004 aim to coordinate child and family social 
work with education, but similarly create much larger organizations in which social 
work is submerged. While better, more integrated and accessible services for the 
public is the overall goal, the underlying political purpose is to provide for more 
clients with a reduced number of employees. A bureaucratic model seems to solve the 
problems of what is defined as lack of efficiency, whereas the postmodern analysis 

argues that the problems are of growing complexity and ambiguity. It remains to be 
seen how rule-based or discretion-based services will influence each other in Norway 

or education-focus and child and family focus services benefit from the change in the 

UK. It is important to examine which stakeholders gain from new structures.
A parallel is taking place in higher education, where social work often disappears 

into bigger units (Reid and Edwards, 2006), such as social or health sciences. The 
structure of the educational institutions might have a decisive influence on whether 

social work education focuses primarily on social sciences, social policy, law or 
political philosophy, rather than learning materials relevant to practice in another way 
like ethics, communication, relationship-building, co-ordination and collaboration. 
If social work merges with nursing, healthcare might be emphasized, and in teacher 
training, social work might lean towards education. Few social work professors have 
leading positions in universities (Lyons, 1999). Likewise, other professions achieve 
leading roles in the social services rather than social workers. Thus, social work 
looses authority and the opportunity for independent development, even though, as 
with agencies, such mergers may improve the cross-fertilization of ideas between 
professions and shared training may improve collaboration in professional practice. 

Although the threatened death of welfare states in the West has not occurred, 
many countries have experienced cutbacks in social services and fundamental 
changes to social work. Contracting, competition and privatization are increasing, 
which converts social services into a quasi-market in which services are treated 
as commodities, rather than as responsive professional interactions. Social work 
and service provision shifts more to the private or third sectors, which have been 
politicized with a quasi-market being a tool for NPM, disguising the aim of saving 
public money. Packages of services are offered, rather than a holistic professional 
service. With care management, the social worker’s task is to organize and arrange 
for contact between clients and service suppliers. The ideal is that the ‘service users’ 
should have better choice and more flexibility to meet their needs. An effect is that 
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the public services may disclaim responsibility, while claiming partnership and 
shared commitment with users.

We argue that social work and education will never pay off economically. They 
are an ‘investment’ in social cohesion; people can never be ‘profitable’. There should 

always be a difference between private and business sector and the welfare sector. 
While the aim in the former is a surplus for investment, the purpose of the latter is to 
invest in a country’s human capital. Different success criteria are needed.

The parallel in education to service packages is modularization. Students become 
customers who buy courses, and educators sell their products for the highest possible 
price. This influences the educators’ identity and role. Universities do not receive 

state support according to how many students they admit but for how many they 
‘produce’. The quality of the programme does not necessarily equate what ‘sells’. 
What is popular fluctuates, so that small but high-quality courses might close 

down, and expertise built up over time might quickly disappear. The output that 
decides the financial outcome for educational institutions acting like businesses 

might be spending resources on public relations in competition for students, rather 
than spending on good quality experiences for students. Finances and prestige 
for universities are also influenced by the amount of research funding received, 

publications in internationally highly esteemed publications and international 
involvement. These are measured in accountability systems such as the UK research 
assessment exercise and ratings of courses and universities in newspapers. Thus, 
academization, which is necessary to consolidate social work as a discipline, goes 
hand in hand with the NPM requirements. 

Project organization is another way of adjusting practice to NPM requirements. It 
is also a teaching method, similar to problem or inquiry based learning models. Using 
such approaches, students then learn to handle issues in ways directly applicable in 
the field. Projects in both practice and education are goal- and outcome-oriented. 

The problems are limited; so are time, resources and people. This is claimed to be 
effective in teaching practical skills in ways that are relevant to the work situation 
that students will experience, in the same way that projects in practice focus 
attention, work and resources. However, in education, it also means that students 
do not learn how practice might be better without resource constraints. Organizing 
work as projects also implies acceptance of insecure employment and services and 
less commitment from employers. Thus, the project model does not necessary meet 
long-term challenges, as for example in development aid, described in Chapter 8. It 
is a way of making a situation manageable in a complicated world, which fits well 

with the NPM ideas. 
With the privatization and market orientation in the Western society, a business 

terminology has influenced social work’s ideology and practice (Harris, 2003) as 

well as education. Social work and university leaders have become managers. Social 
workers have seemingly accepted without much opposition, to become entrepreneurs. 
As providers of care packages, they sell their products to customers or as purchasers 
estimate the cost-benefit. The language and concepts used influence the social 

workers’ identity. If we believe that people create themselves and the world around 
them in interaction and through language, as the social constructionists claim, we 
have to use the power of language to recreate social work practice according to the 
values underpinning the definition of social work.
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When complexity increases due to diversity, the NPM response is standardization 
as a tool to minimize flexibility and direct contact (Harris, 2007). Technological 

development has accelerated this possibility. However, efficiency through 

standardization should never be a criterion for assessing work in human relationships. 
Success in social work often depends on establishing rapport and support over time. 
This is a time-consuming process. Likewise, as we argue in Chapter 9, social work 
students need face-to-face training to become qualified for this kind of work. 

NPM requires efficiency, and people may be related to as rational beings forgetting 

about a holistic approach, which include emotions and body. Relationship-based social 
work, which combines an individual and structural understanding of social problems, 
distress and dysfunction has lost influence compared to procedural and legalistic 

responses to issues presented by clients (Ruch, 2005). When situations become complex, 
ambiguous and uncertain as in a globalized postmodern world, risk assessment and 
evidence-based practice are required. However, this could be contradictory. Risk 
assessment might end up as bureaucratic time-consuming procedures and delay an 
immediate, flexible and updated response. Evidence-based practice may call for a 

modernist data collection inappropriate to inform action in a postmodern era. 
New patterns of accountability require frequent and time-consuming reporting, 

which may compete with direct work with clients or facilitating students. Successes 
may be converted into facts like numbers of consultations, referrals and meetings in 
case management teams. For example, the annual report on English social care services 
reports on the number of assessments carried out by care managers, but not on the care 
that results. Increased numbers may be regarded as efficiency while in fact it disguises 

sacrifices of time-consuming counselling and treatment, or cross-cultural contacts. 

Lorenz claims that social workers not only face changes in the social policy regime, 
but also a ‘re-ordering of social relationships and attempt to model them in neo-
liberal ideas’, meaning here ‘less state, more market, more individual responsibility’ 
(Lorenz, 2005a: 93). He suggests that social workers possibly unthinkingly avoid 
taking a political standpoint concerning the changes and challenges in government 
welfare agencies. Instead, they then either withdraw to privatization and therapy 
or accept NPM service delivery without opposition. He emphasizes that neither 
of these two solutions responds to the ‘social’ in public social work. Reflection is 

often proposed as a way of improving practice, but the critical reflection reviewed in 

Chapter 3 goes further than this, to address the political context. Brookfield (1995: 8) 

claims that a reflection becomes critical when it meets two distinct purposes, which 

may be used in social work: 

to understand how power is exercised in the processes on which we reflect

to question assumptions and practices that go against clients’ best longterm 
interests, but that seem to make social workers’ daily lives and practice 
easier. 

Therefore there is good reason to reflect critically on the professional practice of 

adjusting to or escaping from the changes NPM requires. If social workers continue 
to respond as Lorenz claims, then social work has stagnated and is not fulfilling its 

definition. 

•
•
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Postmodernism and NPM

Postmodernism is a Western phenomenon with a variety of interpretations informed 
by core assumptions (Meinert et al., 2000); see Chapter 2. Among these are: 
individual freedom, autonomy, choice, the right to personal expression, acceptance 
of diversity, and a right to self-fulfilment, to individual wellbeing and leisure time 

activities. These values only have relevance in affluent societies (Gross, 2006). 

Nevertheless, they fit well with the ideology underlying NPM, which highlights self-

reliance, responsibility, self-help and participation. Postmodernism claims that there 
are no reliable truths or reality, knowledge is relative and has to be deconstructed, 
by incorporating into our understanding of social phenomena who created it and 
in what circumstances. Thus, for social workers, clients, educators and students, 
uncertainties, ambiguities and risks characterize postmodern life. 

Postmodern social work is similarly characterized by alternative practice models 
from which to choose, based on a variety of theories. In a constantly altering world 
where changes and experimentation have a value in themselves, many social 
workers find that what they learned as students, others might consider professionally 

or politically outdated.
Postmodernism claims that every culture has value. It challenges ethnocentrism 

where we judge others’ opinions and actions from our own framework. Social 
workers must balance accepting everything as valid on its own premises and cultural 
relativism. To avoid ethnocentrism by knowing and acknowledging others’ cultural 
values is not the same as accepting everything as equally valid. This accords with 
social work values, which demand acceptance and understanding, and which 
provides for clear standpoints on issues. Postmodernism does not contradict this, 
since it posits awareness of the alternatives.

Social Work under Postmodernism and Globalization

Values Conflicts

Postmodern and NPM values have displaced solidarity, the original base of many 
welfare systems (Stjernø, 2005). These values have permeated society, including 
social workers’ and clients’ identities in the West. However, social workers deal 
with people who have not adjusted or are unable to meet the requirements. Short-
term social work models are used in NPM agencies that might empower people 
individually, but fail to question structural and political issues. 

While social workers and many clients in the West have imbibed postmodern values, 
in poor countries and communities and among poor people in rich countries, survival 
values persist. According to Gross (2006), such societies esteem traditional family ties, 
authority and absolute moral standards, show less tolerance to others, report low well-
being and poor health and are materialistically oriented. Gross’s commentary from 
American society has a parallel in Szmagalski’s (2004) Polish analysis. 

Globalization has widened the gap between rich and poor people and rich and 
poor countries; see Chapter 2. Reduced public services and benefits make some 

people dependent on temporary solutions such as soup kitchens in big cities in rich 
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countries. Referring people to such provision defeats social work’s long-term 
aims and values. Social workers work with people temporarily or permanently 
without the resources to be self-supporting or to have free choice in their lives, 
because their social and political environment obstructs economic, social and 
psychological independence. Some may need time for trial and failure, personal 
attention and support or care, rather than the quick fixes of NPM care systems. 

Defending needs for time and emotional space to help them commits resources in 
solidarity, securing more long-term equal outcomes (Hagen and Lødemel, 2005). 

NPM values, on the other hand, revitalize the outdated philosophy of helping 
only ‘the deserving poor’, excluding from social care people stigmatized by 
thoughtless prejudice. Demands for financial and organizational efficiency reduce 

time for long-term relationships, discretion, flexibility and empowerment. Such 

practice cannot be prescribed by administrative systems, but builds up over time. 
Social workers are bound to be split between the fundamental knowledge, skills 
and values of their practice and the focus on market efficiency (Cree and Davis, 

2007). 
Another example, workfare, in which claimants work in exchange for social 

security allowances, applies all the pressure of change to individuals. It often aims 
simply to reduce welfare costs rather than help in more structural ways the people 
affected when globalization has caused changes in employment markets. Because 
it is ‘an offer you can’t refuse’ (Lødemel and Trickey, 2001), the lack of choice for 
and engagement of people affected by such changes in employment make social 
work involvement contrary to social work values. Consequently, social work may 
be criticized both for failing in accountability to market imperatives and at the 
same time also for failing to use discretion, flexibility and professional judgement. 

An impossible conflict is presented as social work’s failure, when it is a failure in 

management of globalized market pressures.

Social Workers’ Mobility  

Globalization makes social workers mobile as well as clients. Clients move primarily 
from South to North and from South to South, while social workers move from North 
to North and from South to North. The main exceptions are INGO employees, whose 
work and aims are managed from outside the culture and policies of the country they 
work in. In UK, employers are actively recruiting overseas social workers to fill 

vacancies. In 2004, there were 2,534 overseas social workers in the UK, more than ten 
times more than in 1991 (Firth, 2007). Most foreign social workers work in childcare, 
where there are most vacancies and the job is stressful. They have to learn quickly 
about the culture and proper use of language, social policy and law in the context 
in which they operate, before being able to assess the situation appropriately (Firth, 
2007). Some Americans are overwhelmed by the lack of professional status, low pay 
and huge workload compared with social work in the USA (Batty, 2002). 
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What Now? Empowering Social Work to Empower 

Welfare states developed in part to make up for the drawbacks of capitalism and 
markets. The welfare state was a modernist creation, relying on a belief that future 
development would solve social problems. Postmodernist analysis implies less 
optimistic and ambitious objectives. We have argued that organizational changes such 
as NPM lead social work to contribute to inequalities, oppression and discrimination 
and the failings of manageralism. How, instead, might social work combat and 
compensate for the drawbacks of globalization? First, we argue that social work 
must be political in its practice. Then, we will highlight ways in which social work, 
its management and its education might implement its values and renew its practice 
to achieve empowerment. Working in an empowering way needs to maintain a 
balance between stability to achieve security for clients, practitioners, educators and 
students and the flexibility to be open to diversity and change. The main elements of 

the practice we propose are: 

pursuing openness and flexibility;

participation to create partnership in practice, education and management;
incorporating awareness and integration of community perspectives in 
practice; 
a focus on culture, religion and spirituality as a potential strength rather than 
an obstacle to practice. 

The concept of empowerment has permeated social work (Braye and Preston-
Shoot, 1995; Lee, 2001) but lacks a clear definition (Fisher, 2005; Sewpaul and 

Hølscher, 2004; Askheim 2003). Implying a redistribution of power from powerful 
institutions, social groups and individuals, it aims for less powerful people to feel 
emancipated, self-confident and self-effective, that is, able to achieve control over 

their own lives. 
Fisher claims that knowledge is empowering when it is produced in a non-

oppressive way and used to reduce social inequalities. To utilize their knowledge 
and understanding in performing social work, therefore, practitioners and students 
cannot work in oppressive environments. They need to be empowered in their 
exchanges with managers and educators to stand up for themselves and influence 

their own working conditions. Without this, inequalities and oppression affecting 
clients is likely to limit their capacity and destroy their commitment to being open, 
advocating, negotiating, or promoting social justice. Non-empowered social workers 
are unable to support clients in their empowering processes and, furthermore, may 
become scared of assertive clients. Pursuing empowerment in social work will lead 
to more powerful clients, and this affects how practitioners, managers and educators 
can do their work. Thus, empowerment has not only individual consequences. It also 
has consequences for practice and services. This is because structural implications 
for the organizations and the social structures they are part of follow from the 
empowered capacity of clients. It is therefore political. 

•
•
•

•
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Social Work as Political Work   

The public perception of social work in Western societies is that of individual and 
family-oriented activity (Payne, 2006). Social work is expected to serve government 
interests, and in globalizing welfare regimes to implement policies favouring 
the status quo of oppressive and unjust societies, contrary to social work values. 
However, postmodernist analysis makes it clear that value neutrality is a modernist 
assumption that never exists. All actions are political, even those that favour the 
status quo because they all emerge from particular views and analyses of the world. 

There has been an ideological change underneath the organization of social work. 
For example, in the nineteen seventies growing juvenile delinquency in the UK was 
seen to arise because of poor parenting and met with prevention and united family 
services, while in the nineties the approach is more punishment (Morgan and Payne, 
2002; Parton, 2006). This is clearly a political issue where the social work profession 
should not hold back from using their competence to passing on what they know and 
see as the effect.

An individual perspective on social work makes social workers lone workers. 
Social workers see themselves as change agents both on an individual as well as 
on a societal level (Healy, 2001). The definition also states this as a characteristic 

of social work. However, individual changes might cause societal changes, which 
are political changes. It might require collective contribution, strong local and 
international professional associations and affiliation with like-minded to withstand 

resistance and under some political systems even threats to own security.
The international definition states that human rights and social justice are 

fundamental to social work. Action on this demands awareness of and critical reflection 

on power relations in both practice and education, in relations between individuals 
and groups and among groups in society and in cross-border relations; see Chapter 3. 
Social workers as a professional group in globalized relations between countries 
also need to consider how to relate to regimes that violate human rights. Examples 
are: many aspects of political rights in China and the way the USA has imprisoned 
people claimed to be terrorists at the Guantanamo base in Cuba. Decisions may be 
difficult: should social workers from other countries assist the Chinese government 

in developing social work in China, as social work might make a contribution to 
improving social conditions? Alternatively, should they avoid becoming involved 
in Chinese affairs, so that a boycott raises awareness? However, to have a useful 
effect, professional bodies need to be enjoined to draw attention to the actions of 
individuals. In their own countries, social workers might be unaware of human 
rights violations, because social workers may also have values that unthinkingly 
accept their own cultural hegemony. Well-thought-out action, however, can raise 
awareness and have useful effects. The heads of schools of social work in Australia, 
for example, were one of the many groups outraged at the Australian Government’s 
policy of mandatory detention of asylum seekers. The heads subsequently convened 
a national people’s inquiry into immigration detention, holding public hearings 
throughout Australia (ACSSW, 2006). Based on professional commitment, this was 
clearly a stance that social work is political. 
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Being involved in such activity might be seen as irrelevant to the direct work of 
social workers. We suggest that social workers might focus particularly on issues 
where their practice or services may be involved, or on the effects on social groups 
that social workers serve, hence the importance of the Australian example focusing 
on asylum seekers. Many social groups served by social workers are affected by 
various social injustices and human rights abuses. It is valuable to be able to point 
to these issues in a clear way, and to press professional bodies to remain alert to 
such issues as a way of supporting the daily work of social workers helping clients 
affected by injustice and oppression. 

Therefore, seeing practice in a political context may permit local action, or work 
in alliance on a wider scale, even in the international arena. In western countries, 
such activities can lead to difficulties in employment or treatment of social workers. 

It therefore requires careful planning and thoughtful engagement with these 
issues, using collective mechanisms such as professional bodies or membership of 
campaigning groups. Social work in a political context therefore may involve: 

careful consideration of their individual position; 
awareness of and action on issues that raise human rights issues;
joint work through professional bodies;
alliances with other organizations. 

Social workers raising issues in an authoritarian regime may be exposed to 
considerable danger, even though raising them may be even more urgent than in a 
Western country. Social workers in the West need to support the appropriateness of 
interventions in political contexts as legitimate professional actions.

Empowering Practice

In postmodern practice, social workers do not have expert roles derived from 
universal knowledge, for three reasons: 

Empowerment means renouncing knowing what is best for clients.
Population mobility brings together diverse cultures, languages and ethnicities. 
Postmodern practice needs to respond to participants’ multiple realities. 

Therefore, social workers must claim expertise in redefining the issues that clients 

and communities face and develop knowledge about how to transform the situations 
in which clients and communities find themselves. They also need to find new 

approaches when previous work qualifications are no longer relevant after changes 

in society and employment brought about by globalization. (Karvinen et al., 1999; 
Gould and Baldwin, 2004).

Openness means not only willingness to listen to people non-judgementally as 
social work’s values require, but also to be intrigued, curious and willing to learn as 
part of enabling people to empower themselves. Social workers, therefore, need to be 
open to the validity of several knowledges; see Chapter 5. These might be different 
political perceptions about the value of social work from service commissioners, 

•
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from clients, carers, neighbours and other social workers about the world that they 
inhabit. It may be particularly challenging to identify and respond to experiences, 
knowledge and potential solutions from marginalized groups, which might be 
unfamiliar or exotic to the social worker. Openness is also seeing lifelong learning 
as a lifestyle and attitude for personal and professional development and growth and 
not as an extra burden forced upon by NPM. 

Participation and partnership with clients and colleagues follow from this (Braye 
and Preston-Shoot, 1995; Taylor, et al., 2006; Pine and Healy, 2007; Seden and Ross, 
2007; Warren, 2007). Participation has been rendered harmless through adoption 
by NPM values; in an NPM organization, it may mean consultation, or providing 
information. Slettebø and Seim (2007) suggest the concept should be reserved for 
active involvement and influence through all stages from deciding whether there is a 

problem and its nature, selecting means of intervention to whether to terminating the 
contact. Seden and Ross (2007) take this further to make user participation include 
taking active part in the management of service delivery, however, admitting that 
this is very complex with philosophical, ethical and practical implications. 

A precondition of user participation and partnership is equal information and 
access to knowledge. This requires social workers to be up-to-date, trained, willing 
to share information, and the skills to communicate it, even where it is contrary 
to their own opinion. The challenge of communicating in relevant language and 
through relevant means is also crucial. It demands reflexivity to position oneself 

in the client’s situation as a subject, influenced by the client as well as seeking to 

influence the client and others; see Chapter 3. 

A study of participation in child protection showed that children, young people 
(Seim, 2007) and parents (Slettebø, 2007) lacked information to enable them to 
participate in decisions, particularly where they belonged to minority ethnic groups 
and where compulsory powers were used. While participation implies redistributing 
power, protecting children and others from risk does not mean giving up the use of 
powers to remove children from abusing parents or others from risk. Social work 
offered through public services will have duties to act on behalf of the public to 
protect people at risk of causing injury to themselves or others. As citizens, parents 
subject to childcare interventions agreed that it is a social responsibility to protect 
children’s interests (Slettebø, 2007). Cree and Davis (2007) also found in their study 
that clients might see that there are occasions when hospitalization against their will 
to protect them is necessary. Using compulsory powers, however, does not mean 
removing all participation in decision-making from the client. There are usually 
many aspects of their care where they may continue to have a choice. Empowerment 
is both a necessity for and an outcome of participation. 

Social workers need flexibilities in: 

mind, to find ways of identifying and responding to people’s needs even where 

these do not fit within the assumptions of NPM agencies;

time, to be prepared to manage the time available to build relationships and to 
enable clients to think through and present their problems; 
work-life balance, to protect their own lives outside the agency’s office hours, 

while maintaining openness to clients’ needs, which may be more easily 
achieved using new technology; 

•
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place, so that practitioners can gain a picture of the full circumstances of 
clients’ lives, including their home and living environments and by means of 
new technology bring the office to the clients. 

Contextual social work implies understanding how ranges of factors, such as housing, 
health and lifestyle, environment and poverty, have emerged from the social issues 
that affect clients. Social workers in the West might helpfully relearn community-
based strategies from Africa, building networks and alliances (Gilchrist, 2004). The 
challenge of giving up the safety of the agency is also an opportunity to understand 
people and their surroundings from their different perspective on more equal terms.  

Social workers might see culture, meaning tradition, art and religion, as a means 
to effective communication and intervention, rather than an obstacle because of 
difference. Resilience focuses on the potential for reconstructing the meaning of life 
by fostering positive emotions, affirming coping strength and flexibility (Chan et al., 

2006; Monroe and Oliviere, 2008). This implies working not only with descriptions 
of experiences given by clients, but sharing a variety of cultural experiences with 
clients to gain direct understanding of their world. Løfsnæs (2006) describes a 
project for women in Afghanistan using art, story telling and traditional celebrations 
to build the capacity to overcome and survive traumas, threats, adversity and start 
anew. It is important to recognize how culture and traditions can be an important 
part of people’s lives and affect how they see the world (Graham, 2002). Yip (2004) 
describes as an example how it enabled the first generation Chinese migrants to 

Australia to cope better with their life circumstances when the cultural preference for 
integrated norms and values was acknowledged by the social workers, for example 
seeking harmony instead of conflict to obtain individual rights. 

Conflicts between cultures are not only cross-national phenomena. Within every 

country, there are contrasts between majority and minority cultures, between male 
and female cultures, and elderly and young people’s cultures. A middle-aged social 
worker may be alienated from children’s and young people’s cultures. Using culture 
as a resource in social work means not only acknowledging difference and tradition, 
but also being open to new and unknown ideas. It is also important not to reject the 
fashionable as a fad; this plays into pressures of globalization to see the need to renew 
‘lifestyle’ regularly; see Chapter 2. Particularly for different generations, lifestyle 
differences may represent genuine difference in ethnic or social self-expression. So, 
whatever an adult may feel about the music or constant mobile telephone use of 
young people, these represent an important aspect of their values; see Chapter 7.

Social work was a product of modernist secular movements towards rationalism 
(Payne, 2005a) Spirituality and religion were therefore often excluded from social 
work and its literature. Postmodernism practice needs to incorporate spirituality 
within a holistic approach to clients’ lives. Studies in the USA and UK (Furman et al., 
2004) as well as in Norway (Zahl and Furman, 2005) show that many social workers 
see religion and spirituality as fundamental in people’s lives but are uncertain about 
how to approach it in practice. Social work has historically focused on religion’s 
contribution to creating social problems, by oppressing people or causing conflicts. 

However, religions also have potential to mobilize and empower both individuals 
and communities (Healy, 2005). Through globalization’s increasing impact on 

•
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people’s mobility, social workers in many countries are faced with a new variety 
of religious and spiritual beliefs and practices. Social workers might be confronted, 
even provoked, in their own outlook on life. 

One of the crucial elements of NPM is its emphasis on accountability, but 
this is focused on accountability through financial and management requirements 

to the organization. For social workers, this replaces accountability for meeting 
clients’ needs with that of meeting organizational objectives defined politically 

or managerially. While NPM organizations view changes positively, this is about 
adjustment to the financial and managerial requirements of globalization, rather 

than the inequalities derived from its impact on people. For social workers, this 
means that NPM agencies focus on listening to and changing to meet the needs of 
stakeholders that finance, commission and purchase goods and services rather than 

people who use them. 

Empowering Organization    

The agency context in which social work is provided influences how social work is 

organized, what services are offered, what approaches are chosen and social workers’ 
identities. NPM requires change-oriented organizations to adjust to the market and 
people’s demands. This will influence the social work. To be efficient it is not enough 

to be change-oriented. An organization needs committed and loyal staff that feels 
secure in their own workplace. Then there is a fine balance between stability and 

flexibility. Thus, in social work agencies, the need for participation and participative 

leadership and management, is a parallel to the clients’ needs for this in social work. 
Only empowered employees can pursue client empowerment. Thus, if the goal is 
participation, meaning active involvement and influence, and empowerment implies 

power and control over our own lives, the management of social work agencies has 
to model this, as social workers have to model it in their practice with clients. As 
for clients, it is a prerequisite that social workers are well-informed, which again 
contributes to a feeling of security. 

Pine and Healy (2007) emphasize transformative leadership and participation as 
a model that fits social work. It has four characteristics (Bass, 1985; 1990): 

Leaders have charisma in the ability to create a vision for the organization, 
becoming a strong model for others, enjoying their respect and trust.
Leaders inspire and convey high expectations alongside motivation to commit 
themselves to teamwork.
Leaders stimulate employees intellectually and encourage them to question 
assumptions, using creativity and innovation.
Leaders see everybody as individuals, give personal attention and support, and 
create a thriving work environment, where everybody grow and develop. 

The transformative leadership model parallels feminist leadership styles where both 
process and outcomes are important and collaboration, sharing power and joint 
decision-making are crucial elements (Healy et al., 1995). 

•
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A management representing these four characteristics is important in social work 
organization to keep up a commitment and steer a steady course under constant 
changes due to globalization and postmodernism; see Chapter 7 on chaos piloting. 
An organization with this kind of management gives social workers an opportunity 
to keep hold of what is fundamental in social work according to the definition and 

ethical principles, and to be able to balance stability and flexibility. 

Empowering Education 

Social work education has to incorporate understanding of how globalization 
and postmodernist changes in the society affect social workers and their clients. 
Rapid technological developments offer new opportunities for quick access to new 
material and for alternative ways of teaching and learning. In education as in social 
work, educational institutions and teachers balance such change against the need for 
stability and certainty to deliver quality and equitable education (Punie and Cabrera, 
2006: 9).

In the same way that social work practice is more sensitive to the impact of 
cultural and linguistic hegemony, social work education needs to incorporate cultural 
issues into learning. According to an English study, social work practitioners were 
not aware that their culture influenced their practice (Muleya, 2006). It is not enough 

to learn about different cultures, like a cultural tourist; see Chapter 8. Challenging 
and reflecting critically upon students’ culture and how it effects relationships with 

others and may be used to oppress others in education is an important basis for future 
practice. Membership of a particular cultural group, possibly a majority culture, 
means that social workers might make clients feel marginalized or excluded, without 
constant critical analysis of their practice. The flow of information and input about 

different cultures that globalization may expose students to might falsely convince 
social workers, students and educators that in postmodernity they know about a wide 
range of cultures. Nevertheless, they may fail to empower clients to pursue their own 
cultural directions. 

NPM management approaches and the political context of practice mean that 
identifying the impacts of policy on practice helps students and practitioners to 
analyse these and other developing ideologies underpinning the context of social 
work practice. Critical reflection is needed to understand ways in which they may 

conflict with the definition of social work and its ethical principles. This enables 

social workers and students to understand and influence working conditions to 

promote empowering practice, organization and education. They need to understand 
the balance between professional and political work, distinguish between politics 
and policy and how to combine it and when and how to get involved. We have argued 
that such ideological influences equally affect social work education. Therefore, 

educators need to challenge themselves and students to see their own education’s 
political context, and strengthen their ability to use it in their studies and future work 
for the benefit of clients. The basis for empowerment and participation has to be laid 

during their studies. This challenges educators and affects how they teach and model 
appropriate critical reflection.
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Social workers, as part of a practice profession in postmodernity, need to learn 
to meet, empower and build relationships with individuals in different situations 
and social positions. If relationship-building is lost because of a focus on procedural 
accountability to organizations, then something vital is lost in the profession (Ruch, 
2005; Cree and Davis, 2007). Therefore, education has to prepare social workers 
to practice effectively within the limitations of a procedural organization. Since, as 
we have suggested, similar social processes are required in practice, organization 
and education, educators may usefully model parallels in work with clients and 
colleagues in agencies in demonstrating relationship-building in their work with 
students (Askeland, 1994). 

A specific competence in social work is to have an overview of the network of 

organizations involved in work with a client and the client’s own social network and 
community. Alongside this, social workers have the capacity, using cooperative and 
collaborative skills, to link areas in which other professions take the lead. Professional 
self-confidence will be an effect of empowerment, but students also need to learn to 

know their professional boundaries in order to achieve these overview and linking 
roles. Social work education might usefully highlight and develop these skills, 
emphasizing their importance to the overall social work role, and thus contributing 
to greater awareness among social workers and other professions.

Conclusion

In previous chapters, we identified globalization and the way it is managed 

internationally as creating inequality, social injustice and individual difficulties. We 

argued in this Chapter that it also forms the agency and university context of social 
work, and therefore is in tension with the identity of social work practice. This is 
because practice is drawn from a professional identity based on values committed 
to responding to the needs of clients within their social context. A particular area of 
tension is the way management in transnational organizations developed in response 
to the needs of globalized economic development. This has had an impact on welfare 
agencies through a collection of managerialist approaches characterized as new public 
management. These give priority to accountability through financial mechanisms 

and management structures to responding to politically- and economically-defined 

objectives, rather than developing professional discretion and responsibility for 
meeting needs identified by clients. Postmodernism argues that a wide range of 

structures and policies are available, and might be used to respond to a variety of social 
and cultural needs and wishes. Limiting practice to what is defined through NPM 

accountability structures fails to open up the possibilities offered by our complex 
societies. Neither does it enable social workers to extend their practice towards the 
boundaries of the definition and ethical standards established internationally through 

the professional bodies. These increasingly offer the opportunity to respond to local 
contexts within social work’s wider general approach.

Therefore, in the latter part of this chapter, we have argued for practice that 
responds to the opportunities of postmodernity and reacts against the organizational 
limitations of globalized managerialism. Social work always responds to and 
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interacts with its political context, so its practice must incorporate analysis of the 
impact of social factors on clients’ lives and the organizations within which social 
work is practised and learned. Empowering practice, agencies and education seeks to 
balance certainty and security against change and development. It pursues openness 
and flexibility in participative partnerships that incorporate an awareness of the 

needs of individuals, families and communities in cultivating their culture, religion 
and spirituality.

In the next chapter, we extend this analysis of the organizational context of 
social work practice and education by considering the impact of the experience of 
postmodernism on practitioners, students and educators.
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Chapter 7

Piloting through the Challenges 
of Globalization

Postmodern Social Workers, Students and Educators

Postmodern people may be seen as updated nomads. Like traditional nomads, 
postmodern societies require people to be flexible and mobile, making what 

they can of their environment, and to settle temporarily rather than permanently. 
Postmodern nomads need to relate to complex social situations in constant flux and 

to contradictory knowledge which is provisional rather than certain, unstructured 
rather than organized, and oriented towards the future, rather than backward-looking. 
Practitioners, students and educators face the struggle to relate to a lot of information 
and various and sometimes contradictory knowledge. Agencies as sites for social 
work practice face us with this challenge. So do higher education institutions 
together with agencies as sites for learning and teaching social work. Postmodern 
people are all affected by commodification and consumerism, but not everyone has 

equal opportunities to make free choices (Edwards, 1996).
Atherton and Bolland (2002) among others claim that focusing on postmodernism 

will have negative consequences for social work because of its relativism and 
that the benefits of doing so are illusory. However, we argue that some aspects of 

postmodernism can be used in developing thinking about social work practice and 
education. The postmodernist analysis permits an examination of how strengths in 
different generations and in different cultural groups may vary and how growth in 
possibly opposite directions may be facilitated and incorporated into one society.

All countries are affected by the social changes of globalization, but richer 
countries in the West may be more affected by technological change than poorer 
countries, where people cannot afford the same amount of technology. Sometimes, 
though, new technologies may allow poor countries to leap one or more generations 
of development. For example, in poor rural countries in Africa, mobile phone 
networks can be developed where it would be too expensive to build links with wires. 
People can club together to buy used handsets, and maintain communication among 
families split up by migration or the need to work away from home. A newspaper 
article indicates some of the possibilities that affect the lives even of rural peoples: 

One pilot program allows about 100 farmers in South Africa’s northeast to learn the 
prevailing prices for produce in major markets, crucial information in negotiations with 
middlemen. Health-care workers in the rural southeast summon ambulances to distant 
clinics via cell [mobile] phone. One woman living on the Congo River, unable even to 
write her last name, tells customers to call her cellphone if they want to buy the fresh fish 
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she sells. ‘She doesn’t have electricity, she can’t put the fish in the freezer’, said Mr. Nkuli 

of Vodacom. ‘So she keeps them in the river, tethered live on a string, until a call comes 
in. Then she retrieves them and readies them for sale’ (LaFrantiere, 2005: 1). 

Piloting through Chaos: The Challenges of Globalization

Our model pursuing practice in this context is the idea of the chaos pilot. A three-
year Nordic study programme for creative project leaders, called ‘chaos pilots’, has 
taken this seriously (Institute for Social Inventions, 2003). Chaos education aims 
for students to learn how to cope in different contexts, cultures, traditions, and 
organizations, under different historical, economical, political and social conditions. 
They must deal with their own values, attitudes and skills. The programme argues 
that students should be in command of academic competence, social competence, 
competence to act and solve problems in reality, and competence in achieving change 
and flexibility. During the first year, students study in a Nordic country, originally 

Århus Denmark, (UddannelsesGuiden, 2006), with the second in San Francisco, and 
the third in Beijing, enabling them to get to grips over a significant period with a 

range of cultural contexts, rather than a brief exchange. A lengthy involvement in 
alternative cultures might be more appropriate than a brief exchange for preparation 
for social work. Now the programme has expanded to other parts of the world as well. 
This alternative leadership education teach how to ‘navigate in unknown terrain’, 
and to think in new terms, be creative, visionary and agile at high tempo. Part of it is 
trial and effort. In a continually-changing world, it is important to be observant and 
able to combine intuition and knowledge (MRB Bedriftsutvikling, 2001). We argue 
that having been through an educational programme like this would help students to 
find more creative and better solutions in partnership with clients. This is because 

they will have learned how to respond with agility to different contexts, cultures, 
traditions, and organizations, under different historical, economical, political and 
social conditions. 

The immediate environment in which we work seems constantly in flux. 

Government and management constantly reorganize, people’s lives are stressed and 
difficult. It seems chaotic. Chaos theory is not sufficient for understanding chaotic 

behaviour in complex social systems (Halmi, 2003). However, understanding 
the trends and consistencies within chaos allows, in scientific theory, ways of 

responding to it. We seek to focus on social changes that are damaging to our clients, 
to our practice and to our education. They are damaging because they strengthen, 
rather than overcome, inequality and oppression. Resolving problems by a simple 
intervention is impossible. Ideas such as an agreement with clients for a limited 
period of task-centred practice, or by negotiating a response from another agency 
do not deal adequately with the complexity of the social factors that create clients’ 
difficulties. Simply lecturing to provide information and studying to identify evidence 

does not help us to apply the oversimplifications we have been given in social work 

education. We have to teach and learn in ways that help us deal with complexity and 
flexibility. Focusing on just one priority is impossible in the complex of difficulties 

that families and communities face, and yet pressures of finance and management 

seem to make dealing with complexity difficult. 
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Piloting through chaos involves accepting a general background of constant 
change, seeking to ride the currents of change, responding where the winds blow, 
swerving round dangerous areas, but maintaining progress towards our objectives. 
Chaos piloting requires: 

Identifying general long-term objectives for our work, to guide movements as 
we shift in response to change. These objectives will reflect our fundamental 

values. In particular, ‘zooming up’ and ‘zooming down’ will be required 
(Algie, 1975). That is, people have sometimes to look at broad social issues 
and conflicts and sometimes at the minutiae of their effects on people’s lives.

Identifying values to guide us as we work alongside clients in the complexity 
of their lives and our own lives and alongside trends that may push us off 
course. In this book, we have focused on the useful values of contextualization, 
criticality and flexibility particularly in cultural and linguistic translation. 

Trends towards inequalities, cultural hegemony, and managerialist responses 
to economic pressures are all potentially disruptive to social work, and need 
to be understood and challenged as they arise.
Identifying and using skills to understand and respond to change in ways that 
help us to understand and exploit underlying flexibilities in our societies. We 

must not accept practice that is determined by globalization, but instead look 
for alternative modes of understanding and working with people. 

Therefore, in this Chapter, we examine how to pilot through a globalized postmodern 
world. A tension exists between the openness of postmodern thinking and the way 
globalization requires practice to be determined by modernist, universal, evidence-
based knowledge and understanding. To talk about people as postmodern implies 
that their experience of life now would have been different a generation ago, at 
least in economically developed countries. Also it implies that now there is 
greater openness, while then their world would have been more determined. These 
comments are phrased as comparatives – ‘greater’ ‘more’ – to indicate that this is 
not an absolute change, but a trend in which some modes of thinking and working 
would continue in a deterministic way, while openness and flexibility would have 

been available previously.
While postmodernism is not, therefore, a complete break from other modes of 

thinking and working (Dobson and Haaland, 2000), a comparison of Swedish and 
American young people suggests that each generation creates itself as different from 
previous generations in its historical context (Glans, 2003). The generation of the 
1960s and ’70s in much of Europe saw itself as liberated from the stress of the 
economic depression of the 1930s and the grey uniformity of the war years through 
the development of post-war welfare states. Some of the generation of the 1990s 
saw their parental generation as undisciplined visionaries who failed to achieve 
economic security. The generation of socialists who achieved independence from 
colonial powers in Africa in the 1960s saw themselves as different from their parental 
generation some of whom accepted the advantages of colonialism. Therefore, the 
millennial generation, that is, the one coming to adulthood in the early twenty-first 

century, differs from previous generations because of its particular political and social 

•
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experiences. If there have been changes, they have consequences for people in social 
work and its education today. Our aim here is to identify some characteristics of 
postmodern social workers, students and educators and discuss some consequences 
for the training that prepares present students for future social work.

Social workers, students and educators experience globalization and 
postmodernism every day as part of their work, because these social trends affect 
every part of society. We saw in Chapter 6 the effects of globalization in three trends 
within social work: 

The commodification of welfare provision, with welfare services and education 

becoming like goods and services in the commercial market, for example as 
packages of care, rather than as therapeutic services. This arises because of 
the power of transnational corporations in the economy to influence ways 

of thinking about activities within welfare and to invade the management of 
service provision that was previously largely within the public sector.
The priority given to market mechanisms and economic development over 
social development to respond to poverty, social exclusion and inequality.
The emphases that managerialism and new public management (NPM) give 
to the way services and education are provided. 

These factors derive not from within social work or welfare, but from wider 
economic, political and cultural changes. We have suggested in previous chapters that 
globalization presents social work with important challenges because these factors 
conflict with the flexibility and openness required of social work to respond to the 

inequalities of welfare systems. Globalization creates or emphasizes inequalities, 
and so adversely affects the economically and politically excluded social groups that 
social work mainly deals with. In a sense, we can say that the modernism of economic 
globalization and its political and cultural aspects has invaded a profession that 
valued flexibility and openness, and that postmodernism seeks to open up renewed 

possibilities of openness.

Postmodern Practice

We argue that postmodernism creates flexibilities within globalizing societies 

that gives social work the political and social space to respond to the challenge of 
globalization. In Chapters 3–6, we picked up the major features of postmodernism 
in Chapter 1 and discussed various ways in which social work may respond to the 
challenges of globalization by using the flexibilities of postmodern thinking. For 

example: 

Avoiding meta-narratives means that social work rejects universalizing 
explanations of the social factors that it deals with. Instead, critical reflection 

allows a range of factors to be brought to bear, see Chapter 3. The International 
Definition of Social Work discussed in Chapter 6 shows how both social and 

psychological knowledge and both social justice and human rights explanations 
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and values must be integrated within social work. We cannot use just one or 
the other of each of these two alternatives.
Accepting instability and complexity in social relationships; and avoiding 
oversimplification. Social workers deal with correcting inequalities and 

injustices that arise in societies, through empowerment and anti-discriminatory 
practice. In Chapter 4 we argued that incorporation of different cultures is not 
a simple process.
Focusing on language, signs and symbols as important carriers of the meanings 
of social phenomena are important aspects of responding to inequalities 
through cultural translation and through transfer between different forms of 
knowledge; see Chapters 4 and 5 respectively.
Understanding the world through different forms of knowledge and through 
contextualizing understanding so that it is relevant to particular social and 
cultural groups; these have been issues in all our discussion so far. 
Detailed examination or deconstruction of behaviour and uses of language, 
signs and symbols in our social environment is important for understanding 
social and power relations through critical reflection, cultural translation and 

transfer of knowledge. 

In this Chapter, we bring together these postmodern responses to the challenge 
of globalization, by showing how by being a postmodern social worker, student 
or educator, we can use the flexibilities in our situation to respond to the social 

complexities created by globalization.
To understand this, Brenda, an African woman aged 47, illustrates some of 

the complexities that arise as a result of migration in a globalized world. She had 
just separated from her West Indian husband when she came into contact with a 
disabilities social worker, an education social worker and eventually care managers 
for her mother and daughter. The family owed rent, from the time of the marriage 
break-up, so she was also in contact with a housing welfare worker. She had two 
children aged 14 and 12 years at school, one son aged 16 years just seeking work, 
and one daughter with learning disabilities, aged 21 years living in special housing. 
Housing welfare workers and carers from a specialist learning disabilities agency 
supported her. Nearby, her elderly mother lived alone, who had just been diagnosed 
with Alzheimer’s disease. Brenda provided a great deal of support for her, and 
assumed she would be doing more for her in the future. While the expectation that 
she would provide help is typical of many cultures in Britain, it was given added 
force by the fact that in her African culture, care for family members was part of 
the important interdependence among family members. Her mother was a recent 
migrant and had no other relatives in the UK.

Brenda was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, which progressed fairly rapidly. 
Soon her son, who had been attending further education college with a view to 
training as a chef, had to give up his course and prospects of a job for the time being 
to care for her. Her social worker from the social services disabilities team initially 
assumed that her older daughter and mother could help her, until she realized that 
the learning disabilities and Alzheimer’s would preclude this. The frail elderly 
team social worker became involved with seeking a care arrangement for Brenda’s 
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mother. Not wanting to worry the daughter with learning disabilities, her carers had 
decided not to tell her of her mother’s diagnosis or prognosis, which was poor, so 
she did not understand her mother’s sudden deterioration. The education welfare 
service became involved when the 14 year old began staying off school to be with 
her mother. The estranged husband reported to a child protection agency that the 
mother was no longer able to care for the children, and announced that he would like 
to resume the care of the younger children and take them to the USA, where he had 
family. They did not want to leave their mother or the country. Soon, the son was 
providing physical care for Brenda. This was considered unhelpful to his sexual, 
social and personal development, although he was happy to do it, again pursuing 
the interdependent culture of the family. Brenda hoped that her sister could come to 
support her, but the house was too small to accommodate her, and she could not get 
a visa to come to the country to care for Brenda.

The complexity of this situation is by no means exceptional in social work 
caseloads. Care agencies in the UK generally do not call on social workers unless 
this level of complexity arises. In addition to raising the impact of globalization 
leading to migration and families spread across the world, there are multiple problems 
and agencies involved. Although there are healthcare and housing implications, 
many of the issues are psychological and concerned with social arrangements and 
relationships within a private arena, the classic arena of social work action. During 
the 1970s, reorganization in the UK social services tried to provide one door for 
multiple problems of this kind, and many countries in Europe including Norway 
developed similar coordinated agencies, with a focus on social issues and responses. 
However, it was always optimistic to believe that one worker, one group of workers 
or one focus could achieve results with this degree of complexity, which arises from 
the complexity and fragmentation of modern lives and societies. Instead of relying 
on social workers and groups of social workers for collaboration, although this is still 
required, coordination between agencies and policies is also necessary. Furthermore 
it is unrealistic to expect wholly consistent policies, responding with unity to rapid 
and often disputed and debated social change.

For Brenda’s family, each social worker will need to create varying alliances 
among them and between them and family members to achieve: 

A clear long-term objective for their joint work: a stable and supportive family 
during the present situation that can develop resilience among the younger 
people who will take the current experience forward to strengthen them to 
deal with difficulties in later life.

Clear short-term objectives for each individual family member, which 
contribute to or at least do not impede the long-term objectives.
Strengthen values, increasing the capacity to care for each other among all members 
of the family, and contribute to its resilience, even those with disabilities.
Developing the skill of linking the different specialist knowledges of the 
social workers, for example in disability, Alzheimer’s, in marriage problems 
and in learning disabilities. Also, their capacity to confront difficulties in 

relationships between family members and to respond to the emotional and 
practical consequences of the changes affecting the family will be important. 

•
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Increasing complexity is also a consequence of social change arising from 
globalization in the South as well as in the West. Clashes of culture, groups of the 
population being left behind, migration to the cities away from rural areas, rapid 
industrialization, changes in working practices and work roles, all these and many 
more lead to complex social issues for societies to deal with. However, resources 
to deal with the social consequences of change are more limited in poor economies 
than in Western economies. However, all societies face a ‘care deficit’ (Hochschild, 

1995). Nowhere in the world, and at no time in history has a society had the capacity 
to deal with all the social and human issues that its people faced. We argue that the 
chaos piloting approach will help to focus on both the psychological and social, 
zooming up and down between them, and on the inequalities and cultural conflicts 

that globalization produces.

Postmodern Student

Postmodernism affects students and educators because it refers to changes in how 
knowledge is generated and understood in societies. Local cultural and social 
understanding is transformed by the impact of the increasing new communications 
technologies discussed in Chapter 9. These bring people into close contact with 
other cultures. 

To connect with postmodern students, changes and adjustments are required 
compared with previous generations, but for education to be effective as a preparation 
for social work, some postmodern trends need to be challenged. We need to think 
about how educators from a different generation may meet postmodern students’ 
needs with respect and curiosity. We seek to identify how social work education 
must change to take advantage of, but also to challenge, present trends.

As updated nomads, postmodern students are flexible and mobile, making what 

they can of their environment. They settle down only temporarily. They are used to 
relating to a lot of information and various and sometimes contradictory knowledge. 
They are competent in using a range of technological tools to manage the uncertainty 
and complex world around them. 

The conditions for being a postmodern student may not be found everywhere in 
the world, only in some countries. To become a postmodern student requires

financial, material and technological resources such as technical equipment 

for communication and travelling;
electricity, mobile phone and Internet coverage;
libraries and access for individuals to affordable professional literature (books, 
CD-roms, videos and the Internet) in a comprehensible language. 

We saw in Chapter 6 that issues about identity are crucial in understanding how 
postmodernism is expressed. This is also true for student experiences. Identity in 
postmodern societies does not imply being rooted in a specific role or profession, 

such as social work (Castells, 1997), but it cannot be rooted in insecurity either. 
Giddens (1991) claims that in a postmodern era people’s constant seeking identity is 
a restless hunting for a narcissistic ‘who am I’ rather than a commitment. According 

•
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to Giddens, a narcissist is unable to distinguish clearly between the self and the 
environment. The compression of space and time contributes to loss of grounding 
and changes in personal identity (Edwards, 1996). Continuous seeking for identity 
in this way might make students rootless, in the West, where such personal identities 
are important. However, in some societies, seeking to maintain social identities 
with family or community will be more important than establishing an individual 
professional identity as a student or as a member of a profession; see Chapter 6. 

In postmodern societies, people have diverse, multiple sources of identity: 
what they consume, whom they communicate with, where they get information, 
what they experience through travel, what this symbolizes to them and the culture 
of their generation. People are what they know or can find out; this is what gives 

them personal or professional power. If postmodern students create in this way an 
individual, personalized identity rather than relying on a professional identity, they 
may not gain a common identity through their professional studies, and the focus 
of the education has to be more on the students’ own production of knowledge 
(Kvalbein, 1998; see also Chapter 5). 

Rapid change makes knowledge like consumer goods, easily bought on the Internet 
and thrown away when it is no longer of any use. After all, it can be found again, 
if required. Students’ individualized identities may also be thrown away, displaced 
by new knowledge. The importance of life experience may be rejected in favour of 
evidence drawn from academic studies that may not connect with the student. Feminist 
writers, such as Gilligan, (1993), for example, have argued that structured, logical 
moral reasoning aiming towards an ethics of justice may not be relevant to women 
whose experience leads them to an ‘ethics of care’. This respects connections and 
relationships as equally important aspects of life alongside fairness.

Postmodern Educators

Postmodernism may or may not lead to generational difference between students 
and educators. Educators may also be flexible, open, fragmented, globalized, 

market-oriented travellers and technology freaks. Academics like the freedom of 
responsibility for a few modules rather than a whole programme, like to test out new 
technology, to be artistic performers. They may also compete in the higher education 
market and become academic tourists. The ageing of populations in many Western 
countries means that many present social work educators have a background different 
from that of postmodern students (Glans, 2003). Their theoretical background was 
originally positivist, education being aimed at making people increasingly expert in 
their field. However, their role has become more fragmented and complex, with many 

competing aims and demands. Professional and academic literature has exploded in 
volume making them more specialized. Varied pedagogical approaches add to the 
demands. To relate to students as consumers requires new pedagogical competence 
to meet managerial and commercial aims (Solstad, 1997). There may be demands to 
earn research grants. A higher proportion of staff may be part-time or short-term. In 
these ways, higher education is changing educators’ ways of working.

Postmodernism has changed higher education. Modularization of courses, 
globalization of contacts and communications, increased use of information and 
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communication technology, mass universities increasing the range of courses have all 
raised issues for debate. Students are active consumers in the global market society, 
and higher education costs add to their financial burdens. Continuing professional 

education and mid-life career changes to professions such as social work also implies 
increasing family and financial responsibilities. Eritsland (2001) suggests that the 

only thing the next generation is certain about is that their adult lives will be very 
different from those of their parents. Present-day students cannot assume continuity 
of experience throughout their lives. The likelihood of constant change cannot be 
avoided. There will be changes both in the student’s experience and in social work 
for which students are being prepared to work. 

Because education has become a market product, it is expected to produce events 
and happenings as if it were entertainment. Radio, television, mobile phones and the 
Internet all treat sensitive material with elements of entertainment, and this is also 
expected of educators. Edutainment does not promote reflection and contemplation. 

It may be useful for learning facts and functional behaviour, but it is questionable 
whether it will be useful from a critical learning perspective (Bang, 1997) and it may 
not provide sufficient contextual information of evidence for theorizing or for action 

(Eraut, 1994: 69) and for skill training (Dreyfus, 2001). Students may not engage 
with complex and difficult material or allocate time to develop skills and practice 

techniques. Learning may be provocative and challenging; it may provoke feelings 
and adverse reactions; it is more than entertainment (Moxnes, 1992). 

Social work and education are parts of a consumer market system influenced by 

business approaches and ethics (Harris, 2003). Agencies compete, so postmodern 
students need to learn how to participate in that competition. However, in education 
for social work, we retain an identity for social work that focuses on service and 
welfare. Students compete in a market for expertise for example, social workers 
might compete for jobs with people in cognate areas of expertise such as counsellors, 
psychologists, or nurses, while agencies compete in a market for roles, tasks and 
ultimately clients, since unless they can demonstrate a role with a client or problem 
group, in a market system, they will not survive.

Political attitudes are ambivalent there is to the social services. On one hand, 
between a wish to provide a welfare system oriented to people’s needs and welfare. 
On the other, there is a movement towards providing social care through markets. 
In the globalized, consumerized market, constant renegotiation of the relationship 
between the market and the state goes on, incorporating not-for-profit agencies. 

Social workers will be involved in a mutating system in which they will have to 
understand and renew their position. Education for social work needs to prepare for 
work within commercial, volunteer and corporate state welfare systems negotiating 
with people with varying motives and assumptions for offering services.

Postmodern Social Work Education 

If social work is a profession it has to be linked to the university (Reid and Edwards, 
2006). Pressure for academization rather than professionalization in social work 
derives from higher education markets. Newspapers across the world, for example 
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Times Higher Education Supplements and Shanghai Jiaotong, publish league tables 
comparing universities around the world. On the former list, the University of Oslo 
(UiO) fell from number 101 in 2004 to number 177 in 2006, while at the latter list it 
rouse from number 69 in 2005 to 68 in 2006. According to the university president 
(Ellingsrud, 2006) this does not mean a quality deterioration. It must be seen in 
relation to the criteria, which change from year to year. For example, the Times 
Higher Education Supplement’s rating list in 2006 included the number of article 
citations written in several Asian languages. Consequently, this moved some of the 
Asian universities forward on the list, while others, like the UiO, fell down. Numbers 
of citations is a commonly used criterion. However, it is not objective, since it varies 
from discipline to discipline, and depends on whether a university’s researchers 
primarily publish in English or another world language or in local languages, which 
also depends on the discipline. Ellingsrud also claims that the rating in itself is self-
reinforcing as 50% of what counts is the university’s reputation without any further 
explanation. 

The academization taking place in European social work education may be good 
for the status of the profession. However, will it be better or worse for clients? How 
does the deacademization that occurs in the UK, with political impetus to emphasize 
practice against theory, influence social work’s identity? What is the policy behind 

establishing new social professions? Does it serve people’s interests because society 
has become more complicated or is it an effort to minimize the influence of a 

profession that does not always adhere to structural and political changes? 
Contrary to trends in the UK, in most European countries, social work education 

is moving from professional training towards academization (Labonte-Roset, 2004; 
Lorenz, 2005a). In Finland, except for one Swedish speaking school of social work, 
social work education has for decades been a six-year-long programme within the 
social policy faculties, and until fairly recently the social work staff has had to fight 

for their right to teach social work theory and skills.
Social work education developed to train people to fit into modernist 

organizations; this conflicts with the postmodern life experience of students. 

Managerialism actively contradicts current social trends towards openness 
and flexibility that postmodern students have come to expect. People in social 

work education need to develop an awareness and analysis of how they can 
educate students to handle it constructively. For example, assessment of detailed 
competences as part of social work education permits a more explicit and 
defensible statement of practice assessment, but makes it more difficult to see 

students’ attainments as part of their holistic development as practitioners.
Social work education in Europe varies from lower level occupational training 

in technical colleges or separate schools to post graduate university degrees 
(Hamburger and Wøbcke, 2005). The length varies from one to five years. The 

American educational model of bachelor, master and doctoral are gaining ground 
particularly in countries where social work is a fairly new or renewed profession or 
in Europe through the Bologna process (Ashford, 2004). 

Because of these trends towards or away from the academization of training, it 
is important to ask how educators meet the postmodern student. Are they traditional 
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students or postmodern students with no clear boundaries between education, 
training, work, consumerism, entertainment and leisure (Edwards, 1996)? 

Special Needs of Postmodern Social Work Education

Three aspects may be highlighted: 

Emergence – postmodern education is a shared process of creating knowledge 
and identity. 
Professional identity – students need to gain mastery of complexities in 
holistic practice to overcome insecurity generated by postmodern trends.
Transfer – constant social change means that students need to gain skills in 
transfer of knowledge and values. 

Social work education should value building students’ knowledge and skills so 
that, as they practice, they will be able to gain mastery of an area of study and 
practice. Because postmodern knowledge is created, constructed between students 
and educators working together, postmodern education extends beyond a banking 
model in which teachers provide knowledge. This is because it is about the joint 
creation of identity: the educator must be visible and engaged as a person, as much 
as the student. Both are influenced by their life-historical knowledge; see Chapter 

5. Neither teaches the other about different worlds, they create the world together in 
their work together. They jointly create personal and professional identities. Through 
doing this, the parallel process of identity-creation with clients within social work 
is jointly modelled (Askeland, 1994; Askeland, 2003; Askeland, 2003a). Such an 
educational process is a more dialogic form of education, than education where one 
person teaches the other by modelling expertise.

Postmodern students are well-prepared to gain access to information resources 
about their area of work as information is increasingly accessible. Having a lot 
of information is not all that is needed to gain mastery of practice; this requires 
knowledge to be used well. Students will throughout their careers need the capacity 
to reflect critically on their practice, to integrate into a coherent system of thought 

and practice and to apply knowledge skilfully in the context of a professional value 
system. Pearson (1998) shows American social work faculty are pulled between 
two different learning styles and value bases, mastering and mentoring learning 
approaches. This tension has also entered European social work education alongside 
academization.

As information resources have grown, acquiring and assimilating information 
has begun to compete for time with the processes of reflection and integration. 

Students must be educated to make judgements about the validity of the source and 
to understand the values and cultural assumptions that inform those judgements. 

All education has to build on students’ strengths. Education for mastery 
must confront and challenge students’ experiences with mature and complex 
understandings of social work. It must lead students to appreciate and enjoy the 
process of in-depth study. To become holistic practitioners implies the need to seek 
understanding of connections and coherence. Therefore, challenging present skills 
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is crucial to building on strengths to achieve in-depth mastery. Educators have to 
model engagement, to stimulate in students a curiosity for alternative conceptions 
and understandings, and appreciate how ability to practice emerges from this process. 
Creating understanding rather than teaching knowledge requires more responsible 
and closer educational relationships than edutainment. Creators cannot walk in and 
out of a creative process, but like the sculptor they can return to it at different times 
over a period from many different directions. In this way, the education process 
practises and models user participation and empowerment. A learning community is 
where interdependent and interdisciplinary learning and involvement are encouraged 
(Tinto, 1997).

Individual, Collective and Professional Identity

Identity is eroded by globalization, postmodernism and postcolonialism; see 
Chapters 2 and 6. The unclear identity of the profession and social workers’ 
uncertainty about their identity mutually reinforce each other, affecting social work 
practice. Social work’s identity is influenced by the social workers’ personal and 

professional identities. People create their identity through interaction with others in 
a social process (Payne, 2006). Whom we identify with, meaning being the same as, 
and whom we are different from therefore becomes important. From a postmodern 
perspective, individuals do not have a core identity. On the contrary, postmodernism 
sees identity as fragmented and in a process of constant development in frequently 
changing contexts. People may choose among various personal and professional 
identities. This may cause uncertainty for some while it gives others opportunities to 
create consciously a coherent identity. This is true for clients, practitioners, students 
and educators. 

In a process of mutual influence, clients become co-creators of social work’s 

identity (Payne, 2005). In Western cultures, identity is related to the individual; while 
in other cultures, like the Asian cultures, collectivism has priority over individualism. 
In cultures influenced by Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam 

there is not a sharp distinction between the self or an individual identity and others 
(Yip, 2004: 604-5). In the Philippines, the self does not even have a separate 
identity, but shared identity with others of the inner self. The African ubuntu, means 
humanness, that people are people through other people. This would influence the 

social workers’ and clients’ identities as well as the understanding and solutions. 
If not, social work would become alienated from both the social workers and the 
people it is to serve. 

Working as described above also helps students understand the process of 
continuous identity creation as they become professionals. Clients may no longer 
accept the authority of the ‘social worker’ so they must define themselves to 

their clients, to their employers and to society in a way that is authentic. This has 
consequences for the professional identity for students. Postmodern ideas produce 
a politics of the self. ‘The postmodern conception of community is … based on 
difference in the sense that the self is perceived through the recognition of otherness 
and is therefore incomplete in itself.’ (Delanty, 2001: 140). The postmodern student 
cannot identify their ‘self’; they can only see their self by seeing that they are different 
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from others. To maintain their self, they must always search for and maintain their 
differences from others. Yet to join a profession and implement knowledge, they 
must integrate their self-identity with that of social work. 

Capacities such as the ability to change students’ social environment and circle 
of acquaintances (Bauman, 2000; Meland, 2001) will influence students’ identity 

creation. Chaos pilots need similar capacities. Their postmodern life experience 
provides opportunities to develop and hone such skills, but it also has to be nourished 
during professional studies to create mastery of complexity.

Social Change – Knowledge Transfer

One of the characteristics of postmodern societies is constant change. Critical 
reflections and reflective learning is an educational approach that fits postmodernism 

(see Chapter 3; Taylor, 1996). Postmodern students, according to Fook (2002: 44-
145), must learn the ‘skill of transferability’ and ‘cultural competence’ so that they are 
able to ‘read’ ‘the cultural climate of contexts’ and have the skill to get involved in and 
appreciate the cultural climate of the contexts in which they operate. Opportunities 
are available in every classroom, but this requires educators to bring them out as 
part of their work, as Mumm and Kersting (1997) propose in discussing teaching 
critical thinking. For example, if experience of ethnic difference is not available in a 
student group, educators might raise ideas about cultural transfer between different 
age generations, or people with rural and urban backgrounds.

Re-establishing and Renewing Social Work Education

Postmodern trends pose to social work education two important practical issues: 
incorporating students’ skills with newly available information and communication 
technology, and responding to students’ needs for identity within a constantly 
changing environment. 

Communication

Three characteristics of present-day communication compared with the past may be 
identified. First, mobile phones are in the public arena. Second, the mobile phone is 

personal, and the threshold for contacting others at any time has decreased. People’s 
accessibility has increased as mobile phone calls have gained priority over other 
activities. To reach young people as clients and students we have to learn from 
them about how to communicate efficiently by symbols and icons. Postmodern 

students are accustomed to expressing themselves in writing, sending text messages, 
photographs, emails and participating in chat rooms. Such communication may be 
impulsive, but implies thinking and sorting out ideas, presenting them attractively 
and engaging in debate. In postmodern education we have to take advantage of the 
confidence students gain in writing in this way. These forms of writing may stimulate 

reflection just as effectively as face-to-face debate. 

While postmodern students may be individualistic, they also develop group 
thinking and team spirit by turning to friends and media for information and advice 
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rather than the adult world (Glans, 2003). Their loyalty to their peers and to their 
reference group emphasizes the importance of using various group approaches in 
social work education.

American tests of comprehension of material show that students who study with 
the aim of teaching others, get a better result (Bargh and Schul, 1980; Annis, 1983). As 
postmodern students use various communication media, the opportunity for teaching 
others interpersonally are legion. Helping other students learn should be encouraged, 
and parallels to working with social work clients might be made. Study materials and 
guides might promote student experience of educating others as a means of interacting 
with the material they study. Through this, they might also learn that to relate to other 
people’s experiences, may be a rich source for creating new knowledge. 

Flexible Uncertainty

Social work education must learn how to bring out more clearly the skills and 
understanding required to develop flexibility and transferability. Social workers, 

students and educators, like chaos pilots, need to handle situations from a range of 
cultural perspectives and within a range of contexts. Western social workers might 
benefit from learning more about how others who cannot rely on a well-funded welfare 

regime, as with some African and Asian countries, are able to make the most of the 
available resources. American social workers might experience the gains, strains and 
challenges of welfare state environments for practice. To transfer competence from 
these different situations, critical reflection on the experiences is necessary, and a 

structure of learning that permits effective international experience; see Chapter 8.
Social workers thus become process pilots able to negotiate uncertainty and 

development through reflection and action, by transferring understanding from one 

situation to another. The content of knowledge becomes something that is adapted 
for transfer, rather than established and taught. The educator’s role is to manage 
knowledge transfer so that knowledge remains true to the research and scholarship 
that developed it. The student’s role is to learn process piloting, using the framework of 
knowledge and understanding to the point where they can join professional colleagues 
in piloting through the uncertainties of a rapidly changing world. Educators have 
to master uncertainty in their organization. Managerialist processes such as global 
standards inhibit the flexibility that permits mastering uncertainty and educators 

need to balance flexibility objectives against that. Since postmodern education 

involves preparation for piloting through uncertainty, constant updating is required. 
Postmodern educators are not experts in the content of knowledge, but need to model 
the capacity to transform experience from one situation to another. They model how 
to source and treat information, how to research, develop, integrate, and incorporate 
knowledge into understanding for practice. For knowledge and understanding to be 
useful, it must then be reconstructed as the framework from which current learning 
emerges through transfer processes into action (Kolb, 1984).

Postmodern?

Social workers, educators and students are piloting through uncertainty. Practitioners 
are experiencing a changing welfare system apparently chaotic because of its 
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complexity and the complexity of the lives that clients experience. Therefore as 
students they need to learn ways of piloting through these complexities. Educators are 
experiencing change through knowledge transfer from their starting point, students 
from theirs. Creating a joint process of education that integrates with practice is 
like beginning to fly in formation. Students can identify their own positions with 

reference to the journeys of their educators. 
Since social workers, educators and students are piloting from different starting 

points, they are, in the postmodern way, alike in the manner they do things but 
what emerges will always produce individual differences. Postmodern students are 
something they and their educators are unable at present to define. 

Who thought of postmodernism? – the present academic generation (Callinicos, 
1989). Who experiences chaos? – the present managers and educators. Once secure, 
the older generation now see the world as less secure. They see societies and students 
as postmodern because the current practice and student experience create insecurity 
for managers and educators. The postmodern idea is that people cannot impose ideas 
on others; they have to transfer knowledge so that it emerges into identities relevant 
for themselves. Managers and educators are telling practitioners and students that 
they are postmodern; perhaps they will find out that they are not. The next two 

chapters examine ways of dealing with postmodern experiences in cross-national 
contacts and in the use of technology that show in a more detailed and specific way 

how we can handle the issues we face in postmodern globalizing societies. 
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Chapter 8

Exchanges and Cross-national Activities: 
Broadening the Mind

Introduction

‘Travel broadens the mind’, goes the English saying. More cross-national activities 
such as study visits, international placements or cross-national research have been 
taking place during the past decades. This expansion has occurred on the assumption 
that such activities do broaden the mind, and that this is valuable for social work, 
its organization, management, practice, education or theory, skill and knowledge 
development. As we saw in Chapter 1, cross-national activities in their professions 
are one way in which people experience globalization. This chapter looks at some 
conditions for cross-national activities as a way of understanding the impact of 
globalization on social work practice and education. 

Arntzen’s (1998) Swedish study found that participants in development aid 
projects abroad felt that their home agencies did not value and make use of their 
international experiences. A literature study of international students’ impact on 
domestic students and host institutions shows that although international students 
expected and wanted greater contact with domestic students, interaction was limited 
(Ward, 2001). Social work students in field placements in an exchange programme 

funded by European Union (EU) and the Canadian government had similar 
experiences; this project also involved practitioners and academics (Dominelli and 
Bernard, 2003). Ward suggests that the benefits for host educational institutions are 

often rhetorical rather than real and influence neither content, nor teaching methods. 

She argues that to promote intercultural interactions, situations must be structured. 
Dominelli and Bernard found that the home educational institutions did not 
recognize the knowledge, values and skills the students acquired in their placement. 
Nevertheless, the students claimed to have grown personally and professionally, by 
learning to think differently about themselves and their own culture. Dominelli and 
Bernard concluded that among issues that need particular attention in international 
exchanges are: agreed procedures, collaboration on a mutually beneficial basis, 

engaging the whole team of practitioners, academics, students and administrators 
and structures for the collaboration.

In a study Shardlow and Cooper (2000) found 76 publications in English about 
comparative social work in Europe published between 1980 and 2000. Of these, 
Shardlow and Walliss (2003) drew out 14 qualitative and quantitative empirical 
studies and found that the majority was about social welfare providers. Most of 
the researchers had a reflexive attitude towards their research methods. However, 

only ‘around a quarter of the studies demonstrated even the smallest awareness or 
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sensitivity towards cross-cultural issues’ (p. 935). English authors predominated, and 
over half of the studies did not have a native author from the country in focus. This 
issue was rarely discussed in the studies. Postmodernists would question outsiders’ 
interpretations of material from another culture. 

Such studies suggest that social work has not developed a clear-sighted assessment 
of the value of cross-national activities. We argue that success in cross-national 
activities requires a good understanding of the structure, organization, purposes and 
participants as an appropriate basis for this work. This chapter aims to create a model 
where these needs are meet.

Cross-national activities, as we refer to them in this chapter, are part of 
international social work. As we saw in Chapter 1, there are a range of views about 
what international social work is. Educational institutions undertake or promote 
much of this activity, as part of teaching, learning and research. Therefore, we 
focus here on policies and structures in social work education. However increasing 
numbers of service users and practitioners move between countries to live and work. 
As a consequence, more services are being set up to meet welfare needs that arise 
from migration, asylum seeking, movements of refugees and social problems of 
families who have members in different countries, with different legal and cultural 
expectations. Therefore, increasing cross-national activity in education has an impact 
on practice because it adds to the proportion of people working in social work with 
international experiences and contributes to their understanding.

Some Experiences

Considering the outcomes of cross-national activity we must decide what aims and 
achievements we most value. Clear evidence about the effects of cross-national 
activities and their consequences is rarely available, so we often fail to assess rigorously 
the gains against the resources, in money, time and competence. Frequently, getting 
involved in cross-national work is a matter of personal preference or accident. 

We start to explore some of these matters by using our experiences to raise some 
of the issues we intend to address.

Experience 1: Participants

Gurid co-headed a project with Chinese and Norwegian partners in developing 
an educational programme in China including social work and nursing. Chinese 
partners were invited to visit Norway. The Norwegian partners suggested a visit by 
the staff that was going to run and teach on the programme. However, the Chinese 
partners indicated that senior staff in the university and senior officials representing 

the agencies involved in the project would need to come on the first visit. 

Exploring this difference, it seems that the Norwegian participants gave priority 
to fulfilling the educational objectives of the project, where senior administrative and 

political representatives could make less of a contribution. Norwegian participants 
wondered if the Chinese preference came from a cultural assumption that prestigious 
projects were enhanced by participation of senior people, and had a cultural preference 
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themselves for including lower-status staff to benefit the experience and learning of 

those who were going to be directly involved in the education. Chinese participants 
focused on the need to ensure careful nurturing and recognition of organizational and 
political support for the programme, which Norwegian participants took for granted 
as the project had already been contracted. On further consideration, they could 
understand this way of thinking. We argue that the difference was initially seen as a 
cultural phenomenon rather than a more reasoned disagreement about strategy. This 
leads us to focus, below, on the importance of the difference between stakeholders, 
like the teaching staff, who are participating in a project and ringmasters, such as 
senior Chinese officials, who provide resources that may condition the success or 

failure of the activity.

Experience 2: Objectives

Two senior academics from different countries planned a joint research project 
and applied through Malcolm to various funders for grants to pursue it. This was 
unsuccessful, so they organized the first phase of the project on a cheaper basis, 

funding it from available resources. The project took a long time to complete and 
was not as comprehensive as they had hoped. Some publications emerged but these 
were delayed and did not contribute to the research assessment exercise, an important 
external assessment of the work of Malcolm’s department. 

This experience illustrates how a project might achieve some of its objectives, 
which may not be enough for all the participants. We emphasize later, in our analysis 
of the roles of stakeholders and ringmasters, that conflicting and uncertain objectives 

are sometimes incorporated into cross-national activities to their detriment. These 
academics compromised their original aims, so limiting their achievements. However, 
we might argue that Malcolm’s requirements for achievement were unrealistic in the 
first place. Full grant aids, and publications to a timescale when something is not 

fully funded, were perhaps unrealistic.

Experience 3: Planning and Organization

In an African country, Gurid’s teaching session was set for 10.00 am. Hearing about 
possible hold-ups, she asked an African colleague, who then informed her that the 
start would be delayed until midday, to enable people from the field to arrive. It had 

not occurred to him to tell her in advance. Some students appeared on time, but 
uncomplainingly went off to other activities, and came back to check from time to 
time. At 5.00 pm the practitioners arrived and the session eventually went ahead. 

Gurid and Malcolm attended a conference in southern Europe where start times 
were delayed throughout and arrangements constantly changed. Northern European 
attenders complained about inefficiency, while the organizers said that, as visitors, 

the northerners should adjust to the modes of organization in the host country.
At the time, we interpreted these differences in approach as both cultural, and 

in the African example, also as reflecting poor transport infrastructure. We saw the 

difference as about efficiency and inconvenience and a different view of planning 

and organization from expectations in our home countries. However, all the activities 
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actually occurred. With hindsight, we acknowledge that Western and Northern 
European countries often have to overcome infrastructure difficulties as well. Our 

initial response was to make a value judgement that these differences reflect cultural 

difference. However, our Western/Northern assumption that advanced planning is 
more effective than flexible accommodation to events was not borne out by the 

outcomes, which were successful.

Cross-national Work: Experiences of Difference

Our position, deriving from such experiences, is to be cautious about how we interpret 
apparent differences in cross-national work, and yet exploring difference is at the 
heart of it. Perhaps the fact that we set off to find difference causes us to find it where 

it does not exist. Visitors to the South assuming that these countries may have poor 
infrastructure or exaggerated deference to senior officials may need to question their 

assumptions about their own countries. Visitors to the North may need to question 
their assumption that resources will be more easily available in Western countries. 
Greater demands for planning and control of resources may reduce flexibility, rather 

than increase the availability of resources.
However, many people assume that the main purpose of cross-national activities 

is to experience and understand difference, which would be useful in a globalized 
postmodern era. The ‘broadening the mind’ purpose assumes that we will gain 
intellectually and practically by experiencing social work in different countries. The 
argument seems to be: 

Social work, social services and social policy within any one country are 
fairly homogeneous.
Ideas and ways of working are directly transferable between countries.
Experiencing different practices will illuminate understanding of our own 
practices.
Therefore, cross-national work enables alternative practices to have an impact. 

All of these points reveal modernist and universalizing assumptions that may not 
be true. We should therefore be cautious in assuming that all cross-national work 
is worthwhile. At least, it will need careful planning to make the experience more 
effective in its impact on our work.

Merely experiencing difference may not be enough to achieve learning that 
goes as far as valid knowledge for practice, which we discuss in Chapter 5. What is 
required is to develop ways of learning from difference, to which we have a critically 
reflective approach, as we elaborate on in Chapter 3. For effective learning to take 

place and for it to be used, three issues might be considered, covering the structure, 
content and process of learning. 

Structuring cross-national experiences by focusing on objectives, participants 
and organization.
Identifying and building on difference to strengthen knowledge, skills and 
attitudes.

•

•
•

•

•

•
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Identifying and developing learning techniques that can make use of 
international experiences of difference. 

Here, we will particularly concentrate on the structure. To develop ways of learning 
from cross-national work requires an understanding of the opportunities it offers, 
and we look at this in the next section.

Participants in and Types of Cross-national Work

Cross-national work in social work education, research and practice may involve a 
variety of participants and activities. In order to structure the activities so that they 
contribute to the participants’ objectives more effectively, we must understand this 
variety of involvements. 

We can distinguish different participants and different types of work. Figure 
8.1 identifies six different groups that might participate in cross-national work. All 

these groups might potentially take part in activities shown in the box on the right. 
Particular groups may be more likely to take part in the activities in the smaller 

•

Source: Askeland and Payne, 2001

Figure 8.1  Participants in and types of cross-national work
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Module participation
Part-course
Whole course
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Individual study visit
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building and negotiation

Service provision
Co-operation/co-ordination
Aid/other projects
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Research

Participant Group
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Service users and 
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Researchers
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boxes, the particular connections being shown by the smaller arrows. Although these 
likely connections are displayed, they are not exclusive. For example, academics and 
students may provide some elements of services when undertaking cross-national 
work, and practitioners and managers may well undertake research or teaching. 
Also, cross-national work might involve only one or several of these activities.

Academic and student activities are an important aspect of cross-national activity. 
Exchange or one-way educational visits and participation in courses or placements 
abroad and the staff activity which surrounds this has been an important aspect of the 
development of international social work. Many educational institutions, particularly 
in the North, support student exchanges. 

There are more exchanges in education than in social work practice. Nevertheless, 
they do exist even if there is not a lot published about them. The American National 
Association of Social Work (NASW) has its Eileen Kelly exchange program 
for social workers. CIP (2007) has for 50 years run its exchange programme for 
social workers. Originating in the USA, it has spread throughout the world. Some 
exchanges in practice combine solidarity and mutual professional development. For 
example, the branches of the three northern counties of The Norwegian Union of 
Social Workers and Social Educators have an exchange programme to assist Russian 
colleagues to build their professional union combined with mutual exchanges for 
professional development. Another county branch has had long-term cooperation 
with Palestinian social workers in Bethlehem to strengthen their union, support 
them financially to become members of IFSW, as well as exchanges for mutual 

professional development and support a child culture centre (Ingdal and Kamal, 
2005). A third county branch has supported financially locally organized social work 

with children with learning disabilities in Tanzania as well as an organization where 
women sell their own products. 

Related to exchange programmes, particularly in academia, has been a tide of 
cross-national research, mainly done by academics and more often focusing on 
welfare than on social work (e.g. Palier, 1995; Lødemel and Trickey, 2001). However, 
while this has led to better understanding and exploration of social service systems, 
it is less clear that it has led to similar development in social work practice, which is 
still largely bounded by national legal, policy and administrative systems. 

Another distinction is between different kinds of countries: whether the countries 
are fairly similar or different in locality, character or development. Countries in 
the same region, for example Europe or Latin America, would be closer together 
culturally than countries in different regions and continents. The more different the 
countries are the greater are the demands for reflection about the structure of the 

cross-national work if it is to secure a satisfactory outcome. In a cooperation project 
to develop contextual social work in Ghana, also mentioned in Chapter 3, between 
a ‘Queen Mother’, who is the biological mother or close relative and adviser to 
the chief, and local social workers, the ‘Queen Mother’ suggested that instead of 
going to Western countries, social workers should make exchanges with other West 
African countries. Then they could learn about social work from an African point of 
view, which could make their work easier (Kretzer, 2005).

Cross-national work raises ethical and policy issues, which need to be taken into 
account. Scholarships in Africa, for example, are fewer than in the North (Oduaran, 
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2006). Where exchanges are between North and South, Northern participants may 
take up a higher proportion of resources in the South. On the other hand, the partner 
in the North may contribute more financially. The participants in the South may 

experience the relationship as exploitative or may experience being dominated 
or patronized in a financially unbalanced relationship. How each looks upon the 

connection will also depend on whether the aim is a one-way or mutual benefit.

The Construction of Cross-national Work

The particular model of cross-national activity established by participants creates 
constraints and requirements that construct the form of cross-national work that they 
undertake. In this section, we explore factors that construct arrangements for cross-
national work.

To do cross-national work implies certain social constructions. It implies the 
existence of social, and probably organizational, structures in each nation involved. 
The emphasis on ‘national’ implies assumptions that national differences in these 
structures have an impact on social work and its organizational and policy context. 
Such assumptions embody or imply social understandings of the nature of social 
work, the identity of the nations and of what it means to act cross-nationally. 
Supra-national social and organizational structures may exist, such as the European 
Union, the Fulbright Awards or the international social workers’ (IFSW) and 
social work schools’ (IASSW) associations. These represent a further range of 
social understandings. Finally, the different kinds of cross-national work are again 
understood differently in the various countries and supra-nationally. For example, a 
project perceived by Western participants to assist the development of social work 
in an Eastern European country may be seen as patronizing imposition of a Western 
model by Eastern European participants. The different social understandings may 
have implications for the cross-national activities and how they are carried out. What 
happens in cross-national activities will have dissimilar implications for the social 
and organizational constructions and for social understandings about social work.

We have organized this analysis of cross-national work by first looking at 

participants, whom we describe as ‘stakeholders’, that is, we are concerned with 
groups, individuals and organizations who have or need some involvement in the 
process of cross-national work. Second, we explore different purposes for taking a 
stake in cross-national activities.

Stakeholders in Cross-national Work

We propose that there is a continuum of interaction between individuals and their 
participation in cross-national work and the institutions from which the individuals’ 
participation springs.

Cross-national work in the social work field involves a variety of people, who may 

be considered stakeholders. In Table 8.1, we divide stakeholders into four categories 
and give examples of individuals and organizations that fall into each category. First, 
we make a distinction between organizations and individuals and, second, between 



Table 8.1 Stakeholders in cross-national work: Education and developmental aid and relief work

Examples of : Ringmasters Stakeholders

Education Developmental 
aid and relief

Education Developmental aid and relief

Organizations Employer organization
EU
University 
Research funder

UN organizations
National 
political org. and 
governmental 
ministries
International 
and national 
humanitarian 
and religious 
organizations

Professional 
organization
Service user 
organization 
Social agency
University 
department/school
Research funder

UN organizations e.g. UNICEF, 
humanitarian organizations 
e.g. Save the Children, 
political organizations e.g. ILO, 
religious organizations e.g. Caritas, 
professional associations e.g. IFSW, 
grassroots’ organization e.g. Attac, 
interest groups e.g. Disability Alliance

Individuals Manager
Political leader

Manager 
Political leaders
Board members 
and directors 
of national 
international 
humanitarian 
and religious 
organizations

Academic
Researcher
Professional 
practitioner
Service user
Student

International social workers, 
Representatives for different 
professions in various organizations 
and institutions, members of interest 
groups and grassroots movements 

Source: Askeland & Payne (2001), Askeland & Døhlie (2006).
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two types of stakeholder, described as ‘stakeholders’ and ‘ringmasters’. Ringmasters 
‘hold the ring’, that is they define the context, in which the other stakeholders operate, 

but the ringmaster’s stake is in the context rather than in the cross-national activity 
itself.

We have divided the columns of stakeholders and ringmasters into education and 
development aid relief work to exemplify who might be involved in two different 
kinds of cross-national exchange work.

Organizations and Individuals as Stakeholders

This section examines relationships between organizations and individuals involved 
in cross-national work. Organizations contain individuals whose stakes may be 
different and perhaps at odds. Both organizations and individuals may be stakeholders 
and ringmasters. Individuals may pursue cross-national work alone or as part of an 
organization’s programme. 

Different ends of the cross-national arrangement might perceive it differently. 
To give a commonplace example, Malcolm was appointed to a regular visiting 
role by a foreign university as part of their institutional international programme. 
However, the home institution regarded the arrangement as personal, since it was 
not part of their international programmes. At the time, he was visiting several other 
institutions as part of a series of staff and student exchanges, where there were 
written agreement between the partner institutions, which seemed to perceive the 
programme in the same way. However, more complexities emerge if the situation 
is examined closely. For example, one of the partner institutions has similar links 
through agreements with three institutions in the academic’s country, but the 
academic’s institution has only this one link. Therefore, the ‘stake’ in the link 
is likely to be different. Also, in the same network, with some links only staff is 
exchanged, whereas with others, students also exchange. In other links, institutions 
participate in conferences but not in the exchange. The extent and nature of the 
stakes therefore vary at each end.

 Institutions’ and constituent individuals’ cross-national work may be closely or 
quite distantly linked. Moreover, the link may be single-ended or double-ended and 
the strength of the stake in the link may also vary at each end. There will always 
be a personal aspect to the strength of the stake, as cross-national activity demands 
investment from the individual and often their family whether or not the organization 
is involved. 

There might be ringmasters only at one end. Organizations are neither equal 
in material and personal resources, nor in power, status or the strength of their 
interests. A ringmaster might impose an activity on another, and in particular might 
exert power or status to impose activity on subordinates or client organizations. 
There might be ringmasters from different areas at different ends. In student field 

placements, one ringmaster will be an academic and one from the social agency. 
Finally, the nature of the link, for example the activities undertaken or the personnel 
involved, may vary. 
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Stakeholders and Ringmasters

In the previous section, we saw that individuals and organizations involved in cross-
national work may have a variety of relationships with a range of factors affecting 
how their relationship develops. Table 8.1 also distinguishes between two types 
of stakeholder relationship that individuals and organizations may have with each 
other. Ringmasters have an important impact on how individual and organizational 
relationships develop, since the ringmaster sets and controls the context in which 
relationships develop. A ringmaster may be an individual, such as the manager of 
a person involved in cross-national activity. Alternatively, ringmasters are often 
organizations that provide funding or systems for relationships. 

Even if there are ringmasters in both countries, their power may vary. Ringmasters 
in the North or with good resources will have more power to influence and decide, 

than ringmasters in the South or where they have limited financial resources. 

Relevant resources may not only be financial. For example, an organization whose 

government strongly supports an initiative will have more influence than one whose 

policy is less concerned with international exchange.
The ringmaster’s objectives may differ from those of the stakeholder. For 

example, EU authorities finance activities primarily to increase cross-national 

understanding and promote greater unity and understanding among populations in 
different parts of the EU. An academic might accept the finance in order to pursue 

a research interest, with the aim in the longer term of enhancing the academic 
career. A student might accept the finance to gain an interesting experience, which 

might enhance a later career, or help provide a comparative element in academic 
assignments. The EU is probably uninterested in the development of social work 
at all, since the subsidiarity principle that the lowest possible tier of government 
should bear responsibility for policy and actions excludes social work from much 
of its role, which is focused on the economy. The academic or student may be 
largely uninterested in the future solidarity of the EU. Nevertheless, the EU context 
affects the nature of the social work cross-national activity. 

Individual ringmasters and their support may also be relevant to the nature and 
success of particular programmes, as in the Chinese example, outlined above. A 
particular manager or politician may give priority to a cross-national approach to 
their objectives. However, a characteristic of ringmasters is that their contextual 
role influences how cross-national work affects the construction of social work, but 

they do not necessarily have a concern for the nature and practice of social work 
within either a national context or internationally. An agency training officer, for 

instance, refused to offer fieldwork practice placements to a university, complaining 

that this university gives priority to international work for their academics in pursuit 
of international standing and research opportunities. This was irrelevant to what the 
training officer conceptualized as the main concerns for social work education. Here, 

ringmasters setting priorities for universities focus on matters that appear of low 
concern to an agency, whose priorities are set by different ringmasters. Yet both 
are ringmasters with influence on the context of the university, since it requires 

both international links and fieldwork practice placements. These conflicts impinge 
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directly on people trying to build relationships, but are rarely dealt with by exploring 
how priorities might be aligned. For example, agencies might come to accept the 
long-term advantages to the profession of wider international understanding, while 
universities might balance their international and local priorities better.

Again we propose that there is a continuum of consistency between the interests 
and stakes held by ringmasters and stakeholders. Their aims and activities may be 
more or less consistent with each other, and the aims and activities of individuals 
and organizations will also interact with more or less consistency. This is true at 
each end of the cross-national relationship, so that the interaction of ringmasters 
and stakeholders may be extremely complex, and require careful analysis and 
clarification. In our experience, people involved in cross-national activities are often 

unclear about such issues, and therefore are not able to be proactive in reducing 
tensions and difficulties.

Objectives in Cross-national Work: The Five ‘i’s

Clearly, stakeholders might have varying interests in pursuing cross-national work 
either at all or in particular activities. Also, as we noted in the introduction, resources 
are required to play a part in cross-national activity. These might include finance 

for research grants, for travelling, including exchange programmes, for lecturing or 
for conferences, for administrative links to meet practice and clients needs and for 
aid and relief work. However, we should not limit the consideration of resources 
to financial or organizational aspects. Personal interest, motivation, available 

time and commitment may be important resources both within organizations and 
for individuals, and are always factors in how cross-national work is pursued. 
Stated objectives may be belied by complexes of additional, covert or understood 
objectives. By examining some examples of activities, we have constructed a model 
of objectives that we call ‘the five i’s’, set out in Table 8.2.

The ‘five ‘i’s’ model suggests several progressions from the earlier to the later 

objectives: 

In time – Generally, later objectives require greater periods of time for 
achieving them successfully.
In commitment – Generally, later objectives require greater personal and 
organizational commitment of both stakeholders and ringmasters and greater 
commitment of resources.
In mutuality – Generally, later objectives require more mutual commitment of 
the participants; earlier objectives may be pursued more individualistically. 
Moreover, the earlier objectives are more capable of being imposed on 
recipients of visits or of services, while later objectives require a greater 
degree of mutual consent
In complexity – Generally, later objectives are more complex in the demands 
that they make on the participants and on the organization of the cross-national 
activity.
In equality – Generally, the later objectives require greater equality of power 
between the parties. 

•

•

•

•

•



Table 8.2  The 5 ‘i’s: Objectives in cross-national work

Objective Definition Examples Typical participants

Interest Providing a well-rounded understanding 
– cross-national work as hobby or 
human and professional development

Study visits; exchanges; visits 
to agencies; student or staff 
placements; conferences

Students; people’s 
early participation

Information Gaining information that may be used to 
pursue our own objectives – cross-national 
work as a support to our own work 

Study visits; exchanges; visits 
to agencies; student or staff 
placements; conferences

Researchers, managers, 
academics, students, 
service users

Instruction Providing information that helps 
the other – cross-national work as 
education or development of the other 

Teaching; aid work; 
practice relationships

Students, social workers, 
aid workers, long-
term academics

Interaction Providing an opportunity for human 
relationships – cross-national work as 
personal, intellectual or social development

Exchanges; joint 
work; joint research, 
development or teaching

Long-term academic, 
research, training or research, 
practice partnerships

Integration Achieving joint development, 
research or education enabling 
progress for both or all parties

Jointly developed and 
funded practice, research, 
learning partnerships

Long-term academic, 
research, training or research, 
practice partnerships
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An international exchange programme for students might be time limited, 
stimulate low commitment and mutuality, be simple and lack equality. Accordingly, 
its objectives might only progress as far as interest and information. 

To give an example of a more complex situation, Malcolm became a visiting 
lecturer with a university in a foreign country. An instruction objective was satisfactory 
to them, but his home institution hoped for the development of wider links, including 
research. Because the visiting lecturer programme did not offer these opportunities, 
his home university, his ringmasters, began to resist the arrangement, and pushed 
him towards an agreement with another university that offered broader objectives. 
Here, there was a conflict between objectives of the stakeholders and ringmasters. 

The ringmaster on one side and the stakeholders on both sides are satisfied with 

the objective of instruction while the ringmaster on the other side would like to see 
interaction and integration as an objective and accomplishment. 

The example suggests, first, that if cross-national work is to be sustained, it will 

generally need to progress towards more complex, mutually satisfying links of longer 
duration. Cross-national work that does not progress in this way is more likely to be 
lost over time. For example, both Gurid and Malcolm have experienced exchange 
projects in which some participants from both countries were consistent over several 
years, while others were only involved on particular occasions or for a shorter time. 
Because occasional or new participants wanted to renegotiate objectives each time 
and had to be briefed and re-engaged whenever they appeared, the longer-term 
participants became frustrated by the time taken from pursuing agreed objectives in 
these repetitive interactions. In such situations, consistent participants may withdraw 
because they feel they are not making progress, or occasional participants may feel 
excluded by the ‘permanent’ group. Where fleeting participation is inherent in a 

programme, whether staff or students, to be replaced by different participants next 
year, organizational structures will have to be well-established in order to maintain 
commitment to the long-term objectives.

Second, objectives may not be achieved. Cross-national activity may set out to be, 
say, integrative but only interest or information may be achieved. For example, one 
of Malcolm’s links involved contributions to developing social science programmes 
with an institution in the South (instruction objectives), with the secondary aim of 
building research relationships. However, these did not develop, and the institution 
providing the aid felt that in some ways they had given up teaching resources for 
the benefit of the partner institution, without receiving the research and integration 

benefits they desired. The gap between aims and achievements, while commonplace 

in development activities, may be another important factor for long-term maintenance 
of cross-national work. We saw this in the unfunded research example outlined 
above as experience 2. It may be particularly important for the ringmasters whose 
interests may not lie directly in the development of social work. Ringmasters may 
seek objectives broader than the interests of the actors in cross-national work or may 
even be in conflict with those interests. Therefore, they may be particularly liable to 

disillusionment as a result of failure to achieve objectives, even though stakeholders 
might be satisfied with their benefit. 

Third, long-term objectives, such as better relations between countries or the 
development of professional understanding through comparative work, may clash 
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with short-term objectives, such as raising the specific skills of social work students 

on practice placements. A balance between the long- and short-term may need to be 
specifically negotiated, or at least understood by the participants.

Social exchange theory (Loxley, 1997) would suggest that cooperative relationships 
work best where there is reciprocation that is acceptable to all parties in meeting their 
objectives. Reciprocation may not develop because of differences in power, resources, 
culture and language. There may be different timescales for reciprocation. For example, 
ringmasters with higher-level objectives, such as EU funders of research collaborations, 
may be willing to wait longer to achieve their outcomes than dissatisfied participants 

in a student exchange. However, where complex arrangements between numbers of 
parties exist, differing levels of acceptance of objectives and achievements may be 
hidden from many participants. They might carry on in links for some time before 
becoming aware that their interests are not being met.

Five ‘i’s in Developmental Aid and Relief Work 

Developmental aid and relief work are kinds of exchange work in which social workers 
are often engaged. Our ‘five ‘i’s model has been developed further by Askeland and 

Døhlie (2006) in Table 8.3 to show progress towards sustainability. It gives an example 
of who needs to be involved to obtain objectives in different stages. 

Four African social work master students had all worked for international NGOs. 
Gurid challenged them about what an international social worker should know when 
coming to their country, and they shared their experiences from being involved in 
projects. Firstly, although a baseline is demanded for assessing the needs and plan a 
project, no resources are available for research. Secondly, the period between the design 
of the project and the available grant might take several years. The situation may then 
have changed, but the original plan has to be followed and relevant adjustments are 
usually not accepted. Thirdly, short-term projects may make local communities more 
dependent than empowered and do not promote sustainability. Fourthly, projects are 
often initiated to meet transitional problems like drought and hunger, and not aimed at 
sustainability by alleviating chronic problems like, drought, poverty and HIV/AIDS. 

What is exemplified here is a lack of reciprocation between the local and 

international ringmasters and stakeholders, and the power to make decisions is 
unequally distributed. The objectives clash as the international organizations do not 
commit themselves to go any further than instruction, while the local ringmasters 
and stakeholders want sustainability.  

Different Time Systems

In our ‘five ‘i’s’ model, time is one of the criteria for fulfilment of the objective. As 

an example of the complexity we would like to draw attention to how differently time 
can be perceived and how it effects how people and situations are treated. It may 
cause clashes and misunderstandings in exchanges as well as in practice when social 
workers, clients, students and educators belong to different time systems. To function 
effectively in another culture it is just as necessary to learn the time language as the 
spoken language (Hall, 1989: 3). 
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Time reveals how people experience the world. It is a core system of cultural, 
social and personal life. Some run their life by light and season. The pace might 
be set by nature, weather or infrastructure. The clock, in addition to other technical 
development and equipment such as electric light, created a whole new way of 
organizing people’s lives. Western people go by the clock, and externalize and treat 
time as a continuum, from past, present to future. Thus, people manage, control, 
spend, save, waste and run out of time. That is why people can be late or early, feel 
the ‘time squeeze’ and have ‘quality time’. Western people go by urban time, which 
is an external time and might not be synchronized with the biological internal clock, 
which explains jet lag. Westerners are uncomfortable with silences and seem to think 
that because nothing overt is happening, nothing is going on (Hall, 1989). 

In new public management (NPM), that we discuss in Chapter 6, time is used to 
measure competence, effort and achievement. In some countries in the South, the 

Table 8.3  The 5 ‘i’s: Progression in developmental aid and relief work

Objective Definition Examples Typical participants

Interest Contact and 
exploring mutual 
interests

Assess needs and
possible 
partnerships 

Policy makers and 
non-committed 
performers

Information Purposeful 
information 
collection to 
explore tentative 
relations for 
cooperation

Discussing 
tentative contract, 
including target 
groups, work 
forms, financing

Policy makers, 
leaders, consultants, 
researchers, 
performers

Instruction Premises set 
by donors

Organizing and 
implementing 
ventures by donors

Implementing 
institutions, 
organizations 
and people

Interaction Premises set 
in mutuality 
between receivers 
and donors

Organizing and 
implementing 
ventures jointly 
by receivers 
and donors

Implementing 
institutions, 
organizations 
and people

Integration Premises set by 
the receivers 
for sustainable 
development

Organizing and 
implementing 
ventures with local 
anchoring and 
responsibility

Implementing 
institutions, 
organizations 
and people

Source: Askeland and Døhlie, 2006.



Globalization and International Social Work134

bureaucracies are influenced by former colonial countries’ systems, while the people 

the social workers are dealing with go by their own cultural time. This has its parallel 
to when refugees’ and immigrants’ relation to time clashes with that of the Western 
social workers. 

Once teaching in Ethiopia, Gurid presented the schedule to the students when 
they asked whether it was set up by Ethiopian or Western time. Gurid became 
confused until the students explained that the Ethiopian clock is divided into twelve 
hours, not twenty-four, and it is 01.00 Ethiopian time when it is 05.00 Western time. 
Each month has 30 days and a year has 360 days. 

Hall, an anthropologist (1989, see also Mattock, 2003) has compared French 
with German people and matched them with North-Europeans and Arabs and 
Turks. On this background he has developed a model that he calls polychronic and 
monochronic time. The former implies relating to one thing, while the latter to many 
things at the same time. Both have strengths and weaknesses, but are difficult to 

combine as the two systems are logically and empirically quite distinct. These are 

Table 8.4  Different time systems

Polychronic time Monochronic time

Involvement in many people 
and issues at the same time

Follow a schedule

Appointments not taken seriously, 
commitments are: ‘see you before 
an hour’. ‘see you after two days’

Appointments on time

People seen or cases are handled 
in no recognized order

People line up and are dealt 
with accordingly

Many things/many relationships 
going on at the same time 
(business and private)

One thing at the time
Distinction between work 
and private life

Context and relationships, 
involvement with/engagement 
in people are core
Important to have the right contacts
Take their clients with 
them to their new jobs

Context-free, rule-oriented, not 
influenced by personal relations, strict 

division between work and private life

Management exercise strict 
control over the individual 
employees and their time
Hierarchical, centralized     

Decentralized, responsible 
for their own activity

People-oriented Task, schedule and procedure oriented

Source: Hall, 1989.
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not strict categories, but tendencies that can be recognized in various cultures and 
organizational systems and may influence the outcome of the exchanges. 

Conclusion 

In this analysis of the construction of cross-national work, we have argued that a 
variety of stakeholders exists in complex relationships in cross-national activities. 
To some extent, these are consciously constructed. However, the different roles 
of ringmasters and stakeholders, and the range of potential objectives that we 
have identified suggest the possibility of hidden, uncertain partially understood 

stakeholders and objectives. The complex factors involved may lead to the interests 
of some participants and the pressure of some objectives being in conflict with and 

imposed upon others. Understanding and analysis of potential or actual conflicts 

may help us to plan or to deal with obstructions and opportunities in the structure 
of relationships that develops. We suggest that clear understanding of objectives, 
their distinction from achievements and whether they are single- or double-ended 
and short- or long-term is essential in negotiating and clarifying cross-national 
activities.

To use cross-national work to develop social work practice and thinking, 
‘broadening the mind’ through travel is not enough. Maintaining and developing 
activities through progression to more complex and mutual objectives is likely to 
be required to strengthen innovations sufficiently for them to take hold and affect 

practice and education more widely in a new setting. In addition to focus on the 
structure, we also have to pay more attention to the content and the process of 
learning from the experiences, which has not been the focus of this chapter.

We have argued that ‘travel broadens the mind’ cannot be a complete justification 

for cross-national work. If globalization leads to increasing cross-national activity, 
resources may be wasted and postcolonialism may occur unless we jointly clarify 
our aims and what arrangements will best facilitate them. We suggested that more 
careful understanding and analysis of cross-national activity would help us to achieve 
more valid outcomes, without imposing one participant’s priorities upon others.

Our first main point argued that much cross-national work focuses on exploring 

difference. However, we have argued for caution in analysing difference as coming 
from cultural or national differences. Critical reflection on sameness and difference 

may be required. Second, we proposed that the construction of cross-national work 
has important consequences for the outcomes of activities. Analysis of potential 
stakeholders, ringmasters and objectives suggests that conflicting factors and power 

relations may render cross-national activity uncertain, ineffective and postcolonial. 
Eventually, this must have consequences for the continuing support of cross-national 
work by stakeholders involved. Therefore, sustainable cross-national work will 
generally need to progress towards more long-term, complex and mutually satisfying 
links.

We believe that lack of clarity means that values and objectives of some 
participants, such as we have discussed here, are imposed on others. This is just as 
important for practice agencies, international aid organizations as for educational 
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institutions with student and staff exchanges and research. As we have seen in 
previous chapters, it is easy for Western universities and agencies with their priorities, 
and assumptions to dominate. Better resources, a more established profession, more 
systematic government, better infrastructure all seem overpowering in any cross-
national relationship.

The best way of dealing with this is to progress to more mutual, equal and 
committed objectives in cross-national work, building on initial phases where 
objectives are more single-ended and short-term. For cross-national work to survive 
in an appropriately ethical form, we need to bear in mind long-term mutual aims rather 
than short-term exploitative objectives. To do this, we need to reflect critically on 

our cross-national work and set aims pursuing equality in understanding and mutual 
benefit rather than simply exchange of information, instruction, data collection for 

research and offering short-term assistance on own premises.



Chapter 9

Technology-based Social Work 
Education and Practice

Introduction

‘Nearly everything a social worker does face-to-face could be done online’, McCarty 
and Clancy (2002: 153) claim. Although technology has changed the society and 
invaded social work practice as well as education, we would question this statement, 
particularly in an international arena. According to Maidment (2005), cultural 
implications of online teaching and learning in education generally has only received 
limited attention, and it has not been an issue in social work education. This Chapter 
starts from considering social work education, but also includes consideration of 
online social work.

Thinking about technology and how we use it is important to understanding the 
impact of globalization, postcolonialism and postmodernism in social work practice 
and education because technology is an important driver of the current round of 
globalization. Through computer, television and mobile (cell) telephone technology, 
international communication has become quicker and widely available. This form 
of communication increases the globalizing effect of rapid travel, which promotes 
quicker, cheaper and more extensive movements around the globe; see Chapter 8 on 
increasing cross-national activities. 

As this technology develops, it becomes more flexible, allows more interaction 

and will become more appropriate for interpersonal practices such as social work 
and its education. An important issue to address is how increasing use of information 
communication technology (ICT) discriminates between rich and poor countries, 
rich and poor people and rich and poor social agencies and educational institutions. 
Generally, the poorer, the less accessible technological resources will be. The quality, 
flexibility and usability of the technology available is poorer, and poorer countries or 

local areas are less likely to have the infrastructure to provide good technology, so 
fewer benefits are gained from technological advance.

ICT can also be used for social control. In the workplace, it can be used to 
monitor clients, social workers, educators and students. The possibilities are legion; 
registering and checking information, how people spend time, where and how they 
are using the Internet and who they are communicating with. Some monitoring is for 
security reasons, but mainly it is for management. 

Technological development leads to increases in surveillance in society as a 
whole. This may be seen both as beneficial, to protect people against crime and 

terror, but also as a threat to people’s privacy. Child pornography is a serious abuse 
requiring child protection action. Prosecutions for downloading child pornography 
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from the Internet have relied on the electronic records of Internet service providers. 
Extensive closed circuit television (CCTV) surveillance of public areas means that 
people’s behaviour can be supervised. While these developments are matters of wide 
social change and controversy, which are beyond the scope of this chapter, they are 
of concern to social work. CCTV surveillance may benefit poor people, the users of 

social work services and social workers, because they improve public safety in poor, 
high-risk areas. However, it also mean that their privacy is more compromised than 
richer people, who have private cars, live in less observed areas and do not move 
around in highly-supervised locations. 

Another example is the way that some countries, for example, China, control 
public access to the Internet, in cooperation with big companies like Google, to 
avoid people using information contrary to the interests of the ruling party. In 
emergencies, it has also been possible to prevent access to mobile phone networks to 
avoid communicating between protesters. This happened in Ethiopia in the summer 
of 2005 during student riots against how the government interpreted the result of the 
parliamentary election. At the time of the bombings in London in July 2005, priority 
was given to emergency services in using mobile phones. Others could not use their 
phones for private communication. While this might be seen as a social benefit, these 

examples illustrate the capacity of the authorities to manage technologies in ways 
that support their objectives and limit social freedoms.

The Internet may play an important role in spreading information about social 
injustice and political situations that otherwise would not become known to the world. 
Support can be organized in worldwide activist or interest groups. For example, 
Roxana Setayesh, an Iranian poet, was in 2007 using a weblog http://www.ipetitions.
com/petition/CEDAW/signatures-16.html to collect signatures to influence a change 

of laws so that women should be treated equal to men in Iran.
There is, of course, always a danger that such opportunities could be abused. 

‘The flexibility of the new electronic media is being exploited skilfully by many 

groups that can rally support or protest quickly and across country boundaries to 
become powerful political groupings’ (Lorenz, 2005: 6).

What this Chapter is About 

In this chapter we make three main points about how consequences of globalization  that 
promote technological development might promote postcolonialism and counteract 
local contextual social work education and practice. First, in a commercialized 
education environment, a large audience is needed to gain the economic advantages of 
distance education technologies and practice programmes. This means that distance 
education often has to be offered internationally, competing for the best students 
(Punie and Cabrera, 2006). Second, the majority, so far, are national developments 
of distance education in social work and social work practice, which are on a small 
scale, and which therefore meet the particular needs of the local context of practice. 
Third, however, since the commercialization of education and practice leads to 
attempts to achieve a more global reach, in the future, achievements in social work 
distance education and practice may be pressed to develop internationally, putting at 
risk their success in meeting local and national cultural and professional needs. 

http://www.ipetitions.com/petition/CEDAW/signatures-16.html
http://www.ipetitions.com/petition/CEDAW/signatures-16.html
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In Chapters 4, 5 and 8 we address the risk that in the future increasing globalization 
of social work education and practice might impose a Western linguistic and cultural 
hegemony on other countries. In this chapter we argue both that this risk exists for 
all technologies in itself, and also that using the Internet to distribute distance social 
work learning and practice exacerbates the problems. Moreover, we argue that while 
the problems are raised by the way in which distance learning technologies affect 
the learning process for both students and clients, these factors are likely to affect the 
particular content that is typical of social work. Therefore, it is important for social 
work education and practice to consider strategies to respond to the issues raised. 

As distance education in social work is more widely dispersed than computer-
based programmes in social work practice, in this chapter we focus primarily on 
distance education. However, many of the issues we raise are also relevant for 
practice. 

Distance Education Technologies

Distance education, where students and their teachers are separated in space and 
time, is a well-established concept. Learning materials are provided by an education 
organization, which offers students support-services via individual or group-
communication by using various technical media. Use of distance education has 
been promoted within social work for more than twenty years. For example, a 
comprehensive study of the possibilities was produced by the British social work 
education council in 1985 (Osborne, 1985). Since then, new modes of flexible distance 

learning have developed through several stages that are increasingly technology-
based and automated. This development will also influence the distance education in 

social work, and we seek to examine the consequences of this expansion. 
Distance learning technologies offer an important contribution to social work 

education (Siegel et al, 1998). In some countries and where audiences for education 
are widely dispersed, for example by geography, such technologies may offer the 
only opportunity for higher education, in social work as in other subjects. Programs 
have been positively evaluated by students of social work courses (Ligon, et al, 
1999; Petracchi, 2000) and studies that have compared student outcomes from 
similar traditional and technology-supported distance learning courses have revealed 
no differences (McFall and Freddolino, 2000; Petracchi and Patchner, 2001; Dalton, 
2001; Kleinpeter and Potts, 2003; Faux and Black-Hughes, 2000). 

As far as we are aware of nothing has been published about cross-national distance 
education in social work. We would claim that social work has special characteristics 
requiring linguistic and cultural diversity, and particular forms of skill development 
that are not provided for adequately in distance learning technologies. Care is 
therefore required in implementing distance learning in social work education and 
also in social work practice, particularly if it is intended for an international audience 
(Maidment, 2005). 

The first point about these developments is that the focus on developing technology 

overlooks potential inequalities created by its use. Technological development has 
dominated distance education during the 1990s, because creating new technologies 
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for delivery and support was the main focus of activity. New technology seems to 
promote equality. This is because it may reach some groups of students who might 
otherwise never have access to education, due to full-time or part-time jobs, family 
responsibilities, disability and immobility for various reasons or who cannot afford 
to move to a university town or foreign country. The problem is that for this to 
work, the infrastructure needs to be accessible, for example for students to be able 
to afford and operate the necessary electronic equipment, and know the language 
of the education course. Language can be a powerful means of oppression and 
ICT may reinforce this as English is by far the dominant Internet language; see  
Chapter 4. Jackson’s (2003) analysis of the weaknesses of distance learning technology 
for Western post-experience students, alongside many strengths, included: 

lack of access to the technology and equipment needed
the presumption of technical knowledge
‘techno fear’
impersonal communication
disempowerment through dependence on technology 
lack of commitment by students to using the technology. 

For many students in the North these weaknesses are almost overcome, since 
increasingly they are familiar with using advanced technology from an early age. 
However, such weaknesses may create or increase a knowledge gap between rich 
and poor people and North and South. Selectivity in favour of the use of technologies 
by already rich people and countries is likely to be the outcome, rather than greater 
equality.

The second point is that the use of technology is constantly changing because new 
forms of technology will strengthen the commercial imperatives towards automation, 
which in turn may increasingly disadvantage poor people and countries in the South. 
Distance education has now reached its so-called fourth generation. Taylor (2001), 
a major figure in distance learning development, claims that the technology to 

achieve the fifth generation is imminent. The distance education generations have 

to be distinguished from the technological generations used in electronic colleges 
(Rekkedal and Møystad, 2002). The generations imply different models of distance 
education: 

1. A correspondence model based on print. This has a long history in distance 
education.

2. A multimedia model, based on print, audio- and videotapes, interactive 
video and computer-based learning (disk and tape). An example is the well-
established UK Open University courses.

3. A tele-learning model with opportunities for synchronous communication 
such as audio, tele- and video-conferencing, TV/radio broadcasting combined 
with teleconferencing and audiographic conferencing. These enhance contact 
with the producers of the original material from remote locations.

4. A flexible learning model, based on interactive multimedia online, Internet-
based access to the worldwide web and computer-mediated synchronous and 

•
•
•
•
•
•
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asynchronous communication. This makes use of knowledge resources on the 
world-wide web and allows interaction with teachers from remote locations, 
as well as through intranets within universities. 

5. An intelligent flexible learning model, based on automated cross-media 
courseware production from a single document, automated pedagogical 
response and advice systems and automated business systems (Taylor, 
2001). This means that when a student uses a learning tool on the Internet, 
help and support will be generated automatically from the learning package. 
Consequently, costs will not increase when the number of students increases 
or the amount of help they need increases. 

Taylor’s (2001) crucial point about the fifth generation is that the economic gains are 

guaranteed by automated responses as part of the learning package; this has not been 
possible in previous generations. Technical development and equipment has made 
global expansion of distance education possible economically. The fifth generation 

strengthens the commercial argument still further. Thus, economic and commercial 
pressures for moving towards greater automation would become more powerful than 
with previous generations of distance learning development. We would suggest that 
the fourth generation, called flexible learning, is the model that will suit distance 

social work education best, and this applies similarly to social work practice.

Debate on Distance Education as an Entrepreneurial Market

The concern is not solely one of technologies, because technology-based distance 
education seeks to disseminate knowledge through a market, due to globalization, see 
Chapter 2. We suggested in Chapter 5 that acceptance both of universal knowledge, 
skills and values and also universal teaching and learning methodologies is a 
prerequisite for a global market in education and for distance education as part of 
it. Knowledge, sold through distance learning programmes, contributes to creating a 
knowledge market, which reproduces the economic market. Relationships between 
powerful countries and cultures in the North and less powerfull countries and cultures 
in the South create postcolonial relationships. 

Education, including a growing market for foreign students and distance education, 
has become one of the biggest economy sectors of Western countries (Ljoså, 2001). 
In Australia, education is the third largest service export and the eighth largest export 
overall. Computer-based learning is considered a growing market and of great interest 
for professional investment (Ibin.). Distance education has become big business, 
where corporate money is involved, and the actors, including the universities, have 
become technological, industrial, rather than local and interpersonal concerns. To 
achieve economies of scale, distance education increasingly standardizes study 
materials, so that the student cohort grows larger and extends worldwide. 

Distance education has come to be seen as a market (Lea and Nicoll, 2002), 
requiring an entrepreneurial approach to ‘sell’ acknowledged expertise, since forces 
leading towards automation are economically and not pedagogically founded. For 
example, Kreuger and Stretch (2000: 458) suggest that social work is currently often 
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seen as a passive recipient of advances in technology, and changes in social work are 
determined by the technology, rather than application of technology being directed 
by the needs of social work and its education. 

The market also presses education towards the industrialization of production 
processes for learning materials. The more the automation the larger are the student 
groups that can be served. Distance education holds out the promise of being cheaper 
than traditional education because production processes can be industrialized, even 
McDonaldized (Ritzer, 2000), for a wider market. If education is no longer seen 
as an interpersonal, interactive process as it is in the flexible model that we think 

social work education should hold on to, it may be divided into easily reproduced 
modules, to be delivered in separate packages. Such modules are the hamburgers 
of distance education. When education becomes an industry, universities are more 
like industrial production lines, courses are produced in standard forms and students 
become commodities competed for internationally. 

A comparative study of 130 institutions in 26 countries worldwide offering web-
based education showed that none of them made any substantial profit from student 

fees (Paulsen, 2000). Converting traditional to distance education is not a simple 
and cheap process, neither in general, nor in social work. ICT does not in itself make 
education more efficient, it requires changes and new pedagogical approaches (Lea 

and Nicoll, 2002). The development and renewal of programmes is an expensive, 
never-ending process. Small fields, such as social work education, and practice as 

well (Weiner and Petrella, 2007), are unlikely to attract the finance for developing 

and maintaining courses. Instead, standardized materials and learning processes 
are more likely to be used; by for example, using standard social science modules 
rather than creating modules directly relevant to social work practice. Cost pressures 
may also prevent the development of new teaching approaches taking advantage of 
technical possibilities and adapt them to needs of social work education. 

Such developments deny the crucial importance of human interaction between a 
teacher and a learner in general but particularly in social work education. In subjects 
like social work, where students are learning interpersonal skills, substantial aspects 
of any course will require human judgement and interpersonal learning. Effective 
technology-based flexible learning resources may only offer the chance of enhancing 

expensive human resources, rather than substituting for them, reducing financial 

arguments and institutional support for it. 
So, in addition to the costs of maintaining learning materials, the cost of the 

student support systems in distance education, increases with the number of students 
(Rekkedal, 2001). This will also be the case for social work practice programmes as 
more direct social worker involvement develops.

Technology developments in social work education are currently about facilitating 
admission for students without access to campus studies, or about strengthening 
courses in university or continuing education settings by increasing resources of 
information or staffing or making their use more flexible. However, as globalizing 

economic and market pressures on universities grow, social work education might 
be pushed in the direction of hamburger social work modules, made available for 
commercial reasons to a wider and potentially global constituency. An example of 
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this process beginning is Kleinpeter and Oliver’s (2003) argument that distance 
education in social work will help to achieve ‘university goals’.

Almost all ICT programmes are commercial and expensive products; it is easy 
to be left behind. Globalization has increased the use of English. Often it is used 
as if it is neutral to the cultural context (Mayor and Swann, 2002). An overview of 
accessible ‘net-learning programmes’ in 1998 showed that they were almost without 
exception in English, were based on a very traditional understanding of teaching and 
learning and were static (Alexandersen, 2001). This implies an inflexible organization 

of and positivist approach to learning where next to nothing could be changed to 
take account of local conditions and culture. Technically based distance education 
programmes can only be made in such a commercial environment where promoters 
have the power to command resources. This primarily means in Western countries, 
and consequently they promote Western cultures, even though programmes are 
claimed to have universal relevance, and to be based on universal knowledge. What 
is considered relevant is so only from a Western perspective. 

As education on the Internet is a growing market, there are many options to 
choose from and there are many poor quality or inappropriate courses. It is difficult 

to select a good quality programme (Ljoså, 2001), or to get advice on what would be 
best or be able to assess a program without paying. Once connected, Internet access 
is almost free. However, access to learning material such as journal articles has to 
be paid for and therefore excludes people who cannot afford payment. The price 
might thus be a decisive quality factor (Punie and Cabrera, 2006), which might mean 
that poorer students, as well as poorer clients served by social workers from poorer 
agencies, from poorer countries, will get lower quality. This means that access by 
poorer countries and minorities to the potential of distance education is disadvantaged 
(Rafferty et al., 2005). Elite universities, whose graduates might have the best access 
to future power, seek to charge premium prices (Ludvigsen and Lundby, 2002), which 
might exclude able students who cannot afford the fees and work in favour of rich 
people or those supported by employers. In summary, the globalized commercial 
market and industrialization of distance education treats students as a commodity 
(Lea and Nicoll, 2002), and raises many technical, practical, legal and ethical issues 
(Quinney, 2005; Weiner and Petrella, 2007). 

Likewise, rich people might seek online treatment and social work programs 
from well-reputable institutions that poorer people cannot afford. Education and 
counselling should both promote emancipation and empowerment. With unequal 
opportunities it might instead contribute to exclusion and postcolonial oppression.

Communication as Crucial to Social Work Education

The market arguments for distance learning have implications particularly for the face-
to-face element that is crucial to the success of distance education (Keegan, 1996), 
and especially social work education, which can never be totally technologically 
based. It will always have to be supplemented with flexible learning in which people 

interact with each other in person and face-to-face and within their social contexts 
(Huntington and Sudbery, 2005, Madoc-Jones and Parrot, 2005). 
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Non-verbal communication is perhaps the best example of why this is so 
necessary, and why social work education cannot be fully delivered through distance 
learning. In particular, it shows how cultural variation requires culturally appropriate 
education materials. Various parts of the body are used as channels for conveying 
a message in non-verbal communication. Non-verbal languages and channels have 
various meanings and significances in different cultures. Nuances are impossible 

to communicate in a written or graphical communication. Therefore, technological 
transmission will always be inadequate, and the more advanced equipment, the more 
expensive and therefore also exclusive. Pearson (1991) demonstrates in a study of 
groupwork in Hong Kong that Western people tend to feel uneasy about silence, and 
there is a tendency to fill the pauses quickly with talking. Since modesty and humility 

are very important for the Chinese, it is considered rude to be the first speaker. In 

Western culture, on the contrary, to talk first is a way of showing self-confidence, a 

highly valued virtue in these societies. Wong’s (2004) study of Chinese learners in a 
social policy course using elements of a ‘virtual classroom’ emphasizes the cultural 
importance of teacher interaction to combat passivity in Chinese students’ learning. 
Because dealing with silence and similar issues are important aspects of social work 
training in any culture, training for social workers operating in Western societies has 
to be different from those operating in some eastern cultures. 

The issue for globalized distance education, therefore, is not only that ICT 
cannot convey many nuances, but also that different cultural requirements need to 
be addressed. If distance education or computer-based social work practice fails 
to address such differences, it is being culture-blind. In the same way that being 
‘colour-blind’ to differences in skin-colour is regarded as racist, being culture-blind 
is also racist. In discussing Western or Eastern cultures, we disguise variations 
within these cultures. The more similar they seem to be or the more different from 
our own cultures, the more difficult it is to distinguish the nuances that might have 

great impact on our teaching and learning and social work practice. In Chapter 3 we 
therefore emphasize how important it is to be reflexive, which implies to position 

and reflect critically on ourselves as both subjects and objects in the situation. 

Both social work and learning make use of spoken language. In distance 
education, communication mostly depends on written words and graphics, which 
are often metaphorical. The very process of writing or creating graphical images 
produces a different experience from an oral communication, even within a single 
culture. Huntington and Sudbery (2005) draw attention to the inherent tensions in 
using virtual classroom teaching across national boundaries with students from 
various language groups. Furthermore they emphasize the importance of having 
local bilingual tutors. However, using a distance education or social work practice 
programme from abroad also requires a tutor or social worker who could serve 
as a cultural translator; see Chapter 4. To perform an adequate job necessitates 
acquaintance with both the local and the foreign cultures.  

Distance Education in Social Work

Technology-based distance education has an increasing impact on social work 
education as well as in lifelong learning. In addition to several comprehensive distance 
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education courses in social work (for example Siebert and Spaulding-Givens, 2006), 
many educational institutions offer specific courses like for example: 

research statistics courses (Bolen, 2006);
interactive video disks for interviewing (Reinoehl and Shapiro, 1986);
multimedia training in child protection work (Satterwhite and Schoech, 
1995);
direct practice (Coe and Elliott, 1999);
critical thinking skills (Huff, 2000);
critical reflection (Oterholm, 2005);

inquiry-based learning (Cooner, 2005);
supervision (Bourn, 2000);
field placement (McFall and Freddolino, 2000; Bourn and Bootle, 2005; 

Roberts-DeGennaro et al., 2005; Wolfson et al., 2005; Quinney, 2005). 

These examples and the surveys and evaluative studies already cited indicate strong 
interest. Discussions of potential and future prospects in social work education 
hold out optimism about the possibilities (Hollister and Mehotra, 1999; Schoech 
and Helton, 2002; Cooner, 2004; Weiner and Petrella, 2007). 

Consequently, the technical requirements of ICT are crucial issues for all 
education and particularly for social work. Feminist ‘polyvocalist’ perspectives 
propose that ICT restricts the representation of female and minority voices (Kreuger 
and Stretch, 2000), an area to be particularly aware of since the majority of social 
work students and educators, clients and social workers in many countries are 
women. Although some uses of technology offer opportunities for empowering 
involvement and appear to engage men and women equally (Gasker and Cascio, 
2001), ‘technology is not gender neutral’ (Rafferty et al., 2005: 03). Thus women 
might become disadvantaged in using ICT (Huntington and Sudbery, 2005; Roberts-
DeGennaro et al., 2005). Machines and computer programs are racist; they operate as 
though white, Western behaviour and priorities are standard; they conceal diversity; 
they often assume male priorities (Lund, 2000). The jargon is American English. The 
organization of the screen, from left to right and top to bottom, is Western. Clip art 
collections contain mainly American and occasionally European images, with the 
occasional token black person. Machines and computer programs are also market 
oriented. The programs are designed for business purposes and have to be adapted 
for educational and practice use. The design of programs such as word processors 
and spreadsheets focus on business first. Presentation programs offer business-

focused templates and ‘wizards’. 
However, teaching methodology and social work methods and ethics are important 

to securing progress (Weiner and Petrella, 2007), instead of merely focusing on the 
technological limitations and possibilities. How we teach using technologies may 
counteract many of the technical problems or exacerbate them. There is a difference 
between learning as a quantitative and qualitative change (Rekkedal, 2001). The first 

occurs through information collection, while the latter by integrating the knowledge 
and values. This shows that information and communication technology (ICT) should 
not deceive us into believing that everything it offers is a learning technology. As 

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
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published examples demonstrate (Stocks and Freddolino, 1998, 2000; Harrington, 
1999; Wong and Law, 1999; Faux and Black-Hughes, 2000; Petracchi and Patchner, 
2001; Roberts-DeGennaro, 2002), the use of technologies focuses on the relatively 
‘hard’ knowledge of social policy and research methods, which can also be applied 
to teaching other professional groups. However, as commercial and globalizing 
pressure continue, these uses of technology-based distance learning that research 
shows are valued may be pushed beyond the capability of the technology into 
aspects of social work education and practice that involve effective communication 
and cultural responses. 

Learning is an individual as well as a social process. Clearly, individual learning 
processes may be supported by information collection available through Internet. 
To increase their flexibility students may use audio and video, podcast and mobile 

phones to download material for later use. The social learning process may be 
stimulated through all the opportunities that the technology offers. Students may: 

be involved in chat groups and forums;
create networks, where they can exchange information or work on joint 
assignments synchronously or asynchronously;
use weblogs to inform or test their own opinions;
organize video-conferences;
get in touch for exchanging news 24 hours a day by Short Message Service 
(SMS), Multimedia Message Service (MMS), via mobile phones and 
Wikipedia for open software. 

Some authors would claim that students learn best in interactions with others (see 
for example Rafferty et al. 2005). The opportunities for social processes of learning 
to take place and be used to its full extent, however, have to be structured, and much 
more so than on-campus learning (Nickelsen, 2002; Siebert and Spaulding-Givens, 
2006). There need to be arrangements for specific feedback, for Internet forums and 

timetabled opportunities to communicate with course tutors. Finally, since learning 
is a social process, the courses needs to be created so that the students can become 
co-producers of their own learning material (Punie and Cabrera, 2006), be able to 
critically reflect on what is presented and contextualize the material to transform it 

to their own reality. This is a particular requirement for programs that are aimed at 
an international audience. 

The quality of the teachers’ work is, however, essential for all learning, including 
that via the Internet (Rekkedal, 2001). In a student evaluation, Rekkedal found that 
communication with teachers was more important to students than peer relations. 
However, most of the time in distance education, students have no opportunity 
to communicate directly with teachers. While traditional teaching may allow for 
clarifying, filling in, elaborating and changing opinions, teaching on Internet demands 

that teachers are able to express themselves precisely and consistently, and students 
are able to gain from the teaching what is intended. Alternative interpretations are 
not allowed for, only the sequence of learning anticipated by the teacher, so that 
students’ unclear or creative ideas cannot be tested out with the teacher. Interpersonal 
dialogues between students and teachers in conventional education may help to 

•
•

•
•
•
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confirm students’ understanding of the material in relation to their own context. 

While this may be achieved with distance learning technologies, they need to be 
structured to permit it; it does not happen as a by-product of work in the classroom.

In distance education adult and/or constructivist learning are widely 
recommended, also in social work (Cooner, 2004; Madoc-Jones and Parrot, 2005; 
Bourn and Bootle, 2005; Rafferty et al., 2005; Punie and Cabrera, 2006; Glen 
and Moule, 2006). In social work education different teaching methods are used 
without necessarily having specific pedagogical objectives. These include various 

participatory approaches as part of the process of developing relationships that 
facilitate learning of competences. Social work courses would have to be transformed 
for ICT, including some that today are taught face-to-face. However, the learning 
goals and outcomes should decide whether ICT can be used or not (Rafferty et 
al., 2005). According to Dreyfus (2001) context-free facts, rules and procedures 
are suitable for learning by technology-based distance education. However, he 
maintains that for students to incorporate fully within their repertoire professional 
skills and competence requires bodily involvement and the imitation of role models. 
Such learning has to be done in relationships to others. Bodily involvement includes 
motivation, courage, responsibility and risk taking, and technology does not offer a 
satisfying opportunity for such learning processes. Internet is in itself a low context 
medium, while it operates as a high context medium. It reaches out to people from 
very different cultures without elaborating on the context in which the material is 
created. It lives its own life as if the material is neutral and universal.  

If the needs of social work education, rather than technology, are to direct students’ 
learning, the technology has to be chosen accordingly, depending both on students 
and teachers and also on their culturally influenced learning styles. Western adult 

learning principles suggest that we should regard students as active and responsible 
for their own learning. 

However, this might not be true in practice neither in all Western countries, 
nor in countries in the South. For example, the American philosopher Herbert 
Dreyfus claims that French, German, and Greek philosophy are contemplative and 
interpretive, while the American approach, which comes from James and Dewey, 
is more pragmatic. American pragmatism again is different from the European 
one. European philosophers, according to Dreyfus, are interested in how thinkers’ 
texts relate to each other, while Americans are concerned about how to apply the 
philosophy to the real world (Duesund, 2000). While teaching in Europe, Dreyfus 
found that French and German students are more passive than Danish students. In 
France, the professors give very polished lectures, and the students learn to listen 
and take notes. When Dreyfus offered an opportunity to raise questions, they could 
not, while in Denmark students were able or willing to engage in a conversation, as 
they had not been lectured to all their lives (Duesund, 2000). We may also find such 

differences in social work education around the world and must be prepared to meet 
them in distance education.

Globalized educational and social work practice programmes might not be 
sensitive enough to the local community and the economic and political system 
of the home countries of the students or clients. Social work models presented 
in distance education programmes might be developed for Western individual 
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approaches to social work and their focus on exposing and confronting conflicts. 

A cultural mismatch will arise where training for such perspectives is offered to 
regions where family, tribal or community approaches, indirect communication and 
consensus and harmony are prevailing values. Social work education via globalized 
distance education might therefore cause chaos and bewilderment in many countries, 
increasing the low status that social work already has.

To illustrate this, on an exchange visit to Tanzania Gurid asked social workers 
in various institutions what was the most important thing they had learned during 
their training. Without exception, the answer was confidentiality. This was also the 

response from a social worker in a social service agency. The office had one chair, 

which was offered to Gurid, and two desks. There were three social workers and 
five clients, who all took part in the same conversation. One of the main tasks was 

to organize a lift to the home villages for people who suffered from AIDS. How can 
confidentiality in the Western meaning of the concept, described to them in their 

English textbooks or distance learning materials as a fundamental principle in social 
work, be relevant and practised in such a context? Rather the whole context of the 
materials needs to be fashioned in a way that is relevant to the needs of local social 
workers.

Poverty is not the same around the world. In Africa, poverty is a mass problem; 
in USA the minority of people is poor. It creates different political contexts in 
which social workers have to operate, and which may demand different approaches 
depending on the nature of the welfare state regime. To create global study materials 
and expect them to fit these various environments is very demanding. Likewise, 

to learn from such complex comparisons students need to have good capacity to 
generalize knowledge and an effective support system. 

ICT-based Social Work 

In the late 1950s the first video therapy via television with implication for social 

work, took place (Bashshur, 1997 in McCarty and Clancy, 2003). Nevertheless, ICT 
is still not widely used in social work practice (Robers-DeGennaro et al., 2005). 
It is yet at an early stage. All the learning technologies that are mentioned above 
for students can also be used in social work practice. It may change social work to 
become more interactive with increased possibilities for user-participation.

Mental health care is still the social work treatment and consultation domain 
in which ICT has its broadest use (McCarty and Clancy, 2002). Of Internet health 
programs in the USA, mental health comprises one third (Fox et al., 2000). In mental 
health and family counselling a variety of technology-based programs exists (Oravec, 
2000). These are also fields that globalization and a market orientation may expose 

to professional investment and corporate money in order to be spread for sale on an 
international arena. Clients as students will then be regarded as commodities, where 
consultations have to be paid for. However, as with distance education there might 
be a protection in that social work practice is a small field and thus easier to control 

that what is offered is ethically, professionally and culturally justifiable. 
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We are aware of a flowering of treatment and counselling programs on the Internet 

that may or may not be quality assured by professionals. Social workers will have 
no influence on how people use the possibilities for interaction that are available on 

the Internet. What we are concerned with here is therefore what social workers take 
part in creating or using, and particularly programs where the target group would be 
cross-national. Our preoccupation is what may be offered worldwide as professional 
support and counselling systems, pretending their basis is neutral and universal in 
a postmodern era of apparent flexibility, which is globally dominated by Western 

cultures. This may have a postcolonial effect. 
We argue that social work programmes have to be contextualized just as much 

as the distance education programmes and are therefore likely to be unsuitable 
for a global market. Jackson’s (2003) analysis of weaknesses of distance learning 
technology, discussed above, might to date be more relevant for social work clients 
around the world then for students. Again, the best services will only be accessible 
for those who can afford to pay.

Through electronic management systems, the power and control aspects of social 
work have increased. It is timely for social workers to react to this (Garret, 2004). 
An example is the controversial plan under the Every Child Matters programme 
announced by the British Government in 2003 and implemented through the Children 
Act 2004. An aim was to list all children with basic information in an electronic 
system, and it was important to improve the collection and sharing of information 
(Parton, 2006). Social workers, teachers and the police could insert concerns about 
children and their families. The idea behind this was that children already, from 
the age of 7–8 years, could be identified at risk of a criminal future. To simplify 

the cooperation, the government committed itself to remove organizational, legal, 
technical, professional and cultural barriers to information exchange. Garret further 
maintains that children from poor, socially and economically marginalized families 
are the most vulnerable to surveillance. This exemplifies that it is important to reflect 

constantly and critically upon possible use and misuse of computer-based systems to 
promote or support government policies that would be against social work values and 
violate people’s human rights. Moreover, in case a system like this would be offered 
on a global market, it is important to know the context in which it is created. For 
example, the age of criminal responsibility varies; in the UK it is 10, in Norway 15.

Anonymity on the Internet is a danger and an advantage. The impersonal and 
distant relationships in chat programs allow for young people to experiment but 
may nevertheless also expose them to becoming abused. It is not uncommon to 
make arrangements for sale or exchange of sex on the Internet. A website (www.
notforsale.no) has been constructed to meet young people on their home arena. It 
offers counselling and information to youngsters who sell or exchange sex, or have 
bad experiences with sex. Relatives may also get counselling. 

Internet can be used to offer services to people that are hard to reach. People, 
who would never show up in person to seek help, might find it easier when they 

can remain anonymous, for example gamblers. For this group many online therapy 
and counselling programs are available (Griffiths and Cooper, 2003). The hot-

telephone-lines have for years had great success in supporting people in crisis. Via 
chat channels they may get in touch with people with the same interests for exchange 

www.notforsale.no
www.notforsale.no
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of ideas and support to a more extensive degree than what social workers or other 
professionals can offer. Gammon and Rosenvinge (2000) describe a Norwegian pilot 
project where five out of eight people with serious psychiatric diagnosis benefited 

from having access to Internet for a year. By using email, discussion groups and 
seeking information they got more socially confident, less lonely. It worked as a 

crisis and anxiety intervention, and also gave them the feeling of meaning something 
to others. This result was also confirmed by a study of online self-help groups in 

Slovenia (Mesec and Mesec, 2004). The chatting promoted community cohesion, 
helped people to get included in social life, helping others with similar problems 
as themselves and strengthen their self-confidence. In a study of four Norwegian 

mental-health-related online discussion forums of 492 respondents, a clear majority 
wanted professionals to take active roles in the forums (Kummervold et al., 2002). 
This might be a guideline also for social work practice programs. 

Conclusion

Technology-based development has and will continue to change our lives. ICT-
based distance social work education and practice offer many opportunities and 
potentialities benefiting both students and clients. However, there are issues that 

need to be consciously considered particularly in cross-cultural activities that may 
be exposed to postcolonial and globalizing forces.

Social work education has embraced the opportunities offered by distance 
education, particularly for better access to education. It has done so through 
experiment with the technologies involved, research on comparability with 
conventional education and through debate about the possibilities for progress. Less 
so has been done so far in social work practice.

Our starting point in this chapter was a concern about the impact on social work 
education, as well as on social work practice, of future trends in ICT. These trends 
derive from marketization focused on the opportunities offered by new technology 
for commercialization and industrialization. The particular needs of minor areas 
such as social work are not the driver of developments, but rather must be made 
to conform to dominant technologies. Technology and the market of globalized 
distance education are not neutral; rather they are culturally oppressive, unresponsive 
to minority cultural and linguistic needs. This might also be the case for social work 
practice programs.

We have argued that neither social work education nor practice can be wholly 
provided through the Internet and other technologies, but they will inevitably be 
affected by these trends. Moreover, as relatively small-scale areas of professional 
education and practice, they may not be able to finance or negotiate high-quality 

programs that incorporate local diversity and contextualization, in an international 
market. On the other hand, because social work is not a prosperous field in the global 

knowledge economy, it may be advantaged by having opportunities to influence how 

distance education or ICT-based social work programs are used, to be in control of 
whom it is sold to and to be able to assure a contextualization. 



Technology-based Social Work Education and Practice 151

We argue therefore that a balance requires to be struck. Social work needs to build 
an awareness of trends and participate in creating distance education and professional 
practice programs to influence how they will affect social work. Being able to 

respond to dangers in developing trends, by focusing on cultural, educational and 
linguistic diversity is part of that awareness. Social work values promote acceptance 
of valid alternative views; see Chapter 5, not crushing them into standardized boxes 
in pursuit of a false quality. 

The opposite should be the rule. Standardization should only be acceptable when 
the target group is small enough for authors of distance learning materials and for 
creators of the social work practice programs to be familiar with and able to adjust 
the material to the social context of the students and clients; see chapter 3 and 4. 
When this is not possible, students’ learning process should involve local tutors for 
cultural translation, and for clients social workers should perform the same task. 
However, for this to work well, the cultural translators in turn need to be familiar 
with the social context of the creators of the material and program as well as the 
students’ or clients’ contexts.

We have argued that awareness of the trends is important so that the opportunities 
may be taken up, and we avoid the disadvantages we have discussed here. Awareness 
is not enough, however, and social work education and practice need to pursue a 
number of strategies to take advantage of the opportunities: 

Openness to joint work – Distance education and practice programs intended 
to cross national and cultural boundaries should be planned and constructed 
jointly respecting relevant cultures and with possibilities for co-production. 
Joint work needs to continue through the delivery, student involvement and 
assessment of the course and through user participation. 
Anti-standardization – Language and cultural difference should demand 
localization and contextualization in development, production and spread of 
materials and programs.
Reflexivity – Programs should have openings for critical reflection on both 

the producer and receiver’s position and context in order to actively work 
for less powerful cultures and experience to influence dominant cultures and 

knowledge.
Anti-discrimination – Expertise is required not only in the social work content, 
but also in the ability to work together with people from another culture, to 
understand their experience and the importance of language in constructing 
personal and cultural identity and to be able to work in an equal relationship 
to identify and share expertise.
Translation resources – Distance learning resources and practice programs 
need translation both in language and in their cultural implications.
User control – As there are currently moves towards promoting international 
standards in social work education, local flexibility needs to be positively 

incorporated; this means more than acknowledging local differences or 
leaving space for them. The control of objectives, content and process needs 
to lie with the contexts where the course or practice program will be delivered, 
not with the producers. 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Technologies open opportunities both for social work education and practice that 
we have never had before, and will continue to do so but also raise new challenges. 
The impact of making social work education and practice a commodity in global 
markets and use of ICT for inappropriate elements of social work education and 
practice need to be countered by action to recognize the cultural and learning needs 
of social work students wherever distance education is used across national and 
cultural boundaries. The same applies to clients when social work practice programs 
are offered cross-nationally.



Chapter 10

Conclusion

International Social Work

In this conclusion, we bring together our arguments. We started out to understand 
international social work. Does it exist and is it important? This question arises 
because social work is usually seen as depending on local law, culture and welfare 
regimes in any particular state. Yet there are structures of international cooperation 
and communication in social work, and the claim has been made, at least by 
enthusiasts, that there is an international social work. In Chapter 2, we argued that 
there are international movements in welfare and policy that have an impact on 
the local interpretation of social work, and that any local social work gains from 
international ideas. 

However, we raised further questions concerning globalization and developments 
in postmodern thinking. This is because globalization seems to emphasize the 
importance of trends towards internationalization, of which the growing importance 
of international social work is a part. However, there is also a critique of globalization 
that suggests that it leads to the continued imposition of Western economic and 
political power, culture and thought on former colonial societies. Inequalities across 
the world and within countries and regions result from this. How should social 
work respond to those trends? Is it affected by them? What should its critique be? 
Postmodernism both analyses and criticizes these trends, because it questions the 
universalist assumptions of an international social work, but itself is an international 
trend implicated in globalizing Western culture. 

 In Chapters 2 and 8, particularly, we identified a number of activities that are part 

of international social work as it is usually conceived. Several such activities are not 
regarded as social work practice in many countries. Practice becomes international 
where people from one country, usually in the West, go to provide international aid 
or development work in another country, mainly in the South, or where the welfare 
regime is not well-developed. Another form of international practice is in activities 
where clients cross borders and help is needed, over adoption, with child abduction 
and with refugees, asylum seekers and migrants. To some degree, increases in clients 
crossing borders has come from the greater mobility derived from globalization, as 
better and cheaper transport brings different societies and cultures closer together. 
Social work education is also an important structure in which globalization, 
postmodern ideas and post-colonial influences occur.

It is not, however, the only such social structure. Welfare policy and political 
and social regimes govern welfare provision and therefore to a great degree social 
work practice. All are formed in an international policy environment, significantly 

affected by the economic aspect of globalization. This is why international social 
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work should be a concern for practitioners, educators and students of social work. 
Globalization influences and creates the social issues we deal with, it creates the 

context of our practice and education through its impact on the political and cultural 
landscape within which we practise, educate and learn. 

Globalization

What are the concerns about globalization for social work? Why are they concerns? 
The main answer to these questions is that globalization creates and accentuates 
inequality and injustice that particularly affect the populations and issues that 
social work deals with. These inequalities and injustices arise between countries, in 
particular between the West and the South, and within countries, between urban and 
rural areas, between richer and poorer communities and people. Since social work 
as a profession seeks to combat inequality and injustice, these must be its concerns. 
This is so internationally, in policy development and where cross-border work takes 
place. It is also so at the local level.

We weaved through the book a number of ideas and issues about globalization 
that have a particular effect on social work and welfare regimes: 

Postcolonialism refers to the maintenance of Western power over local 
cultures through cultural domination of ideas, communication media and 
technology.
Linguistic and cultural hegemony refers to the maintenance of Western power 
though cultural domination that relies on control of language.
Transnational companies and economic structures refer to the maintenance 
of Western power through exploitation by Western-dominated international 
organizations and companies.
New public management and managerialism refers to the maintenance of the 
priority of economic globalization by the incorporation of market structures 
on welfare regimes. 

Such processes damage the interests of countries in the South and people in poverty 
everywhere, and increase social injustice and socio-economic inequalities. They 
are a product of economic globalization. There is debate about whether they are a 
necessary evil. We have argued that social concern, in search of justice and welfare, 
is an essential adjunct of economic globalization. There are social movements 
that claim that alternative economic strategies are possible. Social development is 
certainly necessary to meet these social concerns. Moreover, the unbridled pursuit 
of market forces and their cultural and managerial adjuncts have been unnecessarily 
damaging to justice and welfare. Constraint on these social trends is possible, 
necessary, and therefore important to social work.

This is all in the field of international economic and social policy: what can 

the minor profession of social work with its small-scale objectives and focus on 
interpersonal, small group, family and community relations do? We have argued that 
as a policy for the development of social work we need to do the following: 

•

•

•

•



Conclusion 155

Awareness through understanding and analysis of the injustices and inequalities 
of globalization and the pursuit of the social work values.
Activities to enhance understanding of the political connection between 
globalization and practice. 
To be prepared to question injustices in society. 
The incorporation of social development as an aspect of practice.
The development of practice, management, knowledge, education 
and curriculum in ways that do not accept or potentiate the impact of 
globalization.
Practice and education that reflect contextualization, flexibility and openness 

to alternative cultural and social needs. 

These are our proposal for a policy for social work practice and education to respond 
to globalization and its impact on the people social work serves. Postmodernism 
is another social trend that contributes to the opportunities to pursue this policy in 
social work.

Postmodernism

Postmodernism is both part of and in tension with globalizing social processes. It is 
part of those processes because it expresses the broadening range of knowledge and 
issues, contexts and cultures that emerge from cultural globalization. It is in tension 
with these processes, because postmodernism denies the modernist dominance of 
determinist universal knowledge that economic and political globalization imposes 
on social work and welfare regimes and education through marketization, NPM, 
academization and managerialism. Therefore, postmodernism offers the potential to 
engage with globalization, because it is intertwined with the same social structures, 
while at the same time it places them in tension.

There are many strands in postmodernism, which is not a coherent concept or 
movement. Indeed, most strands of postmodernism would reject the possibility 
of coherence. Instead, postmodernism incorporates diversity, flexibility and 

opportunity, and this is its value for social work in responding to globalization. 
These characteristics are at the heart of social work’s concerns about the injustices 
and inequalities of globalization. 

Critics of postmodernism complain of its relativism and cynicism, perhaps 
its rejection of certainty. The delights in paradox, the focus on the symbolic, on 
language, on cultural signs all make it seem insubstantial. Yet social work has always 
been concerned with communication and language, with seeking the hidden social 
and cultural factors affecting our clients, on dealing with the emotional and personal 
within their social contexts. These aspects of postmodern ideas offer a rich creativity 
in helping people find alternative ways through the social and personal issues that 

they face.
Therefore, in using postmodern ideas we seek to make its flexibility and openness 

practical for social work in the face of the complex social forces of the current age. 
Postmodern values that are relevant to incorporation into social work practice, 
management and education are as follows: 

•

•

•
•
•

•
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Contextualization, because postmodernism recognizes that knowledge 
emerges from the social and historical context in which we are operating.
Knowledge development and management through communities of practice 
in which, through ideas such as critical reflection, cultural translation and 

knowledge validation, we develop and adapt knowledge for use in a particular 
context.
Objectives that progress towards diversity, complexity, equality and mutuality 
in knowledge exchanges to promote sustainability for local knowledge 
production. 

As social work practitioners, educators and learners we accept that there is evidence 
and knowledge to be gained from formal validation and research processes. 
However, we argue that this knowledge will always require contextualization in the 
current context, for the people here present. Knowledge processes must always have 
practices that progress towards greater equality, mutuality and openness. Otherwise, 
we contribute to globalizing inequality and injustice. It is process that progresses 
towards context and openness that social work must incorporate.

Social Work Processes for a Globalized Postmodern World

We argued above that social work can respond to globalization by pursing four major 
policies. In this section, we bring together the practice and education strategies that 
we have proposed in this book to achieve awareness through understanding and 
analysis, incorporation of social development, avoiding practice, management and 
education that strengthens globalization and achieving postmodern openness and 
flexibility in practice.

Table 10.1 summarizes the processes that we have discussed in this book. Each 
of these processes is discussed in relation to a particular issue, but we argue that 
collectively they form a social work approach to globalization. We have explored 
some in relation mainly to education, some in relation to policy, practice and 
management, but we have also tried to show how these ideas may be made relevant 
and mutually transferable across practice, management and education. We see these 
ideas as creative, positive and critical. They are part of and build on the traditions of 
social work. But they do so in ways that deal with the issues raised by globalization 
and use methods that exert the pull of postmodern social experience to do so.

Conclusion

We can aim for a social work that is concerned for international and personal 
equality and justice. Globalizing economic, political and cultural trends contribute 
to inequality and injustice. In international social work, we can aim in practice to 
combat the personal, social and political effects of those processes. In practice and in 
education, we can develop our awareness, understanding and analysis to respond to 
the experience of those effects in the people and communities we work with, clients 
and colleagues, students and educators. Knowledge, understanding and curriculum 

•

•

•
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about ways can help us avoid being drawn into the negative effects of globalization 
and to stand up for what we believe in and what the aims of social work and its 
values require us to do. The positives of markets, managerialism, linguistic and 
cultural hegemony and developments in technology can seduce us into participation 
in the negatives. The flexibility and openness inherent in postmodern societies can 

offer us ways of piloting through processes that express and contribute to equality 
and justice. 

Table 10.1 Social work processes and globalization

Chapter Process Outcomes

2 Critical reflection Incorporates four critical traditions, 
professional development and competence, 
social and political contextualization

3 Cultural translation Openness to alternative cultural 
and linguistic requirements, 
availability of knowledge to facilitate 
indigenization and social inclusion 

4 Knowledge 
validation

Transfer of different knowledges 
through validation processes

5 Empowering social 
work identity

Pursues openness, flexibility, participation, 

partnership, community perspectives 
and cultural strengths to empower 
practice, management and education

6 Piloting through 
chaos

Facilitaties contextualization of 
understanding and competence, 
creating flexible and open practice

7 Progressive 
objectives 
towards equality 
in exchanges

Develops objectives towards increasing 
complexity, equality and mutuality 
in order to secure sustainability 
in international exchanges

8 Diversity in ICT use Develops technology use to permit 
diversity, openness and flexibility
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