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Introduction 

 

Comparing is a way to increase knowledge. It is so much used in the 

scientific discourse as well as in the common sense, that many authors 

argue there is no knowledge without comparison (Fideli, 1998). In this 

article the comparison is employed to underline commonalities and dif-

ferences characterizing social work in different countries. As many au-

thors state, the form of social work depends on the cultural and political 

views of social problems and service recipients, so that the cultural and 

socio-political framework, the social issues, the social work education 

and practice become the main focuses of this paper. The awareness of 

different meanings of the words, including social work, in different cul-

tures induces to prefer a phenomenological approach to the comparison 

(Smelser, 1982). In this way commonalities and differences can be 

found directly in the articles of this issue and they can be appreciated 

with reference to a three-dimensional perspective (international, na-

tional and local or macro, meso and micro), considered by many au-
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thors as the best way to understand the origins and the development of 

social work (Dominelli, 2004). 

 

 

1. The origins of social work 

 

Since its origins, at least in the Western countries, social work has 

been characterized by a transnational and international dimension. The 

influence of English social work in the United States of America (Usa) 

(i.e. Mary Richmond and Jane Addams) and of American social work 

in Europe and in a few developing countries is well known. At the be-

ginning of the 20
th
 century (Paris international conference, 1928), the 

development of the international dimension became one of the social 

work community’s aims (Campanini, infra), more widely pursued after 

the Second World War (i.e. in the European reconstruction phase, 

Zavirsek, Lawrence, 2012). However, many critical issues emerge in 

connection with the international dimension and the agreement about it 

cannot be taken for granted (Midgley, 2001). The same word ‘interna-

tional’ is questioned. As Healy (1995) states, it is used referring to: the 

skills and knowledge which are useful to work in international agen-

cies, social work practice with immigrants and refugees, the researches 

and exchanges between social workers from different countries and an 

academic field of social work comparative study. In addition, the inter-

national dimension often points out the theoretical approaches and 

practices developed in the Western countries (above all the Usa and the 

Uk). As Payne (2005) states, many historical approaches to social work 

«assume that a Western, Judeo-Christian (from Jewish and Christian 

historically tradition) democratic framework is essential to practising 

social work, or understanding its origins» and neglect many other tradi-

tions (as Muslim or Hindu or indigenous cultures, now represented in 

the most recent social work definition, Isfw, 2014). Despite this criti-

cism, many of the topics pointed out by Payne appear in the articles of 

this special issue. Many authors actually recognize the western influ-

ence on social work inception in their own countries, above all regard-

ing social work education (i.e. Costa Rica, Italy, Romania) and the de-
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velopment of the social service system, often supported by international 

grants (i.e. Italy, Romania, Russia)
1
. Moreover, many features, which 

reflect American ideology (based on capitalism, democracy and indi-

vidual responsibility, Orwat and Besinger, infra), characterize several 

articles of this publication. Specifically, the development of social work 

– which arose, in many countries, between the end of the 19
th
 and the 

beginning of the 20
th

 century – is connected to the processes of indus-

trialisation and urbanization related to capitalism; to the development 

of democracy (and the rising of the State-nation) and to the specializa-

tion and professionalization of philanthropy, which turning point was 

the definition of a method (Richmond, 1917; Payne, 2005). 

On the economical side, the industrialisation caused a mass-

migration to towns: poverty, illiteracy, delinquency were the main is-

sues to face. At the same time, on the political side, the rising state-

nation – which was not a natural evolution of the community, but a 

specific economic and political project (Lorenz, 2004) – provided the 

context for the development of social work. The state-nation needed le-

gitimation and social solidarity could be a means – founded on the at-

tractiveness of belonging to a collective identity, rather than on the co-

ercion – to achieve it. Consequently, a lot of private troubles became 

public issues, worthy of attention by governments, and a professional 

authority, with an activity based on the principles of scientific rationali-

ty, was requested to face them. Hence, both acknowledgment of social 

nature of the problems and the relationship between political power and 

science contributed to social work inception. As Soviet (and, at-large, 

communist regimes, Hering, 2007) experience evidences (Pervova; 

Lazar, infra), the recognition of the social issues has been essential for 

social work development: in fact, without it, social work is «not need-

ed» (Iarskaia-Smirnova, Lyons, 2014: 431). Moreover, as many authors 

state (i.e. Lazar; P.V. Molina; Martinez-Roman and Mateo-Pérez; 

Pervova, infra), the democratic governments have provided a suitable 

conditions to enhance social work, while totalitarian regimes led to de-

grade or vanish it. In the meantime social workers contributed, for in-

stance, to the fight «against the dictatorial order» in Brazil (Santana, 

                                                
1 The choice of the examples is based on the contents of the articles referring to 

the countries aforementioned. 
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Garcia, infra) and in Chile (P.V. Molina, infra), against apartheid in 

South Africa (Engelbrecht and Strydom, infra) and at the moment they 

are involved in the Spanish social movements (Martinez-Roman, 

Mateo-Pérez, infra). 

Hence, social workers have been instrumental in enhancing human 

rights and social justice, but, in the same time, they have maintained an 

ambiguous relationship with the political power. As aforementioned, 

this relationship rooted in a research of each other legitimization and 

this, for social work, depended on a scientific-based practice, which ul-

timately justified help/control of marginalized people. The profession-

alization of charity lies in this perspective and its turning point was the 

«development of social casework as a method» (Payne, 2005: 38)
2
. 

Based on scientific rationality, the method had to go beyond the moral 

categories (used to distinguish between deserving vs undeserving peo-

ple) and ensure positive outcomes, verifiable through scientific criteria. 

However, as Lorenz states (2004), since the origins, the scientific-

rationality has been an ambiguous tool for social workers, who found 

difficulty in applying the abstract scientific categories to the subjectivi-

ty of people. Moreover, social issues couldn’t only be considered de-

pending on individual responsibility, but they also had to be connected 

to structural factors so that their overcoming required individual care as 

well as structural reforms. These two components, at the beginning 

connected to charity organization societies and settlement movements, 

which represents the «social action and reform branch of the profes-

sion» (Hare, 2004: 411), persist in characterizing the social work pro-

fession, at present engaged in a direct, ‘clinical’ service as well as in 

community work, policy practice or social development
3
. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
2 Mary Richmond’s Social Diagnosis (1917) is considered the first expression of 

social work method. 
3 As Hare (2004) points out, the professional activities having reference to settle-

ment movements are different names in different contexts. 
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2. Social issues and social policy 

 

The analysis of the social work inception draws the attention on the 

importance of economic and political power in recognizing social is-

sues and providing a useful context to the social work development. 

Focusing on the social issues, the multi-faceted and multidimensional 

nature of the problems emerges along with the differences between 

countries and between local contexts inside each country, irrespective 

of the geographical size. However, every local issue is like a piece of a 

complex world mosaic, which becomes more understandable inter-

weaving the economic and socio-political dimensions at three different 

levels (international, national and local). 

Throughout the years, many social issues highlighted by the authors 

(i.e. poverty, illiteracy/education, marginality, mental disease) have 

gained the politicians and professionals’ attention and different social 

services systems brought about
4
. Along with them, new issues ‒ such as 

the so-called new poverty, new health emergencies
5
, the widespread vi-

olence, the demographical change (i.e. lower birth rate and/or aging), 

the inequality in distribution of wealth (which, for instance, causes 

mass-migration), the environmental crisis
6
 and the natural disasters ‒ 

are emerging more or less everywhere. Moreover, in conjunction with 

the actual economic crisis, the unemployment, low paid and deregulat-

ed jobs and largely the families’ impoverishment are growing. It 

doesn’t seem only a matter of a longer list, what the authors are high-

lighting is an increasing vulnerability, involving people totally out in 

                                                
4 As Lorenz (2004) states, four welfare systems (Scandinavian model, residual 

model, corporatist model and rudimentary model), which permeated social work prac-

tice, are recognizable only in Europe. 
5 Specifically the authors report health problems connected to alcohol and drug 

addiction and the widespread Hiv-Aids infections (i.e. Pervova; Orwat and Besinger, 

infra). 
6 As many authors state, the environmental degradation impacts mostly on poor 

people, playing an important role in promoting injustice. Environmental racism, envi-
ronmental injustice are the expression coined to identify «the society’s failure to en-

sure the equitable distribution of the Earth’s resources in meeting human needs, sim-

ultaneously providing for the well-being of people and planet Earth today and in the 

future» (Dominelli, 2014: 339). 
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the past, an emphasis on individual responsibility of successes or fail-

ures, a growing inequality and a weakening of social cohesion, often 

connected to the affirmation of neoliberalism. 

As result of the economic and welfare state crisis and under the 

wave of neo-liberal ideology, social policies of many countries are af-

fected by a relevant review. In the past the state provided to balance the 

negative impact of capitalism or, in communist countries, it was (or 

considered itself) social: a different relationship among state, market, 

third sector and citizens was developed to reduce inequality and ensure 

social cohesion
7
. Now, irrespective of the Welfare system model adopt-

ed, this relationship seems to be altered: the state is contracting its so-

cial role and in the meanwhile people or families’ responsibility in so-

cial provisions is increasing. It is not only a mantling of responsibility, 

but, as Spolander and Martin state, it is the result of a specific econom-

ic, political and cultural project, which seems to undermine the rights of 

citizenship, established between the end of the ‘60s and the beginning 

of the ‘70s, and, at the end, the social cohesion (Lorenz, 2004; Payne, 

2005; Handler, 2005). 

The first advertisement of what would happen came from the Usa: at 

the beginning of the ‘70s the worry about benefits abuse, welfare de-

pendence on one side, the focus on reducing professional errors and in-

creasing service recipients’ compliance on the other, brought to a re-

quirement of work programs (Handler, 2005). The request remained 

outstanding, but the idea of workfare was incepted. Throughout the 

years this idea has grown up and it has gradually substituted welfare: 

the separation between deserving and undeserving people, cornerstone 

of the Usa welfare policy, has been deeply reviewed and means-texted 

based provisions have been re-actualized (Handler, 2005). Now, under 

the emphasis of the individual responsibility, a lot of social issues are 

turning into individual troubles while the deregulation of capital and 

labour markets is causing an increasing low paid workforce who can’t 

count on social provisions and, rather, is subjected to a disciplinary ac-

                                                
7 For instance the state was dominant in communist countries, market plays a rele-

vant role in capitalistic one, a mix of private and public sector in providing social ser-

vices has been developed in others and the families play an essential role in southern 

European countries. 
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tion by the state. Hence poor people are involved in workfare programs 

(which don’t always guarantee adequate means of subsistence), mar-

ginalised and often criminalised (Wacquant, 2000). 

On the European side, the collapse of Soviet regime advanced liber-

alism which «started to promote a more aggressive competitiveness, in-

creased the neo-liberal ideology of work, and started to re-organise 

state institutions (ministries, welfare and educational institutions in-

cluding universities) to serve the private rather than the public sphere» 

(Zavirsek, Lawrence, 2012: 438). 

Although in different ways, the impact of globalization and neolib-

eralism on social policy and social work is highlighted in all the coun-

tries represented in this special issue. The accordance to political sys-

tem or to the world vision is remarked by P.V. Molina
 
and by Orwat 

and Besinger; the colonization of the public sector and the transplanta-

tion into activities (such as social work), out in the past, is underlined 

by Engelbrecht and Strydom and by Spolander and Martin; a drastic re-

view of welfare state, privatisation of provisions, cut of public spend-

ing, new eligibility criteria (often means-tested based) are pointed out 

by Pervova and Lazar; contracting resources and social services out-

sourcing also characterize social policy in Costa Rica; a larger consen-

sus gained by neoliberalism and managerialism and their increasing in-

fluence on social policy are highlighted by Sicora and the consequences 

of international organisations pressure on social policy are stressed by 

Martinez-Roman and Mateo-Pérez. As Spolander and Martin argues, 

social workers are weak aware about the consequences of neoliberalism 

on the human rights and on their own work as well. «The social work 

profession has been slow to articulate, theorize and consider the impli-

cations for practice» (Spolander, Martin, infra). 

The implications of this assumption can be understood better analys-

ing the development of social work education and profession in the dif-

ferent countries represented in this special issue. 

 

 

3. Social work education 

 

A scientific, recognizable knowledge has always been a crucial tool 

which the professional legitimation depends on. As observed above, the 
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‘invention’ of the method is considered the cornerstone in the recogni-

tion of social work profession and discipline. What can seem a straight-

forward process was actually a tortuous path towards the professionali-

zation and the construction of an autonomous body of knowledge. As 

highlighted by many authors, the first social work trainings ‒ which 

started between the end of the 19
th
 and the beginning of the 20

th
 centu-

ry
8
, according to the scientific mindful which characterized the modern 

view of the world (Molina, infra)
9
 ‒ were carried out by private schools 

in many countries, often thanks to other professionals’ initiative (i.e. 

lawyers, doctors, etc.) or under the pressure of international organisa-

tions
10

. At the origins, many social work courses were embodied in 

other academic faculties (i.e. medicine
11

, economy, etc.), which were 

relevant to social work practice. Throughout the years an academic ac-

credited body of knowledge was structured and today public and pri-

vate universities provide three, four or five-years Bachelor of social 

work in all the countries represented in this special issue. Master and 

doctoral studies complete the social work educational offer in many 

countries independently on their long tradition in social work training. 

Despite the development of social work education, which is, for in-

stance, evidenced by the increasing number of degree and doctoral the-

sis underlined in this publication, a lot of differences in educational 

programs still occur. Moreover the lack of recognition of social work as 

an academic discipline (i.e. Italy), the different development of doctoral 

studies, the competition with other (often more profitable) programs
12

 

                                                
8 It is interesting to underline the concurrence of starting social work training 

(1925 in Chile, 1928 in Italy, 1929 in Romania, 1930 in Brazil and South Africa) and 

the first international social work conference (Paris 1928) aforementioned. 
9 As Bauman states, at the beginning of the 20th century the scientific mindful and, 

above all, the confidence in scientific progress, widespread in many countries, justi-

fied research and ‘experiments’ aimed to improve human race (Bauman, 1991). 
10 An excursus of the beginning of social work education is available in Healy, 

Link (2012). 
11 For instance Latin American social work evolved from «being an auxiliary 

branch of medicine to having a professional identity of its own» (Queiro-Tajalli, 
2012: 52). 

12 As Zavirsek and Lawrence (2012) observe, social work doctoral studies can be 

carried out along with other programmes (i.e. management in public health or social 

administration) which better fit into managerial approaches. 



Quaderni del Csal - 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 
252 

seems to evidence the «ambivalence towards social work as an academ-

ic discipline with its own theoretical foundations» (Zavirsek, Lawrence, 

2012: 442). 

This assumption introduces the ongoing question about the contents 

of social work discipline. At the beginning social work courses were, in 

many cases, influenced by Anglo-Saxon social work theories, often 

translated uncritically into the local context and, sometimes, mixed up 

with other issues (i.e. Catholic values, philanthropy, socialism, femi-

nism, Zavirsek, Lawrence, 2012). Then the local social work develop-

ment along with the evolution of national social policies have contrib-

uted to reduce the dependence on the Anglo-Saxon theoretical ap-

proaches in favour of an autonomous knowledge. At the end of the 

1960s and during the ‘70s, under the wave of protest movements, an 

important break with the Anglo-Saxon social work tradition occurred in 

many countries. Social workers criticized their own role in the society 

(considered as the long arm of the institutional power) and the methods 

(above all casework) which underpinned it. Emphasizing their political 

role, social workers questioned psychological approaches and imple-

mented sociological theories, which stressed structural or collective ex-

planations (i.e. criticism or Marxian approach, today again recognizable 

in some social work literature, Santana, Garcia, infra)
13

. Influenced by 

the national social policy development, different approaches advanced 

so that specific theoretical perspectives have been built up in many 

countries and notions as ‘indigenization’ started to spread in the inter-

national social work community (Midgley, 2001). 

During the ‘80s and the ‘90s, the rising neoliberalism started to in-

fluence social work theorizing so that methodological reflection was 

getting mixed up with other issues (i.e. managerialism; Spolander, Mar-

tin, infra) which didn’t belong to social work tradition. Although the 

impact of neoliberalism is different among the countries represented in 

this special issue, the risk of an uncritical translation of neoliberal con-

                                                
13 Different issues about European and Latin American social work offer an evi-

dence of the break with the American social work theories (i.e. Zavirsek, Lawrence, 

2012; Queiro-Tajalli, 2012). In this special issue, the articles about Brazilian and Cos-

ta Rica social work underline the reconceptualization, which characterized the Latin 

American social work by the mid-60s. 
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tents into social work discipline seems to occur in all of them (Lorenz, 

2013). Moreover, as Spolander and Martin state (infra), social workers 

find difficulty in theorizing new issues arising from globalization and 

they risk to be involved in neoliberalism approaches. 

This short excursus doesn’t acknowledge all the specificities of so-

cial work education in different countries, but allows to introduce some 

common criticisms. The first is the changing features of the discipline. 

As the authors highlight, social work theory develops and changes 

along with the evolution of society, social policy, social and human sci-

ences so that the contents of the discipline can’t be established once for 

all. Moreover, the ongoing question about the supremacy of theory or 

practice (science or art), the multi-referred knowledge useful to practice 

and the difficulty of establishing social work boundaries doesn’t facili-

tate the achievement of agree-upon disciplinary contents. A compe-

tence-based approach is drawn up to overcome this impasse: particular-

ly national and international associations try to identify key competence 

and essential contents of social work discipline, as, for instance, Orwat 

and Besinger underline (infra). 

Despite these efforts the recognition of social work discipline (as a 

specific academic field) has not been taken for granted in all the coun-

tries represented in this special issue yet. 

 

 

4. Social work profession 

 

«Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic 

discipline that promotes social change and development, social 

cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of people. Principles of 

social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for 

diversities are central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social 

work, social sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledge, social 

work engages people and structures to address life challenges and 

enhance well-being» (Isfw, 2014). 

Social work is a relatively young profession and, as it often happens 

to young professions, it suffers from a controversial recognition, due to 

its ambiguous nature, the uncertain boundaries of its activities, the mul-

tidisciplinary base of its knowledge, a relative dependence from social 
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policy (and political power) along with an increasing scepticism, which 

affects all professional expertise. Moreover, the gender characterization 

and, in many countries, the social workers’ employment in public sec-

tor
14

 haven’t facilitated the affirmation of social work in the arena of 

helping professions. 

As well-known, the professional status of social work was questioned 

(and at the end denied) by Flexner (1915), who underlined the lack of 

theoretical knowledge and scientific method (Orwat and Besinger, infra), 

and since then it has been largely debated without achieving an ultimate 

solution. If social work can be considered a fully developed profession, a 

semi-profession, a professional group, a social profession (which em-

braces social workers and social pedagogues) is currently an open ques-

tion (Hare, 2004) which reflects the difficulty in drawing the boundaries 

of this changing profession (Dominelli, 2004). In this context, five indi-

cators will be useful to evidence the status of social work recognition in 

different countries: professional education, public recognition (licensing 

or registration required to work as social worker), ethical standards (code 

of ethics), professional organisation and professional standing (referred 

to field of work, remuneration, etc.)
15

. 

As observed above, the first training in social work began, in several 

countries represented in this special issues, approximately between the 

end of the 19
th

 and the beginning of the 20
th 

century. However this oc-

currence neither implied a recognition of an academic accrediting body 

ok knowledge, which happened later also in the countries with a longer 

tradition in social work (i.e. in 1952 in the Usa, Orwat and Besinger, 

infra), nor ensured a structured professional entity, as evidenced by 

controversial accidents involving social work in many countries. Now 

social work education takes place at university in all the countries, but 

it means neither an equal development of educational programs nor the 

same recognition of social work as an academic discipline. Despite 

                                                
14 The employment at public organizations is considered a critical issue for two 

reasons: a loss of professional authority, due to be situated in a hierarchical scale, and 
the weakness in enhancing social work against a plethora of public servants’ interests. 

15 Referring to the attributes which allow to distinguish professions from the other 

occupations, all these indicators appear in a comparative study about the professional-

ization of social work (Weiss-Gal and Welbourne, 2008). 
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these differences, theoretical and practical trainings seem to be inter-

woven in social work education: almost all social work trainings actual-

ly provide for field education, even if it can change in order to features, 

lasting and skills to be acquired. 

The license or the registration to work as social worker is required in 

several countries and sometimes it is also requested to students during 

their social work education (i.e. South Africa). The regulated access to 

the profession, in its different forms, seems to have been present since 

the ‘50s-60s in a few Latin American countries (i.e. Chile, 1955, Costa 

Rica, 1967); it appeared later in Italy (1993), where, despite its history, 

social work profession was recognized only in 1987, in Spain (at the 

end of the ‘90s) and more recently in Romania (2005). Though this 

public recognition reduces, in many cases, the abusive practice, it 

doesn’t ensure the monopoly over the social work fields of practice, as 

remarked, for instance, about the ex-communist countries, where pro-

fessional social workers and a not-qualified workforce, also called so-

cial worker, coexist (Lazar, infra). Moreover, it’s questionable if li-

cense or registration can enhance the public image of social work as 

well as it can reinforce the common professional identity. As the au-

thors observe, different local social issues and policies have contributed 

to create a heterogeneous professional group (with different cultures, 

experiences and problems to face), also in the same country, so that re-

ferring to professional community as a unitary entity is quite awkward. 

Further, although the distinctive features of social work are increasing 

in interest, this heterogeneity doesn’t help to develop a common be-

longing and identity, as the difficulty of sharing a social work defini-

tion in the Usa evidences. 

Despite this criticism, the multiple identities of social work seem to 

settle on sharing a core value, which can refer to human rights and so-

cial justice (Hare, 2004), considered by some authors (i.e. Healy, 2008; 

Hodge, 2010) as unifying themes of social work practice and education 

and/or criteria in selecting human and social sciences approaches useful 

to social work practice (Dal Pra, 1985)
16

. Hence, the attention to ethical 

                                                
16 Particularly Italian social work literature points out the function of values in 

discriminating social science approaches, which can be embodied in social work 

knowledge (Dal Pra, 1985). 
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standards, evidenced by the first approval of ethical codes and the fol-

lowing reviews, is not surprising. The first social work codes of ethics 

were enacted between the ‘60s (Usa) and ‘70s (Uk) and they were sub-

jected to review throughout the years until achieving the contemporary 

version, approved in 2008 in the Usa and in 2012 in the Uk. A similar 

process interested the code of ethics of the other countries
17

, irrespec-

tive of the time of their first approval, so that all the actual codes of eth-

ics turned out enacted between the end of the 20
th

 and the beginning of 

the 21
st
 century. As many authors state (Reamer, 2014), despite the 

past, the contemporary codes of ethics are marked by a close attention 

to social workers’ responsibilities (addressed to clients, colleagues, 

practice settings, professional community, broader society), which 

seem to reflect new trends not only of social work, but, above all, of 

social policy. 

Moreover, an important role in achieving a common professional 

identity and enhancing social work knowledge and skills is also played 

by national and international organisations of professionals and social 

work schools
18

. As highlighted in this special issue, the national associ-

ations of social work schools have played a propulsive/active role in 

promoting the professional recognitions, in enhancing social work 

knowledge and skills and in developing a critical thought (i.e. Latin 

American countries). At the same time several national professional or-

ganisations have contributed to identify key competences of social 

work (i.e. Nasw) and essential contents of social work education. Be-

sides enhancing social work profession and knowledge, international 

organisations are playing a relevant role in pursuing common identity 

and common goals: the world social work day and global agenda are 

the most important examples of it (Campanini, infra). 

Despite the professionalization process and the actions pursuing 

more visibility and incisiveness of social work, the professional stand-

ings are still questionable, as evidenced not only by the field of work 

                                                
17 For instance, the Italian code of ethics was enacted in 1998, reviewed in 2002 

and again in 2009. 
18 A lot of national organisation are affiliated to international ones: a cross-

national network, denser in a few areas of the world, is developing, reinforcing the 

transnational and international dimension of social work. 
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and remuneration, but also by the de-professionalization process which 

takes place in many countries. The employment of social work work-

force (and its wage) reflects the differences of social policies and social 

service systems not only among countries, but also among the regions 

in the same country. Where the private sector is well developed (i.e. the 

Usa), it absorbs the highest percentage of social work workforce and 

the social workers’ income is higher than, for instance, the civil serv-

ants’ one. Where social provisions are guaranteed by the public sector, 

social workers are easily employed as public servants, while, social 

work workforce can be employed both in the public sector and in no 

profit organisations where a mix of them provides social services
19

. 

Despite the location of social work training in the higher education 

system, the rate of social workers employed as university professors 

and/or researchers remains low, also in the countries with a longer so-

cial work tradition
20

. 

Another indicator of the professional recognition may be the ratio of 

social workers per people or the caseload. The Usa boast the widest so-

cial workers community (310,000 licensed social workers) with a ratio 

of 101 social workers per 100,000 people (Orwat and Besinger, infra); 

Brazilian social workers represent the second community with 120,000 

registered professionals per about 200 million people (Santana, Garcia, 

infra). Coherently with geographic and demographic differences, the 

other social workers communities are smaller: about 10,000 social 

workers in Chile, 1,800 in Costa Rica, about 40,000 in Italy, 16,740 in 

South Africa, but, it has to be underlined, not all of them are employed 

in social services. As Engelbrecht and Strydom highlight, only 9,000 

South African professionals are employed as social workers and their 

caseloads exceed 300 and more national standard (1 social worker per 

60 cases). Moreover, as the authors underline, the standard can be dif-

ferent among regions of the same country: predictable in the largest 

countries (i.e. Usa, Brazil, Russia), the different standards also charac-

terize the smallest ones (i.e. Romania, Italy, etc.), highlighting a gap 

                                                
19 For instance in South Africa 40% of social workers are employed in the public 

sector and the rest in Ngos. 
20 For instance, despite the social workers’ wide community, only 9% of profes-

sionals spend time in research in the Usa (Orwat and Besinger, infra). 
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which usually penalizes the poorest regions (as witnessed by Italian re-

gional standards, Sicora, infra)
21

. 

 

 

5. Challenges and perspectives 

 

The professionalization process, which has engaged social workers 

in all the countries, has faced changing fortune: after an uncertain in-

ception, social work ran up in conjunction with the development of 

capitalism and welfare state regimes. During this golden age, which oc-

curred in the countries represented in this issue in different times, a lot 

of steps towards fully professional recognition have been done. Yet, 

nowadays social work seems to be at risk of involution or, even worst, 

extinction in connection to an emerging economic and political project, 

which deeply questions the relationship between state and citizens and, 

ultimately, the commitment of social work. Under the wave of neolib-

eralism and managerialism social work seems to be affected by an in-

creasing process of de-professionalization: fragmented and standard-

ized interventions, contracted resources, widespread control on the pro-

fessionals’ work undermine the professional autonomy and authority, 

while, on the other side, a loss of wage makes social workers share the 

same troubles as the people they serve. Moreover, the increasing de-

regulated work and unemployment have also involved social workers in 

many countries, bringing professionals to look for a job abroad or in 

other domains (i.e. Lazar, infra). In the meantime large sectors of social 

work activities seem to be no longer in use or be practiced by an alter-

native – and often less qualified – workforce. In addiction the social 

work training, often located at the higher education system, seems to be 

affected by an uncertain recognition (above all about the autonomous 

body of knowledge) and outclassed by more profitable educational pro-

grams. In other words, while the state changes its role and «alters the 

conditions of solidarity from collective-ensured to individually-earned» 

(Lorenz, 2004: 20), social work seems to be in danger of losing the 

support (de-legitimation) of both institutions and citizens. 

                                                
21 For instance in the Northern Italian regions the ratio of social workers per people is 

fixed at 1 per 2000 (referring only to professionals employed at the municipalities). 
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As Spolander and Martin underline, social workers seem to have a 

weak awareness of the implications of the globalization on their own 

work: due to the difficulties in theorizing and practicing, they risk to 

translate uncritically management ideology into their own professional 

practice. 

In contrast to this situation, a few alternatives are emerging, some-

times as denounces or ideological debates, sometimes as a concrete ef-

fort of theorizing and practicing. Many authors actually suggest a re-

conceptualization of social work along with a re-politicization of its 

role (Ioakimidis, Cruz Santos, Martinez Herrero, 2014). Despite the 

past, this advocated political role seems to be characterized by more 

pragmatic features, which are rooted in promotion of human rights and 

social justice (Ioakimidis, Cruz Santos, Martinez Herrero, 2014; Lom-

bard, Twikirize, 2014) and widely pursue the dialogue among different 

social actors. In this perspective «the ‘in-between space’» (Lorenz, 

2004: 11) occupied by social work is not criticized, as happened in the 

past, but emphasized as a place where new forms of solidarity can 

shape. Promoting the dialogue between different social actors (i.e. insti-

tutions, Ngos, citizens) in the «in-between space», social workers can 

re-appropriate their constitutive mediation role, reinforce their identity 

and «external influence» (Wiess-Gal, Welbourne, 2008: 289) and en-

hance – through the democratic debate – the social solidarity along with 

the citizenship rights. 
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