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INTRODUCTION:
THE HEART OF
SOCIAL WORK

Social  work  is,  at  its
core,  a  profession
dedicated to enhancing
human well-being  and
helping meet the basic
needs  of  all  people,
w i t h  p a r t i c u l a r
attention to the needs
and  empowerment  of
p e o p l e  w h o  a r e
vulnerable,  oppressed,
and  living  in  poverty.
The concept of  social
justice in social work
i s  n o t  m e r e l y  a n
abstract ideal; it is the
ethical  and  practical
foundation upon which

the entire profession is
built.  Without  a  deep
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
fairness,  equity,  and
the  dismantl ing  of
systemic  barriers,
soc i a l  wo rk  r i s k s
becoming  a  tool  of
maintenance  rather
than  transformation.
This  article  explores
the  mu l t i f ace ted
relationship  between
social justice and social
w o r k ,  e x a m i n i n g
h i s t o r i c a l  r o o t s ,
c o n t e m p o r a r y
challenges,  and  the
p r a c t i c a l  w a y s
practitioners champion
equity every day.
Understanding  social
justice in social work
requires  us  to  look
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beyond  indiv idual
client  problems  and
r e c o g n i z e  t h e
structural  forces  that
create and perpetuate
inequality. It calls for a
dual  focus:  helping
individuals  navigate
immediate crises while
simultaneously striving
to change the systems
t h a t  c a u s e  t h o s e
c r i s e s .  I n  t h i s
comprehensive  guide,
we  wil l  unpack  the
meaning  of  soc ia l
just ice  wi th in  the
profession,  discuss  its
c o r e  p r i n c i p l e s ,
highlight its application
at  micro,  mezzo,  and
macro  leve ls ,  and
underscore  why  i t
r e m a i n s  t h e
profess ion’s  most
essential guiding value.

WHAT DOES
SOCIAL JUSTICE
MEAN IN SOCIAL
WORK?

Social justice is a broad

term, but within social
work,  it  has  a  specific
a n d  a c t i o n a b l e
definition.  According to
t h e  N a t i o n a l
Association  of  Social
Workers  (NASW)  Code
o f  E t h i c s ,  s o c i a l
workers have a duty to
pursue  social  change,
particularly with and on
behalf  of  vulnerable
a n d  o p p r e s s e d
individuals and groups.
This means challenging
injustice  at  multiple
l e v e l s — p e r s o n a l ,
inst i tut ional ,  and
societal.
Key elements of social
justice in social work
include:

Equity over
equality:
Recognizing that
different groups
need different
levels of support
to achieve fair
outcomes.
Human rights:
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Upholding the
inherent dignity
and worth of
every person, as
affirmed by the
Universal
Declaration of
Human Rights.
Participation:
Ensuring that
marginalized
communities
have a voice in
decisions that
affect their lives.
Access to
resources:
Working to close
gaps in
healthcare,
housing,
education, and
economic
opportunity.
Anti-
oppressive
practice:
Actively
confronting
racism, sexism,
classism,
homophobia,

transphobia,
ableism, and
other forms of
discrimination.

Social  workers  are
trained  to  recognize
t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l
problems  often  have
social  roots.  A  child
struggling  in  school
may  be  dealing  with
poverty,  inadequate
nutrition,  or  trauma
f rom  an  uns tab le
home .  The  soc i a l
w o r k e r  n o t  o n l y
supports the child and
f a m i l y  b u t  a l s o
advocates  for  better
school  funding,  food
assistance  programs,
and  affordable  housing
pol ic ies.  This  dual
commitment  defines
the unique contribution
of the profession.

HISTORICAL
ROOTS: FROM
CHARITY TO



4

4 Social Justice In Social Work 2024-07-13

JUSTICE

T h e  c o n n e c t i o n
between  social  work
and social justice is not
new.  The  profession
emerged  in  the  late
19th  and  early  20th
centuries  during  a
p e r i o d  o f  r a p i d
i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ,
urbanizat ion,  and
immigration.  Early
pioneers such as Jane
A d d a m s  a n d  t h e
set t lement  house
movement  directly
linked social work with
social  reform.  Addams
and  her  colleagues
l i ved  among  poor
communities, providing
serv i ces  bu t  a l so
campaigning  for  labor
l a w s ,  w o m e n ’ s
suffrage, and an end to
child labor.
Similarly,  the  civi l
rights movement of the
1 9 5 0 s  a n d  1 9 6 0 s
pushed social  work  to
confront racial injustice

h e a d - o n .  S o c i a l
workers  like  Whitney
M.  Young  Jr.  urged
the profession to move
beyond  casework  and
embrace  systemic
advocacy. The War on
Poverty  in  the  1960s
further  embedded
social  justice  into  the
profession’s  DNA,  as
social workers became
k e y  p l a y e r s  i n
community  organizing,
policy  development,
and  the  creation  of
programs  like  Head
Start  and  Medicaid.
Today,  the  legacy  of
these  movements
continues to shape the
field.  However,  many
a r g u e  t h a t  t h e
profession has at times
been  co -opted  by
managerialism  and
clinical  approaches
that focus on individual
pathology  rather  than
structural  change.
Reclaiming the  radical
roots of social justice
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in  social  work  is  an
ongoing  struggle  for
e d u c a t o r s ,
pract it ioners,  and
students  alike.

CORE PRINCIPLES
OF SOCIAL JUSTICE
IN SOCIAL WORK
PRACTICE

Human
Dignity
and
Worth
R e s p e c t  f o r  t h e
inherent  dignity  and
worth of  every person
is  a  non-negotiable
principle in social work.
This  means  treating
clients  as  experts  of
their  own  lives,  using
s t r e n g t h s - b a s e d
approaches, and never
blaming individuals for
systemic  fai lures.

Social  justice  requires
that  we  see  people
holistically,  not  as
diagnoses or problems
to be fixed.

Self-
Determin
ation
E m p o w e r m e n t  i s
c e n t r a l  t o  s o c i a l
justice.  Social  workers
support  c l ients  in
mak ing  the i r  own
decisions  and  taking
control  of  their  lives,
e v e n  w h e n  t h o s e
choices  differ  from
what the worker might
personally  prefer.  This
principle  is  especially
i m p o r t a n t  w h e n
w o r k i n g  w i t h
communities that have
h i s to r i ca l l y  been
denied autonomy, such
as  Indigenous  peoples
o r  p e o p l e  w i t h
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disabil it ies.

Distributi
ve Justice
This  refers  to  the  fair
allocation  of  society’s
r e s o u r c e s ,
opportunities,  and
b u r d e n s .  S o c i a l
workers  advocate  for
policies  that  reduce
economic  inequality,
such  as  progressive
taxation,  universal
healthcare,  and  living
wages.  On  a  practical
level ,  distr ibut ive
justice  might  involve
helping a client access
f o o d  s t a m p s  o r
connecting  a  family
with  affordable  legal
representation.

Critical

Consciou
sness
Brazi l ian  educator
Paulo Freire introduced
t h e  c o n c e p t  o f
conscientization—the
process  of  developing
a critical understanding
of social, political, and
e c o n o m i c
contradictions.  Social
workers  use  this  idea
to  help  cl ients  and
communities  analyze
the  structures  that
oppress them and take
collective  action.  This
is  a  key  element  of
social  just ice  in
social work education
and practice.

LEVELS OF SOCIAL
JUSTICE PRACTICE

Social  justice  work
occurs  across  three
interconnected  levels:
micro,  mezzo,  and
macro.  A  truly  just
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social  work  practice
integrates  all  three.

Micro
Level:
Individual
and
Family
At  the  micro  level,
social  workers  help
c l i e n t s  n a v i g a t e
systems,  cope  with
trauma,  and  bui ld
resilience.  Even  here,
social  justice  is  vital.
For example,  a school
social  worker  might
help a student from a
low-income  family
access  free  tutoring,
ensure  the  student’s
cultural  background  is
r e s p e c t e d  i n  t h e
classroom, and address
bullying based on race
or  disability.  The  goal

is not just to alleviate
immediate distress but
to do so in a way that
respects  the  client’s
dignity  and  long-term
wellbeing.

Mezzo
Level:
Communi
ty and
Organizat
ions
Mezzo-level  practice
involves  working  with
groups,  organizations,
and  neighborhoods.  A
community  organizer
might  help  tenants
f o r m  a  u n i o n  t o
demand repairs from a
negligent  landlord.  A
hospital  social  worker
might lead a task force
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to reduce disparities in
m a t e r n a l  h e a l t h
outcomes  for  Black
women.  These  efforts
tackle  injustices  that
affect  many  people
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y ,
building  collective
power  and  systemic
change.

Macro
Level:
Policy
and
Society
Macro practice focuses
on  changing  laws,
policies,  and  social
structures.  Socia l
workers  lobby  for
criminal justice reform,
a d v o c a t e  f o r
immigration  rights,
p u s h  f o r  c l i m a t e
justice,  and  work  to

e n d  m a s s
incarceration.  While
not every social worker
d o e s  m a c r o  w o r k
direct ly,  al l  social
w o r k e r s  h a v e  a
responsibility  to  be
informed about policies
affecting  their  clients
and to use their voices
for  advocacy.  The
social  just ice  in
social  work  mandate
demands  that  the
profession  influence
the  broader  political
landscape.

CHALLENGES TO
SOCIAL JUSTICE IN
CONTEMPORARY
SOCIAL WORK

D e s p i t e  t h e
profession’s  stated
commitment  to  social
just ice ,  there  are
significant barriers that
hinder  its  realization.
Understanding  these
obstacles is crucial for
honest  and  effective
practice.
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Neolibera
lism and
Austerity
Over  the  past  four
decades,  neoliberal
policies—privatization,
deregulation,  cuts  to
social  services—have
profoundly  impacted
social  work.  Agencies
are often underfunded
and  overburdened,
forcing  social  workers
to focus on paperwork
and  bi l lable  hours
rather  than  advocacy.
This  “managerialism”
c a n  e r o d e  t h e
profession’s  social
justice  orientation,
turning  practitioners
into  gatekeepers  of
l imi ted  resources
rather  than  agents  of
change.

Burnout
and
Compassi
on
Fatigue
Social  justice  work  is
e m o t i o n a l l y
demanding.  Constant
exposure  to  injustice,
trauma,  and  systemic
failures  can  lead  to
burnout,  compassion
fatigue,  and  vicarious
t r a u m a .  W i t h o u t
adequate  self-care,
organizational  support,
and  supervision,  even
the  most  passionate
social  worker  may
become  cynical  or
disengaged.  This  is  a
structural  issue,  not
just  an  individual  one.
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White
Suprema
cy and
Institutio
nal
Racism
S o c i a l  w o r k  h a s
historically  been  a
predominantly  white
profession,  and  it  has
not  a lways  served
communities  of  color
w e l l .  F r o m  t h e
eugenics movement to
the  cu r ren t  ch i l d
welfare  system,  which
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y
targets  B lack  and
Indigenous  families,
the  profession  has
been complicit in harm.
Confronting this legacy
requ i res  ongo ing
critical  self-reflection,

decolonizing  curricula,
and  center ing  the
leadership  of  BIPOC
pract i t ioners  and
scholars.  True  social
justice in social work
cannot  exist  without
racial  justice.

Political
Polarizati
on
In  an  increasingly
polarized  pol it ical
environment,  social
workers who advocate
for  social  justice  may
face  backlash  from
funders, employers, or
community  members.
Some states have even
considered  legislation
that  would  restrict
social  workers  from
discussing  certain
topics,  such  as  racial
equi ty  or  LGBTQ+
rights.  Navigating
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these  pressures  while
maintaining  ethical
integrity  is  a  growing
challenge.

PRACTICAL
STRATEGIES FOR
EMBEDDING
SOCIAL JUSTICE

D e s p i t e  t h e s e
challenges,  there  are
conc re te  ways  to
integrate social  justice
into  everyday  social
work practice. Here are
several strategies:

Use a critical
framework:
Adopt theories
like
intersectionality,
anti-oppressive
practice, or
structural social
work to analyze
client situations.
Ask not only
“What is wrong
with this
person?” but
“What is wrong

with this
system?”
Engage in
policy
advocacy: Even
clinical social
workers can
write letters to
legislators, join
professional
organizations
that lobby for
social justice,
and educate
clients about
their rights.
Build
community
partnerships:
Collaborate with
grassroots
organizations led
by the
communities
most affected by
injustice. Avoid
parachuting in;
follow the lead of
local leaders.
Prioritize
cultural
humility:
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Recognize that
you are not the
expert on
someone else’s
culture.
Continually learn,
listen, and reflect
on your own
biases and
privileges.
Practice self-
care and
collective care:
Sustain your
ability to fight for
justice by
nurturing
yourself and your
colleagues. This
is not selfish—it
is necessary for
long-term
effectiveness.
Mentor the
next
generation:
Social work
educators and
supervisors
should explicitly
teach about
social justice and

model advocacy
in their own
work.

THE FUTURE OF
SOCIAL JUSTICE IN
SOCIAL WORK

As the world  grapples
with  rising  inequality,
climate change, global
migration,  and  the
a f t e r m a t h  o f  a
pandemic, the need for
social  justice–oriented
soc i a l  wo rke r s  i s
greater than ever. The
profession  is  evolving
t o  m e e t  t h e s e
challenges.  Emerging
a r e a s  i n c l u d e
environmental  justice,
digital  equity,  and
global  social  work.
Furthermore,  the  rise
of  movements  l ike
Black  Lives  Matter,
#MeToo, and disability
justice has invigorated
a  new  generation  of
social workers who are
u n a p o l o g e t i c a l l y
p o l i t i c a l  a n d
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movement-centered.
The  Council  on  Social
W o r k  E d u c a t i o n
( C S W E )  h a s
s t reng thened  i t s
competency  standards
related to human rights
and  justice,  requiring
programs  to  integrate
these  top i c s  i n to
curricula.  Meanwhile,
organizations  like  the
NASW  cont inue  to
issue policy statements
on issues ranging from
g u n  v i o l e n c e  t o
immigration  reform.
The  future  of  social
justice in social work
d e p e n d s  o n  t h e
w i l l i n g n e s s  o f
practitioners  to  stay
connec ted  t o  the
profession’s  radical
roots while adapting to
new contexts.

CONCLUSION: A
LIVING
COMMITMENT

Social  justice  is  not  a

checkbox or a one-time
training—it  is  a  living,
breathing commitment
t h a t  m u s t  b e
continually  renewed.
For  social  workers,  it
means  showing  up
every  day  to  both
support individuals and
challenge  systems.  It
m e a n s  b e i n g
u n c o m f o r t a b l e ,
l e a r n i n g  f r o m
mistakes, and standing
in solidarity with those
w h o  a r e  m o s t
marginalized.  Whether
you are a student just
entering  the  field  or  a
seasoned  practitioner,
the  call  to  integrate
social  just ice  in
social work is the call
t o  d o  t h e  m o s t
meaningful  work  of
y o u r  l i f e .  T h e
profession’s  greatest
legacy is its promise to
build a more just  and
c o m p a s s i o n a t e
w o r l d — a n d  t h a t
promise  depends  on
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you.


