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1

Introduction

Current context of social work

The occupation of social work is currently in a period of change –
both in the UK and in many other countries – as the role of the state
as a direct provider of services declines, resources for welfare are
being reduced and new styles of management and accountability are
introduced. This makes it not only difficult to look at the ethics and
values of social work (because old values may be becoming irrele-
vant and new ones are beginning to emerge) but also particularly
important. Social work has always been a difficult occupation to
define. It is located within and profoundly affected by diverse
cultural, economic and policy contexts in different countries of the
world. Social work embraces work in a number of sectors (public,
private, independent, voluntary); it takes place in a multiplicity of
settings (residential homes, area offices, community development
projects); practitioners perform a range of tasks (caring, controlling,
empowering, campaigning, assessing, managing); and the work has
a variety of purposes (redistribution of resources to those in need,
social control and rehabilitation of the deviant, prevention or reduc-
tion of social problems). This diversity, or ‘fragmentation’ as some
have called it, is increasing, which raises the question of whether the
occupation can retain the rather tenuous identity it was seeking to
develop in the 1970s and 1980s.

In such a climate of fragmentation, there are some who argue that
it is the values of social work that should hold it together. Yet the
values traditionally stated – self-determination of the service user,
acceptance, non-judgementalism and confidentiality, for example –
are neither unique to social work nor do they seem to be complete
for social work. Similar statements of values or ethical principles are
made for medicine, nursing and counselling, for example. It is pre-
cisely because these values are so broad ranging that they can
encompass the variety of tasks and settings that come under the
umbrella of ‘social work’. They are relevant to the ‘caring profes-
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sional’ who is in a relationship of trust with a service user in need
of help. Yet this description has never adequately characterised
social work, which may also be about controlling people in the inter-
ests of social order. So, not only do the traditional social work values
fail to characterise social work uniquely, they also fail to encompass
social work itself completely. Other values also seem relevant, such
as fairness in the distribution of resources and the promotion of the
public good. As state-sponsored social work changes, with the
emphasis less on the individual helping relationship and more on the
distribution of resources and on social control, this is becoming
more apparent. State social workers who are involved in the crim-
inal justice system, community care, child protection and mental
health are finding themselves working to an increasing number of
legal, governmental and agency procedures and guidelines. This
brings ethical issues around justice and fairness to prominence. At
the same time, workers in specialist services that are often located
in the voluntary (not-for-profit) sector, such as child advocacy or
AIDS/HIV counselling, can operate more easily within the tradi-
tional casework value system that emphasises the self-determination
of service users (or its modern development, ‘empowerment’) and
the rights and welfare of individuals.  

Terminology: ‘social work’, ‘social workers’ and ‘service users’

There are many definitions of social work. These vary in emphasis
according to the purpose for which they are written, the ideological
viewpoint of the authors, the country and/or organisation of origin
and the level of generality or detail. As Healy (2001, p. 80)
comments, there are both striking similarities and differences in
social work practice around the world. Some of the similarities are
due to the influence of American and western European education
programmes and literature in countries where social work developed
later or was influenced by former colonial links. The establishment
of international professional organisations and the growing ease of
global communications have also contributed to an increasing
awareness of common and inter-connected issues and problems. Yet,
at the same time, as social work has become established in a range
of countries, so its methods and approaches have adapted to the local
conditions and culture.  So while it is possible for the International
Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) to produce a definition of
social work that is designed to be applicable worldwide, it is a very
general statement of purpose and principle. It is acknowledged that
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the priorities of social work will vary between countries and time
periods, depending on cultural, historical and socio-economic
conditions. The IFSW (2000) definition will, however, be used as a
starting point for this book:

The social work profession promotes social change, problem
solving in human relationships and the empowerment and liberation
of people to enhance well-being. Utilising theories of human
behaviour and social systems, social work intervenes at points
where people interact with their environments. Principles of human
rights and social justice are fundamental to social work.

The purpose of this statement is to unify social workers around
the world and to provide a common starting point for presenting
social work to governments and other international and national
agencies and bodies. The term ‘profession’ is used to describe
social work, which instantly gives the occupation a status and
implied unity. Reference is made to the use of theories relevant to
social work interventions, which again serve to legitimise social
work as a profession, based on a body of knowledge. Implicit in
this is the fact that the theories need to be learnt through an educa-
tional process and applied through expertise. The definition also
focuses on the purposes of social work, which include the terms
‘social change’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘liberation’. These terms indi-
cate that social work is about more than just helping people to
adapt to their environments. It is about enabling them to take
action for themselves. The fact that the definition explicitly refers
to principles as fundamental highlights the importance of social
workers having a commitment to a set of core values. The mention
of ‘human rights’ and ‘social justice’ covers both issues of indi-
vidual freedom of choice and action and the distribution of power
and resources in society.

The term ‘social worker’ is used in this book to refer to people
who are paid in a professional capacity to undertake the work just
described. The IFSW definition is followed by a commentary,
which includes a fuller description of social work practice,
suggesting that ‘interventions range from primarily person-focused
psychosocial processes to involvement in social policy, planning
and development’. It is important to note that some of the activi-
ties that form part of these interventions (such as counselling or
helping people obtain services and resources in the community)
may be carried out by people who are not social workers (volun-
teers, family members, other welfare professionals). But the loca-
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tion of the interventions undertaken by social workers within a
rubric of theory and specialised terminology indicates that the
practices will only be recognised as social work if they can be
constructed in this way. 

I have tended to adopt the term ‘service user’ or simply ‘user’ to
refer to the people who use social work services. I prefer this to
‘customer’ or ‘consumer’ as these terms have connotations of choice
and market-based relationships that are not necessarily appropriate
in social work. Occasionally the term ‘client’ is used, as this was
until recently in common usage and some of the social work liter-
ature uses this term. I have tended to use ‘she’ when I am referring
to a social worker instead of the more cumbersome ‘he/she’.

Terminology: ‘ethics’ and ‘values’

It is also important to clarify the terms in the title of the book –
‘ethics’ and ‘values’. People use the term ‘ethics’ in a number of dif-
ferent ways, but perhaps the most important distinction to make is
between ethics as synonymous with moral philosophy and ethics as
moral norms or standards. Within each of these two broad types of
usage there are also many variations, depending on what aspects of
moral philosophy are stressed and whether ‘moral norms’ are seen
as habits, preferences, rules, standards, principles or character traits,
for example.

If we take the first usage of ethics, as moral philosophy, it is a
singular term, used to describe a branch of philosophy concerned
with the study of ‘morality, moral problems and moral judgements’
(Frankena, 1963, p. 3). This is the way most moral philosophers
writing on ethics use the term. For example, Warnock (1998, p. 7)
talks of ‘ethics (or moral philosophy, as I prefer to call it)’. The
nature and remit of moral philosophy is, of course, disputed. But
often philosophers distinguish three types of ethics as follows:

1. Metaethics – comprises critical and analytical thinking about the
meaning and use of moral terms such as ‘right’, ‘good’ or ‘duty’,
about whether moral judgements can be justified or what the
nature of morality is, for example.

2. Normative ethics – attempts to give answers to moral questions
and problems regarding, for example, what the morally right
course of action in a particular case is, whether someone is a
morally good person or whether lying is always wrong.

3. Descriptive ethics – studies what people’s moral opinions and
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beliefs are and how they act in relation to these – for example,
whether people in Britain believe abortion is always morally
wrong.

Some philosophers confine moral philosophy to metaethics only
(for example, Urmson, 1975, p. 99), but generally it is regarded as
comprising both metaethics and normative ethics, although some
philosophers may inevitably spend more of their time on the former
than the latter. Descriptive ethics, however, is usually regarded as
outside the realm of moral philosophy, although not irrelevant, in
that it comprises the kinds of empirical and historical inquiries that
might be conducted by anthropologists, sociologists or historians.
Clearly in the context of professional ethics, we are interested in all
three aspects of ethics, including descriptive ethics (what moral
views social workers actually hold and how they behave in prac-
tice), although the purpose of this book is not to conduct an empir-
ical inquiry.

The second usage of the term ‘ethics’ is as a plural term referring
to the norms or standards of behaviour people follow concerning
what is regarded as good or bad, right or wrong. Commentators vary
according to whether they regard ethics as norms, standards, rules,
principles or character traits and whether they regard them as inter-
nally developed by the moral agent or externally imposed by an
outside authority. A common use of this second sense of ethics is in
the expression ‘code of ethics’ – which is usually regarded as a set
of principles, standards or rules of conduct for ethical practice. A
variant on this usage of ethics is to use the term synonymously with
‘morality’ to mean a system of moral norms or standards.

In English we often use the terms ‘ethics’ and ‘morals’ inter-
changeably in this second sense. Indeed, as Edwards (1998, p. 41)
points out, ‘morals’ is derived from the Latin (mores) and ‘ethics’
from the Greek (ethos), both meaning habits or customs. It is in this
interchangeable sense that I will use the terms ‘ethics’ and ‘morals’
in this book, along with the adjectives ‘ethical’ and ‘moral’.
However, it is important to point out that some commentators do
distinguish between the two. Osborne (1998, pp. 221–2) makes the
following distinction:

Moral systems are systems of interdiction; they are ideologies,
codes to which individuals must relate themselves. Ethics, on the
other hand, might be considered in a more positive sense, not as
codes of interdiction, not as external norms to which individuals
must relate themselves, but as constructed norms of ‘internal
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consistency’ (cf. Deleuze, 1988: 23; Foucault, 1984). Morality, one
could say, is about doing one’s duty to others or doing one’s duty
by some moral norm; ethics is about doing one’s duty to oneself.

This has resonances with the distinction made in some of the
French literature between ‘la morale’ and ‘l’éthique’. Bouquet
(1999, p. 27) defines ‘la morale’ as ‘a set of universalisable values,
absolute and imperative; it comprises duties’. She suggests that the
term has become discredited through being confused with moral-
ising and through the recent rejection of a prescriptive morality, of
dogmatism and universalism. Common usage is now substituting the
term ‘éthique’ for ‘morale’. She regards ‘l’éthique’ as equally
normative, but not categorical. It is principally associated with the
subject and interior to the subject (that is, the moral agent) who is
autonomous, free and responsible to herself for her acts. Bouquet
defines ‘l’éthique’ as ‘the set of principles which are at the founda-
tion of each person’s conduct’.

However, such distinctions in the English-speaking literature are
less common and great care must be taken to ascertain how com-
mentators are distinguishing ‘ethics’ and ‘morals’, if at all, since
they do not all follow the same broad distinctions made by Osborne
and Bouquet. For example, Bauman frequently talks of ‘ethics’ as
the externally imposed codes prescribing correct behaviour univer-
sally (1995, p. 11) and the ‘moral impulse’ or ‘morality’ as internal
and ‘autonomous’ (1993, p. 46). No such distinctions will be made
in this book.

The term ‘values’ is equally problematic. ‘Social work values’,
‘the value-base of social work’, ‘social work as a value-laden
activity’ are all common phrases in the social work literature. Yet
what is meant by ‘the values of social work’? ‘Values’ is one of
those words that tends to be used rather vaguely and has a variety of
different meanings. Timms (1983, p. 107) cites a literature review
that discovered 180 different definitions. In everyday usage,
‘values’ is often used to refer to one or all of religious, moral,
cultural, political or ideological beliefs, principles, attitudes, opin-
ions or preferences. For our purpose, ‘values’ can be regarded as
particular types of belief that people hold about what is regarded as
worthy or valuable. In the context of professional practice, the use
of the term ‘belief’ reflects the status that values have as stonger than
mere opinions or preferences. 

Clearly there are many different types of thing that can be
regarded as valuable. Seedhouse (1998, p. 78) lists: physical objects
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(for example furniture); aesthetic qualities (for example beauty);
intangibles (for example creativity); principles (for example truth
telling); or ideologies (for example communism). In the literature
on professional values, it is frequently principles, and particularly
ethical principles, relating to how people should be treated, what
ideas or actions are worthy or unworthy, good or bad, right or
wrong that are regarded as values. For example, the IFSW (2000)
definition of social work includes ‘respect for the equality, worth,
and dignity of all people’, ‘human rights’ and ‘social justice’ under
the heading of ‘values’. However, some of the literature also
includes what Seedhouse calls ‘intangibles’ as professional values,
such as creativity or integrity, which we might regard as  ‘virtues’
or character traits of workers. Furthermore, there is an increasing
tendency to distinguish ‘values’ from ‘principles’ in some state-
ments on professional ethics (for example, Australian Association
of Social Workers, 1999; British Assocation for Counselling and
Psychotherapy, 2001; British Association of Social Workers, 2002),
with ‘values’ being used to encompass broad beliefs about the
nature of the good society and the role of social work within this
(belief in human dignity and worth, integrity in social work prac-
tice) and principles being general statements about actions that
promote these values (treating people with respect, placing service
users’ needs first).  I will use the term ‘social work values’ in a very
broad sense to encompass this whole range of beliefs about what is
regarded as worthy or valuable in a social work context (general
beliefs about the nature of the good society, general principles about
how to achieve this through actions and the desirable qualities or
character traits of professional practitioners). 

Professional values can be distinguished from personal values, in
that personal values may not be shared by all members of an occu-
pational group. For example, a person who works as a social worker
may have a personal belief that abortion is wrong, but this is not
one of the underlying principles of social work. Insofar as profes-
sional values are located within and influenced by broader societal
values, then they may reflect particular ideological or political posi-
tions (for example liberalism). But lists of professional values do
not usually include direct or overt statements of ideological or polit-
ical beliefs. Employing agencies’ values are usually similar to those
of the profession as a whole, although some specialist organisations
may include explicit religious or ideological beliefs. A worker’s
personal values, however, will encompass all of Seedhouse’s range
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of categories and may include religious as well as aesthetic and
ideological beliefs. 

Rationale and aims of the book

The discussion thus far suggests that it is both timely and difficult
to explore the nature of the ethical and value issues inherent in social
work practice. It is timely not just because the old values are under
threat, but also because social workers themselves are increasingly
under moral attack from the press and public for the outcomes of
their actions. Controversies over the handling of child abuse cases,
for example, raise ethical questions about the duties and rights of
social workers and the extent to which they should be blamed if a
child dies or if children are removed from their families unneces-
sarily. Many social workers feel a sense of guilt and anxiety when
having to make a difficult ethical decision. While such feelings are
inevitable for anyone who makes difficult decisions and has a sense
of moral responsibility, should social workers take all the blame for
bad outcomes? One of the purposes of this book is to encourage
social workers to be clear about their own value positions and hence
to reduce some of the unnecessary feelings of guilt, blame and
anxiety in making difficult ethical decisions.

In the course of collecting material for this book, I have found
that when social workers are asked to describe ethical dilemmas in
their practice, there is never any shortage of examples and there is
no need even to define what is meant by an ‘ethical dilemma’. If we
do define what is meant by the term ‘ethical dilemma’ – a choice
between two equally unwelcome alternatives relating to human
welfare – then it is immediately apparent that the occurrence of
ethical dilemmas in social work is serious and common. There is
never any shortage of cases where the rights of parents have to be
balanced against the rights of children or the social worker’s duty to
the agency conflicts with a duty to the service user, for example.

There are no easy answers to the ethical problems and dilemmas
in social work practice. It is not possible (or desirable) to produce a
rulebook that would enable social workers easily and quickly to
resolve these dilemmas. Even if it were, the resolution of the
dilemma will still entail making a choice between two unwelcome
alternatives, perhaps by careful consideration and deciding that one
alternative is less unwelcome than the other. Having made the
choice, the impact of the dilemma does not go away, for even the
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least unwelcome alternative is still unwelcome. The resolution of a
dilemma often leaves a residue of guilt, blame or regret. This is
where some of the main stresses for social workers lie; not just in
having to make difficult choices and decisions, but having to take
responsibility for the unwelcome nature or outcomes of the deci-
sions. For example:

Peter is a 10-year-old boy whose parents are still barely able to
control him after a lot of support from a social worker and a range
of professionals from other agencies. Should the social worker
recommend that Peter be removed from the parental home, a
decision that would go against the wishes of Peter and his parents
and might cause further disruptive behaviour as a result of the
move? Or should she recommend that he stay at home, a course of
action that is contrary to the demands coming from neighbours and
the school and risks further violent and disruptive behaviour
towards other children and neighbours?

Both solutions have unwelcome consequences. The process of
investigation, taking into account the legal and moral rights of
different parties, the risks involved in both courses of action and the
legal, procedural and moral responsibilities of the social worker is
a complex one. Whatever course of action is taken, somebody’s
rights may be compromised and some of the consequences may be
unwelcome.

The aim of this book is not to tell social workers how to make
such choices – I believe that would be both impossible and undesir-
able. It is impossible because of the complexity of social work 
decision-making; no rulebook could cover the variety of situations.
It would be undesirable because it would suggest that social workers
would simply have to follow the prescribed rules applying in each
case and could in effect abrogate their individual responsibility for
decision-making. Rather, the book aims to encourage critical think-
ing, reflection and reflexivity through exploring the nature of the
ethical problems and dilemmas in social work, how and why they
arise and what might be some alternative ways of tackling them
according to different ethical theories and approaches. Through
gaining a clearer understanding of what the problems and dilemmas
are about, social workers should be able more readily to decide
where they stand on some of the important ethical issues in the work
and will have more confidence in justifying the decisions they have
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made and may feel less obliged to take the blame for the inevitable
unwelcome outcomes of social work intervention.

At the end of each chapter, exercises have been included that can
be used by readers to focus their thoughts around particular issues
or by tutors/facilitators teaching or working with groups of social
workers. Case studies drawn from accounts given by social work
students and practitioners have also been used, mainly in Chapter 7,
to illustrate how ethical problems and dilemmas arise and can be
tackled in practice. Details of the cases and all names of people
involved have been changed to preserve anonymity.
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