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Welcome to “An Introductory Guide to Social Work,” a comprehensive eBook to 
enhance your understanding of the profession. This guide is tailored for those eager 
to deepen their knowledge about the varied roles, theories, and ethical standards that 
define the field. Social work is a dynamic and essential profession dedicated to improving 
the well-being and quality of life for individuals, families, groups, and communities.

In this eBook, we explore foundational theories that guide social workers in addressing 
complex social issues and facilitating change across various levels of society. You’ll 
understand the distinctions between clinical social workers and therapists, including their 
training, scope of practice, and treatment approaches. The crucial role of caseworkers 
in linking individuals and families with necessary resources is detailed, providing insight 
into this vital connection. For those considering a career in this field, the guide offers 
a comprehensive look at what it takes to become a social worker, the challenges of 
the profession, and the profound impact one can have on society. Lastly, the eBook 
examines the ethical principles that govern social work practice, ensuring integrity and 
respect in all professional interactions.

Whether you are a student considering a career in social work, a professional seeking to 
expand your knowledge, or simply curious about the field, this eBook provides valuable 
insights and practical information to guide your journey. Join us as we explore the rich 
landscape of social work, a profession that champions social justice and empowers 
individuals and communities to flourish.

In this Series

Social Work

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work

Palo Alto University | About Us
Palo Alto University offers undergraduate, graduate, and continuing education programs with 
online, hybrid and residential options. An engaged faculty, who make significant contributions to 
their fields and thrive as mentors, prepare practitioners and students through rigorous educational 
programs, research and extensive hands-on clinical practice. 

When you put all of this together, PAU creates a legacy of confident, competent, and compassionate 
professionals who are at the forefront of psychology and counseling, making a difference in their 
communities.
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Social work is a profession dedicated to enhancing the well-being and quality of life for individuals, families, 
groups, and communities. Social workers are champions of social justice, advocating for those marginalized 
by society and empowering them to overcome challenges. 

Whether they counsel individuals in crisis, advocate for policy change, or connect clients with vital 
resources, social workers are catalysts for positive societal change.

Social work is the heart of compassionate action in communities. It 
addresses systemic inequalities, supports vulnerable populations, and 
promotes social justice. Through intervention and advocacy, social workers 
tackle pressing issues such as poverty, mental health, substance abuse, 
domestic violence, and more. Providing support, guidance, and resources, 
they help individuals and communities navigate life’s toughest challenges 
and build resilience.

The Impact of Social Work
•	 In 2020, 11.4% of Americans were living below the poverty line. Social 

workers help these individuals overcome challenges like housing and 
food insecurity.

•	 In 2023, over 36 million Americans were hospitalized, and clinical 
social workers played a crucial role in discharge planning and ensuring 
continuity of care.

•	 One in four Americans suffers from a mental illness or neurological 
disorder that affects their daily lives. 

•	 More than 1 in 100 American adults are incarcerated. Social workers 
lead initiatives to reduce crime, advance social justice, and promote 
community-based services.

•	 Child Protective Services receives millions of reports of child abuse or 
neglect annually. Social workers are instrumental in protecting these 
children and assisting families in addressing the stressors in their lives.

Why is Social Work Important?

A Guide for 
Aspiring Social 
Workers1
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1 A Guide for Aspiring Social Workers

Social Work Education 
The educational requirements for a social worker can vary depending on the specific role and 
jurisdiction, but typically include:

•	 Bachelor’s Degree: Many entry-level positions in social work require a Bachelor’s degree. A bachelor 
of social work program provides foundational principles, ethics, and practice knowledge.

•	 Master’s Degree: Advanced positions and specialized roles often require a Master of Social Work 
(MSW) degree. MSW programs build upon the knowledge gained in a Bachelor’s program and offer 
more in-depth training in clinical practice, policy analysis, and research. 

•	 Licensing & Certification: Social workers in most states must be licensed or certified to practice. 
Requirements for licensure or certification vary by state but typically include completing several 
supervised clinical hours and passing an exam.

•	 Continuing Education: Even after completing their formal education and obtaining licensure, social 
workers must often participate in continuing education courses to maintain their credentials and stay 
current with best practices and developments in the field. 

Social Work Programs
Prospective students should evaluate programs based on factors such as program specializations, 
faculty expertise, location, and opportunities for fieldwork and research. Additionally, accreditation by 
the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) is an essential indicator of program quality. 

1.	 Palo Alto University: Dr. Rose Wong, PhD, is a versatile academic with expertise in international 
development, psychology, and social welfare. With a background in consulting and social work, Dr. 
Wong has joined Palo Alto University (PAU) to spearhead the creation of a culturally sensitive 2-year 
Master of Social Work (MSW) program. Inspired by personal experiences with family mental health 
challenges, Dr. Wong transitioned from business to psychology and ultimately to social work. Her 
journey, which included international training and research, led her to recognize California’s dire 
shortage of behavioral health professionals. 

Dr. Wong’s efforts have been pivotal in establishing MSW programs, including one at the University of 
the Pacific and securing grants for PAU’s new program. With a focus on serving diverse populations, 
Dr. Wong is leading the development of an innovative curriculum at PAU, with enrollment projected 
to commence in 2025. Through collaboration with faculty and community leaders, Dr. Wong is poised 
to address California’s pressing need for qualified social workers.

2.	 Columbia University: Columbia University’s School of Social Work is in New York City and offers 
various MSW and Ph.D. programs. It emphasizes research, policy, and clinical practice.

3.	 University of Chicago: The School of Social Service Administration is known for its interdisciplinary 
approach to social work education. It offers MSW and Ph.D. programs focusing on social policy and 
clinical practice.

4.	 The University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill: The School of Social Work at UNC-Chapel Hill is 
known for its commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion. It offers MSW and Ph.D. programs 
focusing on direct practice and social policy.

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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Palo Alto University | Social Work

A Guide for Aspiring Social Workers

Social workers in healthcare settings may have opportunities for advancement, e.g., 
administration and higher salaries with additional experience or specialized certifications.

5.	 University of Michigan - Ann Arbor: The School of Social Work at the University of Michigan is 
renowned for its commitment to social justice and innovative research. It offers both Bachelor of 
Social Work (BSW) and Master of Social Work (MSW) programs.

 

Social Work Careers
The social work field offers many career paths, each with its unique focus and opportunities for 
impact. Some common areas of specialization include: 

•	 Clinical Social Work: Providing therapy and support services to individuals and families 
dealing with mental health issues, addiction, trauma, or other challenges. 
 
The average salary for clinical social workers varies depending on location, experience, and 
type of employer (private practice, hospital, government agency, etc.). It can range from 
around $46,000 to over $85,000. 

•	 Child & Family Social Work: Working with children and families involved in the child welfare 
system, providing support, advocacy, and reunification services. Child and family social 
workers typically earn salaries similar to clinical social workers. The median annual wage for 
child, family, and school social workers is around $48,430. 

•	 Community Organization & Advocacy: Mobilizing communities to address social issues, 
advocate for policy change, and empower marginalized populations. Community organizers 
and advocates’ salaries vary widely based on location, experience level, and the specific 
organization or cause they work for. The average in the United States is around $42,000 
annually, but this can range from around $30,000 to over $60,000. 

•	 Healthcare Social Work involves assisting patients and families in healthcare settings, 
providing emotional support, coordinating care, and navigating healthcare systems. 
Healthcare social workers often work in hospitals, clinics, or other healthcare settings. The 
median annual wage for healthcare social workers is around $57,630. However, similar 
to other specialties, salaries can vary based on location, experience level, and type of 
healthcare facility.

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work | 3
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1 A Guide for Aspiring Social Workers

Professional Organizations for Social Workers 
To thrive in social work, connecting with professional organizations that provide support, resources, 
networking opportunities, and professional development is essential. Here are a few prominent 
organizations to consider:

•	 National Association of Social Workers (NASW): The most prominent professional association 
for social workers in the United States, offering advocacy, continuing education, and networking 
opportunities

•	 Clinical Social Work Association (CSWA): This organization is dedicated to advancing clinical social 
work practice and providing support and resources for clinical social workers

•	 The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE): Sets program accreditation standards and promotes 
excellence in social work education.

Conclusion
Pursuing a career in social work offers a rewarding opportunity to make a significant difference in the lives 
of individuals and communities. As you embark on this journey, here are some recommended next steps 
to consider. 

•	 Research Educational Paths: Explore accredited social work programs that suit your interests and 
goals, focusing on specializations and faculty reputation, such as PAU’s Master of Social Work (MSW) 
program.

•	 Gain Experience: Volunteer or intern in social work to gain firsthand insights into the field’s challenges 
and rewards.

•	 Connect with Professionals: Network with experienced social workers and participate in workshops 
and seminars to stay informed.

•	 Stay Informed & Involved: Join professional organizations like the National Association of Social 
Workers (NASW) for resources and networking.

•	 Advocate for Social Change: Engage in advocacy to influence policies that impact your community 
and clients.

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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“Clinical social worker” and “therapist” refer to mental health services 
professionals. Still, there are some essential distinctions between the 
two roles regarding their training, scope of practice, and treatment 
approaches. Clinical social workers have a broad approach that 
includes social factors and resource linkage, while therapists may 
focus more narrowly on psychological therapies and interventions. 
The choice between a clinical social worker and a therapist might 
depend on the client’s specific needs, including the support and 
interventions they seek.

MENTAL HEALTH 
SERVICES 
PROFESSIONALS

Licensed Clinical Social Workers typically hold a Master’s degree 
in Social Work (MSW) and must obtain licensure in their state. 
This involves passing a clinical exam and completing supervised 
hours in clinical social work settings. Their education emphasizes 
psychotherapy and the role of social justice, preparing them to 
diagnose and treat mental, emotional, and behavioral disorders 
while considering the client’s environment and community 
connections. Clinical social workers often work in diverse settings, 
including hospitals, schools, and private practices, focusing on 
connecting clients with community and governmental resources.

On the other hand, Therapists may include psychologists, 
marriage and family therapists, or licensed professional 
counselors. They usually hold at least a Master’s degree in 
psychology, counseling, or family therapy. Therapists provide 
psychotherapy aimed at changing problematic behaviors, 
thoughts, emotions, and interactions through various modalities, 
including cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and psychodynamic 
therapy. Their practice focuses heavily on psychotherapeutic 
relationships and techniques to help individuals, couples, and 
families overcome psychological issues. 

Licensed Clinical Social Workers | Therapists

Clinical Social 
Worker vs Therapist2

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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Key Differences
•	 Education & Licensing: LCSWs must have an MSW and specific clinical social work licensing, whereas 

therapists may have diverse educational backgrounds with respective licensure.

•	 Scope of Practice: LCSWs assess and address psychological and social aspects, emphasizing advocacy 
and resource facilitation. Therapists primarily focus on psychological interventions.

 
Approaches to Treatment
LCSWs blend psychotherapy with understanding social dynamics, whereas therapists typically use direct 
psychotherapeutic techniques.

Furthermore, when considering LCPCs (Licensed Clinical Professional Counselors) versus LCSWs, the 
distinction lies in their educational focus and professional roles. 

•	 LCPCs, holding a Master’s in counseling, are geared towards diagnosing and treating mental health issues 
using specific psychotherapeutic techniques. 

•	 LCSWs have a broader base that includes psychotherapy and elements of social work like social justice 
and advocacy, making them well-suited for clients who need assistance with social and systemic issues 
and therapy. 

Choosing between an LCPC and an LCSW depends on the client’s needs. If the primary concern is focused 
on psychological treatment for personal or emotional issues, an LCPC might be preferred. If the client’s 
problems are intertwined with social factors or require help accessing community resources, an LCSW might 
be the better option.

 
Specializations
These experts employ tailored strategies to improve their clients ‘ circumstances with specializations ranging 
from school and healthcare social work to cognitive and behavioral therapies. 

•	 Social workers assist with navigating complex life situations, advocating for necessary legal interventions, 
and connecting clients to critical resources. 

•	 Therapists focus on addressing emotional and mental health challenges through specialized 
psychotherapeutic techniques. It’s important to note that the impact of sleep issues can vary widely 
among individuals, and not everyone with sleep problems will develop these conditions. However, 
addressing sleep problems through lifestyle changes, behavioral interventions, and medical treatment 
when necessary can be crucial in preventing or managing these illnesses.

2 Clinical Social Worker vs Therapist

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work | 6
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2 Clinical Social Worker vs Therapist

Social Work  
Specializations

School Social Work: These social workers partner with educational staff to 
monitor and address changes in student behavior. They evaluate both in-school 
and external influences on students and develop plans to support their social 
growth and behavioral improvement, enhancing their school experience and 
academic performance.

Healthcare Social Work: Healthcare social workers support patients grappling 
with physical and mental challenges related to medical diagnoses. They facilitate 
adjustment strategies, connect patients and families with support groups, and 
guide transitions from inpatient to outpatient care, ensuring continued self-care 
post-discharge.

Community Social Work: Community social workers design and implement 
services and initiatives for specific groups. They may work alongside nonprofits 
to provide counseling or assist communities post-disaster. These profession-
als support neighborhoods facing housing and resource access challenges and 
often collaborate with community groups and governmental bodies to enhance 
living conditions.

Child & Family Social Work: These social workers focus on improving families’ 
socioeconomic conditions and providing public benefits and employment re-
sources. They assess children’s welfare and can intervene or facilitate alternative 
care if necessary. When licensed, they may offer counseling directly or refer 
families to other mental health professionals for further assistance.

Below are some diverse roles and specializations within social work and therapy, each aimed at fostering 
better client outcomes across different environments.

Therapy
Specializations

Cognitive Therapy: Cognitive therapists work closely with clients to alter 
negative thought patterns that influence behavior and emotions. They analyze 
how internal mental processes, such as memory retention, perception, and 
information processing, impact behavior and help clients tackle emotional 
challenges.

Behavioral Therapy: Behavioral therapists focus on clients’ current behaviors 
and ability to adapt to environmental changes. They use research-backed 
learning theories to assess behaviors and develop strategies to improve mental 
well-being. This therapy applies to individuals of all ages facing issues like 
phobias and anxiety, aiding in the development of coping mechanisms.

Integrative Therapy: Some therapists combine multiple therapeutic 
approaches to create a personalized treatment plan. This method may 
incorporate cognitive, holistic, behavioral, and psychoanalytic therapies tailored 
to the client’s emotional and mental health needs.

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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2 Clinical Social Worker vs Therapist

Conclusion
Clinical social workers and therapists provide mental health services, yet they differ in their training, 
practice scope, and treatment methods. Clinical social workers typically hold a Master’s degree in Social 
Work and integrate social factors and resources into their approach, often working within community 
settings to connect clients with necessary support. Conversely, therapists focus more on direct 
psychological interventions through therapies like CBT and usually have advanced degrees in psychology 
or related fields. The choice between these professionals depends on a client’s needs, specifically whether 
they require broad socio-environmental support or intensive psychological therapy.

Resources for 
Understanding 
the Roles

Clinical Social Worker:

•	 National Association of Social Workers

•	 Council on Social Work Education

 
Therapist:

•	 American Psychological Association

•	 American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work

https://www.socialworkers.org/
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3
CASEWORKERS 
ARE SKILLED 
EXPERTS

Across the nation, individuals and families face many challenges, 
ranging from healthcare to social services. Navigating the available 
support options can be complex. 

Caseworkers, as crucial as ever, are the vital link connecting those in 
need with the right resources. Your role as a caseworker is not just a 
job, but a responsibility that impacts society in a significant way.

 
What is a 
Caseworker?

What Does a Caseworker Do?
Caseworkers are not just professionals, they are skilled experts. They work closely with clients, leveraging 
their unique backgrounds in social work, healthcare, or human services to connect them with the 
necessary support. Their expertise is not just a job requirement, it’s a defining feature that shapes their 
caseload and workplace. 

•	 Caseworkers actively engage with clients to deeply understand their specific situations, assess 
available services, and develop tailored plans to address those needs effectively. 

•	 Their responsibilities encompass providing social services to various client groups. 

•	 These groups include recipients of public assistance, food stamps, and medical aid, as well as 
institutionalized adults, those requiring protective services, and homeless individuals or families. 

•	 Their duties involve identifying client needs, crafting and executing service plans, and possibly 
determining eligibility for these services. They also perform counseling and investigative tasks, among 
other related activities.

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work | 9
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3

Caseworker vs. Social Worker
While caseworkers and social workers share similar environments and goals, their roles differ. Social workers 
are often licensed and provide counseling, therapy, and advocacy, while caseworkers focus on facilitating access 
to services.

Evolution of the Caseworker Role
The field of social casework has not remained stagnant. It has evolved, mirroring the changing needs of 
our society. Influenced by the demand for services and legislative changes, it has transformed into a more 
comprehensive, client-centered approach. This evolution is a testament to the adaptability and resilience of 
caseworkers.

Educational Requirements
Caseworkers typically hold a bachelor’s degree in relevant fields like human services, psychology, or sociology. 
Some may enter the field with an associate degree. 

Employment Settings for Caseworkers
Caseworkers find opportunities in diverse settings, including:

•	 Adoption and foster care agencies

•	 Criminal justice and government agencies

•	 Hospitals, mental health clinics, and nonprofit organizations

•	 Schools and community centers

What is a Caseworker?

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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Examples of Typical Tasks 
•	 Client Interviews and Assessments: Conduct interviews with service applicants, gathering necessary 

information, recording details, and making initial assessments and referrals. This may occur in clients’ 
homes or agency offices.

•	 Case Management: Manage ongoing cases for social service recipients, assessing clients’ needs, 
refer them to appropriate medical and social benefits and entitlements, take other necessary actions, 
monitoring progress, and coordinating services.

•	 Investigation and Verification: Investigate and verify client information, including family 
composition, income, past employment, and the status of children, ensuring all details concerning 
financial and other resources, as well as legally and socially responsible relatives, are accurate.

•	 Home Visits: Perform home visits to assess the needs of adults, particularly observing and reporting 
on the client’s ability to complete basic daily living skills such as self-care, medication adherence, and 
household maintenance. Refer clients for additional supportive services or psychiatric evaluations as 
necessary.

•	 Support for Incarcerated Individuals: Assist individuals receiving mental health and drug 
rehabilitation treatment within correctional systems to continue their treatment after release. 
Advocate for clients as needed to navigate the complexities of reintegration is a key component of the 
support provided.

•	 Family Relationship Assessments: Evaluate the dynamics within client families, identifying strengths, 
weaknesses, and problem areas. Assist clients in recognizing their needs for services and provides 
guidance and counseling to help develop suitable service plans, such as plans for independent living.

•	 Eligibility Determinations: Determine clients’ eligibility for shelter, institutional care, hospital 
services, or child daycare placement.

•	 Child Support and Parental Involvement: Investigate cases involving absent parents, assist in 
enforcing child support payments, and counsel affected clients.

•	 Supportive Counseling: Offer supportive counseling to motivate clients to achieve the goals outlined 
in their service plans. Intervene on behalf of clients to secure a range of benefits and services, 
including entitlements, housing, employment, education, rehabilitation, health care, counseling,  
and other necessary services.

•	 Provision of Health and Social Services: Deliver health-related and social services to various client 
groups such as older people, disabled adults, families facing multiple issues, and individuals who are 
unemployed or underemployed.

•	 Assistance with Household Finances: Aid homebound clients in managing their household 
finances and collaborates with them to create a plan tailored to their basic daily living needs.

•	 Community and Personal Contact: Reach out to a client’s employers, relatives, friends, hospitals, 
schools, and other public and private entities through field visits, mail, or telephone as necessary  
to gather or relay information pertinent to the client’s situation.

•	 Child Welfare Reporting: Report any suspected cases of child neglect or abuse to Central Registry  
to ensure appropriate measures are taken.

•	 Case Record Review: Review client case records to extract background information, previous agency 
interactions, and other relevant details to assess the client’s eligibility and social services or financial 
benefits needs.

3 What is a Caseworker?

Legal Representation: As needed, assist and support a client in accessing legal services 
 and may even accompany them to hearings as support.

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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Conclusion 
Caseworkers play a significant role in their clients’ lives, empowering them to overcome challenges 
and improve their situations. The rewarding nature of this role lies in the opportunity to make a real 
difference in someone’s life. As a caseworker, it’s essential to recognize the limits of one’s abilities while 
encouraging clients to participate actively in their journey toward betterment.

•	 Supervisory Meetings: Meet with supervisors to discuss individual cases and develop effective 
plans of action based on client needs.

•	 Documentation: Prepare and maintain accurate written documentation and computer records, 
including detailed case records and administrative forms.

•	 Team Collaboration: Participates as a member of an interdisciplinary team, sharing information, 
evaluating case progress, and planning future interventions during team meetings.

•	 Legal Representation: As needed, assist and support a client in accessing legal services and may 
even accompany them to hearings as support.

Skills Needed to Succeed as a Caseworker
Thriving as a caseworker requires specific skills:

•	 Proficiency in computer use and multitasking

•	 Excellent time management and organizational skills

•	 Strong communication skills, both verbal and written 

3 What is a Caseworker?

Personal qualities, including compassion, empathy, emotional intelligence, and impartiality, 
also play a role. Caseworkers must also set professional boundaries and prioritize their well-
being to assist others effectively.

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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SOCIAL LEARNING 
THEORY

Social work is a multifaceted profession that uses various theories to 
guide practice and intervention strategies. These theories provide a 
framework for understanding complex social issues and facilitating 
change at individual, community, and societal levels. 

This blog post will explore critical theories that inform social work 
practice, including social learning theory, psychodynamics, psychosocial 
development theory, systems theory, rational choice theory, contingency 
theory, cognitive behavioral therapy, conflict theory, and the broader 
societal context.

Social Work Ethical Principles
Social learning theory, pioneered by Albert Bandura, posits that people 
learn from one another through observation, imitation, and modeling.  
This theory is crucial in social work as it underscores the importance of 
role models and environments in shaping behavior. Interventions based 
on this theory often involve shaping positive behaviors and attitudes 
through structured programs that promote positive social interactions.

Social Work 
Theories in 
Practice

Example: A social worker is helping a teenager who struggles with aggression and has been 
influenced by violent behavior in his neighborhood. The social worker organizes a mentorship 
program where the teenager can interact with positive role models, demonstrating effective 
conflict resolution and communication skills. This exposure helps the teenager learn and 
adopt healthier behaviors through observation and emulation.

4

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work | 13
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4

Psychodynamics
Developed from the ideas of Sigmund Freud, psychodynamics explores how unconscious motives and 
conflicts influence behavior. In social work, psychodynamic theory is used to delve into an individual’s past 
experiences and emotional traumas affecting their current behavior and relationships. This understanding 
helps social workers address deep-seated emotional issues and foster healing and development.

Social Work Theories in Practice

Example: A social worker encounters a client who exhibits severe trust issues and difficulty forming 
relationships stemming from early childhood neglect. Using psychodynamic principles, the social worker 
explores these past experiences with the client, helping them understand and process their unconscious fears 
and how these impact their current relationships, thereby facilitating emotional healing and development.

Psychosocial Development Theory
Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development emphasizes the impact of social experiences across 
the lifespan. Each stage of life is associated with specific challenges and tasks that contribute to overall 
growth. Social workers use this theory to assess and support clients at different developmental stages, 
ensuring that developmental crises are resolved healthily.

Example: In a case involving an elderly client facing depression after retiring, a social worker uses Erikson’s 
stages of psychosocial development to assess and address the crisis of integrity vs. despair. The social worker 
encourages the client to reflect on life achievements and develop a sense of fulfillment and purpose, possibly 
through volunteering or community activities.

Systems Theory
Systems theory views individuals as part of more interconnected systems, including family, community, 
and society. This approach helps social workers recognize the multiple factors affecting individuals and 
how changes in one part of the system can influence others. Interventions may focus on altering the 
environment or interactions within these systems to improve the individual’s circumstances.

Example: A social worker assists a family with a child with behavioral problems. Recognizing the 
interconnectedness of systems, the social worker evaluates the dynamics within the family, school, and peer 
group. The intervention includes working with the parents to improve their parenting techniques, liaising with 
teachers for support at school, and facilitating positive peer interactions.

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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4 Social Work Theories in Practice

Rational Choice Theory
Rational choice theory suggests that individuals make decisions based on actions’ anticipated costs and 
benefits. Social workers applying this theory might focus on helping clients weigh the pros and cons of 
their choices to foster better decision-making processes, particularly in scenarios involving high-risk or 
significant life changes.

Example: A social worker uses rational choice theory to help a client contemplating leaving a job due to stress 
but is worried about financial security. The social worker helps the client list the benefits and drawbacks of 
staying versus leaving the job, considering factors like mental health, economic implications, and long-term 
career goals, thereby aiding the client in making a well-informed decision.

Contingency Theory
Contingency theory is rooted in the premise that there is no best way to approach management but that 
the most effective approach depends on the specific circumstances. In social work, this theory can tailor 
interventions to clients’ unique needs and contexts, recognizing that strategies and plans must be flexible 
and adaptable.

Example: A social worker leading a community outreach program adapts their approach based on 
each neighborhood’s needs and resources. In one area, the focus might be on job training due to high 
unemployment, while another might need more youth programs to engage teenagers. The social worker uses 
contingency theory to assess and apply the most effective strategies in each unique situation.

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)
CBT is a structured, hands-on approach that addresses problematic behaviors by identifying and changing 
negative thinking patterns and beliefs. Social workers use CBT to help clients develop coping strategies 
and change behaviors detrimental to their well-being. This therapy is particularly effective in treating 
anxiety, depression, and certain disorders.

Example: A client is dealing with anxiety and panic attacks. The social worker, trained in CBT, works with 
the client to identify specific thought patterns and beliefs that trigger anxiety. Through techniques such as 
cognitive restructuring and behavioral experiments, the client learns to manage and reduce anxiety symptoms 
effectively.

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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Conflict Theory
Conflict theory, influenced by Karl Marx, explores how power differentials and structural inequalities 
impact individual and community functioning. Social workers using this theory may focus on advocacy, 
social justice, and structural change to address poverty, discrimination, and oppression.

Example: A social worker in a low-income urban area recognizes that systemic inequalities affect community 
health. They use conflict theory to advocate for better healthcare services and organize community groups 
to lobby for policy changes. This includes challenging the power structures that lead to unequal access to 
healthcare and supporting community empowerment.

Society
Understanding society and its influence on individuals is fundamental in social work. This broad 
perspective examines social policies, cultural norms, and economic conditions that affect individual 
opportunities and quality of life. Social workers strive to bring societal change through policy advocacy 
and community development to create more equitable conditions.

Example: A social worker is involved in policy development to address homelessness. Understanding the 
societal impact on this issue, they analyze how economic policies, housing market dynamics, and social 
services affect the homeless population. The social worker collaborates with policymakers to create more 
inclusive housing solutions and supportive services that address the root causes of homelessness.

4 Social Work Theories in Practice

Conclusion
These theories offer a glimpse into the frameworks that inform social work practice. By integrating these 
theories, social workers are better equipped to understand their clients’ needs and foster change that 
improves individual lives and society. Each theory provides unique insights and tools, allowing social 
workers to approach problems comprehensively and effectively. Integrating these theories will remain 
central to addressing the challenges individuals and communities face as the field evolves. 

To better make a difference in the lives of diverse and vulnerable populations through social work, 
consider enrolling in our Masters in Social Work degree. 

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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Understanding 
the Social Work 
Code of Ethics

SOCIAL WORK 
CODE OF ETHICS

5

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work

Social Work Ethical Principles

Social work revolves around service, social justice, dignity, and the 
importance of human relationships. To navigate complex situations, 
social workers adhere to a structured set of ethical guidelines, called 
the Social Work Code of Ethics. 

This code, which has evolved in response to societal changes and 
professional needs, provides a foundation for professional conduct, 
ensuring the best care and advocacy when working with clients, 
colleagues, and communities.

The Social Work Code of Ethics underpins the core principles guiding 
the profession’s mission and values. These include:

•	 Service: Social workers prioritize the welfare of others and work 
selflessly to help people in need.

•	 Social Justice: They strive to challenge social injustices and 
barriers to treatment or resources, particularly for vulnerable 
groups.

•	 Dignity & Worth of the Person: Social workers respect 
the intrinsic worth of every individual and their right to self-
determination.

•	 Importance of Human Relationships: Recognizing the central 
importance of human relationships, they work to strengthen these 
as a vehicle for change.

•	 Integrity: In all actions, social workers act honestly and 
responsibly.

•	 Competence: They commit to continuous professional 
enhancement to ensure effective service delivery based on the 
latest knowledge and techniques.

https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/Code-of-Ethics-English
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Social Work Ethical Principles
The Social Work Code of Ethics serves multiple purposes. It sets a benchmark for the ethical standards 
expected of social workers and offers a basis for adjudicating grievances within professional practice. This 
process typically involves a review board or committee that examines the facts of the case, considers the 
relevant ethical guidelines, and determines whether a violation has occurred. These guidelines ensure that 
the profession’s integrity is maintained and that clients receive the highest level of service. The code also 
aims to protect both the public and professionals by clarifying the ethical considerations relevant to social 
work.

 
Major Points from the Social Work Code of Ethics
•	 Responsibility to Clients: Social workers must prioritize the interests and well-being of their clients, 

ensure confidentiality, and make informed decisions that reflect the preferences and needs of those 
they serve.

•	 Conduct: The code mandates that social workers conduct themselves in a manner that reflects the 
values and ethical standards of the profession, even in personal capacities where their actions could 
reflect on their professional role.

•	 Responsibility to Colleagues & Employers: Social workers should treat colleagues respectfully, offer 
constructive criticism, and avoid duplicity. They are also expected to adhere to the policies of their 
employers, provided they do not conflict with the code of ethics.

•	 Responsibility to the Profession: Social workers must contribute to developing and disseminating 
professional knowledge and experience. They should also advocate for changes in policy and legislation 
that will benefit society, particularly the vulnerable and underserved. This advocacy role is crucial, as 
it allows social workers to address systemic issues and promote social justice beyond their immediate 
client interactions.

 
How are Social Workers Trained in Ethics? 
Ethics training for social workers is not a one-time event but a continuous process integrated into their 
education and ongoing professional development. During their degree programs, social workers receive 
extensive training in ethical decision-making, often through case studies and real-life scenario analyzes. 
This commitment to learning and growth continues throughout their careers, often mandated by 
professional bodies to ensure practitioners remain current with evolving standards.

In the United States, each state has specific requirements for ethics training as 
part of licensure and continuing education for social workers. These typically 
include a set number of hours dedicated to ethics training within broader 
educational requirements. The aim is to ensure that social workers understand 
the ethical principles at the start of their careers and adapt to new challenges 
and ethical considerations as they evolve. Professional bodies, such as the 
National Association of Social Workers, play a crucial role in enforcing these 
requirements and upholding the profession’s ethical standards.

State Requirements 
for Ethics Training

Palo Alto University | An Introductory Guide to Social Work
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Conclusion
The Social Work Code of Ethics is a set of rules and guidelines that assist social workers in providing 
effective, respectful, and ethical services. Following these guidelines is crucial for maintaining the 
profession’s integrity and ensuring the well-being of the communities they serve. This framework not 
only guides current practitioners but also shapes the future of social work, promoting an ethical, just, 
and humane society.

It’s more than just social workers who have the responsibility to uphold these ethical guidelines. Both 
current and aspiring social workers must actively engage with them, continually educating themselves 
and reflecting on these principles. However, for those outside the profession, supporting the role of 
social workers and advocating for policies that enhance social welfare are critical steps in building a 
more just society.

https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/Code-of-Ethics-English
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Obtain Your MSW in 2-Years!
Embark on your journey with Palo Alto University’s online Master of Social Work (MSW) program 
Our innovative program, which does not require the GRE, is crafted for those dedicated to making a 
difference in the lives of diverse and vulnerable populations. Designed to fit your busy schedule, our 
program prepares you for a fulfilling career in clinical social work.

Specialize in Culturally Informed Behavioral Health Practice 
Sub-specialize with two tracks:
•	 Track 1 | Children and Youth in School and Community Settings
•	 Track 2 | Adults in Public Behavioral Health Settings
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