


ABOUT NASW

The National Association of Social Workers (NASW)
is the largest and most recognized membership
organization of professional social workers in the
world. Representing nearly 150,000 members from
56 chapters in the United States and abroad, the
association promotes, develops, and protects the
practice of social work and social workers. NASW
also seeks to enhance the well-being of individuals,
families, and communities through its work and
advocacy. It was founded on October 1, 1955.
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INTRODUCTION

If you want a career with meaning, action, diversity,
satisfaction, and an abundance of options, social
work is for you! Social workers are skilled
professionals who work to empower individuals,
relieve suffering, and affect social change. They 
are generalists and specialists who work in a wide
variety of settings but apply common core values,
principles, and techniques.

Social work is set apart from other helping professions
by its “person-in-environment” orientation. Social
workers view clients within an environmental 
system that includes their personal and significant
relationships, economic and social conditions, and
physical and mental health issues. Social workers
help people identify and manage the interrelated
factors that have created or contributed to the
problems they face, and select interventions that
might provide relief or resolution.
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Social workers are also advocates for social change.
They serve as facilitators, coalition builders, and
activists in organizations, communities, and local,
state, and federal governments to help meet the 
basic needs of all people and strengthen those who
are vulnerable, oppressed, or living in poverty.

For sheer variety, few occupations can match social
work and the broad range of opportunities and
settings it offers. Social workers work in mental
health and health care, in child welfare and aging, 
in management and in clinical settings. They work 
in hospitals, schools, businesses, public agencies,
police departments, private practices, and many
other interesting workplaces. They are managers,
therapists, community organizers, educators, and
researchers. They are on the front lines and 
behind the scenes. They are in large cities and in
small communities. Wherever people are, social
workers are.

Social work is an excellent career choice for those 
who care about human dignity and social justice—
and it may be just what you are looking for. In this
booklet you will find information about specific
areas of social work. As you read, perhaps you 
will find your own unique niche in this dynamic
profession and your opportunity to be part of 
the power of social work!
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ABOUT THE PROFESSION

The profession of social work was founded on a set of
core values and principles that still guide its unique
purpose and perspective today. These core values

include service, social justice, inherent
dignity and worth of the person,
importance of human relationships,
integrity, and competence. For more
than 100 years, social workers have
helped millions of people challenge
their circumstances and change their
lives, and pushed institutions to 
value and support persons in need.

According to the NASW Code of Ethics, social 
work core values are defined as:

Service: Social work’s primary goal is to help people 
in need and to address social problems. 

Social workers elevate service to others above self-
interest. Social workers draw on their knowledge,
values, and skills to help people in need and to
address social problems. 

Social Justice: Social workers challenge social injustice.

Social workers pursue social change, particularly 
with and on behalf of vulnerable and oppressed
individuals and groups of people. Social workers’
social change efforts are focused primarily on issues
of poverty, unemployment, discrimination, and 
other forms of social injustice.

Dignity and Worth of the Person: Social workers respect
the inherent dignity and worth of the person.

Social workers treat each person in a caring and
respectful fashion, mindful of individual differences
and cultural and ethnic diversity. Social workers
support client self-determination, that is, the right 
of individuals to make choices about their futures.
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Importance of Human Relationships: Social workers
recognize the central importance of human
relationships.

Social workers understand that relationships between
and among people are an important vehicle for
change. Social workers engage people as partners 
in the helping process. They seek to strengthen
relationships among people in a purposeful effort 
to promote, restore, maintain, and enhance well-
being of individuals, families, social groups,
organizations, and communities.

Integrity: Social workers behave in a trustworthy
manner.

Social workers are continually aware of the
profession’s mission, values, ethical principles, 
and ethical standards and practice in a manner
consistent with them. Social workers act honestly
and responsibly and promote ethical practices on the
part of organizations with which they are affiliated. 

Competence: Social workers practice within their 
areas of competence and develop and enhance their
professional expertise.

Social workers continually strive to increase their
professional knowledge and skills and to apply 
them in practice. Social workers should aspire to
contribute to the knowledge base of the profession. 

The full NASW Code of Ethics can be found on the
NASW Web site at www.socialworkers.org.
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Education
Three levels of social work

education—bachelor’s,
master’s, and doctoral—
are offered in colleges
and universities across 
the United States.
Professional social
workers, as defined by the
National Association of Social
Workers (NASW)*, hold a
degree in social work from an
accredited Council on Social
Work Education (CSWE)**
college or university at one of
these levels. Degree programs
include both classroom study
and practical field experience.

The bachelor of social work (BSW) is the undergraduate
or baccalaureate degree. It provides a professional
social work foundation that prepares students for
professional practice and is transferable to different
settings, populations, and problem areas. 

The master of social work (MSW) is the graduate degree.
It prepares students for advanced practice and is the
degree necessary to provide mental health counseling
in most states. 

The doctorate in social work (DSW) and the PhD are
post-graduate degrees that prepare students for
teaching and research at the university level. 

*NASW is the largest professional social work
membership organization in the world. To learn
more about NASW, visit www.socialworkers.org.

**For information about CSWE accredited schools,
visit www.cswe.org.
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Licensing or Certification Requirements
States legally regulate the practice of social work to

protect the public and control the use of the social
work title and practice. Each jurisdiction defines by
law what is required for each level of social work
licensure. Baccalaureate and master’s degrees must
be obtained from programs of social work that are
accredited by the Council on Social Work Education
(CSWE) or other nationally recognized accrediting
agencies. Social work licenses are not transferable
from state to state.

To find out more about licensing requirements in your
state, contact your state regulatory board directly, or
the Association of Social Work Boards (ASWB). 
Visit the Web site at www.aswb.org for a list of
regulatory agencies or a comparison of state
regulations.

Demographics/Income
The NASW 2002 Practice Research Network (PRN)

survey* was released in December 2002 and gives 
an informative snapshot of NASW members,
including income and demographics. However,
because compensation is a result of several variables,
no strong conclusion can be drawn using a single
variable. It is important as you review the following
information in your consideration of a social work
career or specialty to weigh all of the factors
carefully along with your personal goals and
abilities.  

According to the survey, the median salary of NASW
members working full-time in 2001was $49,500,
compared with $45,660 in 1999, an improvement 

of 8.4 percent. The data show that 11
percent of NASW members earned

more than $80,000; 18 percent,
$60,000 to $79,999; 20 percent,
$50,000 to $59,999; 21 percent,
$40,000 to $49,999; 23 percent,
$30,000 to $39,999; and 6

percent, under $30,000.



Experience
Years of social work experience had considerable

influence on compensation. The median 
pay for those with two to four years

experience was $35,600; five to nine
years, $42,400; 10 to 14 years,
$48,300; 15 to 19 years, $49,600; 20 
to 24 years, $54,700; and 25 or more

years, $60,000.

Income data were collected in relation to four
additional variables: primary practice area; 
principal role in the practice area; type of primary
organization in which employed; and primary
auspice, such as nonprofit, state or local agency.

Primary Practice Area
Heading the list of primary practice areas for full-time

social workers was mental health, followed by
health, child welfare/family, school social work,
aging, addictions, disabilities, and
occupational/employee assistance program.
Community development accounted for less than 
1 percent of primary practice, although 4 percent
listed it as an area in which they were involved. 

Interestingly, although many in the general public 
think social workers work primarily with children,
the survey contradicted the notion. Of those
surveyed, 37 percent indicated mental health as a
major practice area, more than three times as many
as the next-most-frequently named, health at 8
percent and child welfare/family, at 7 percent.

Mental health was a well-compensated primary
practice area, with full-time median pay

being $52,500, followed by: school
social work, $49,400; child
welfare/family, $49,300; health,
$47,900; and aging $44,000.
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Principal Role in Practice Area
Administration/management paid the most at a median

annual salary of $57,800, followed by clinical
supervision, $50,000; clinical/direct practice,
$48,300; and case management, $42,000.

Primary Organization in Which Employed
From a list of 20 choices, survey respondents were

asked to characterize the type of organization that
provided their primary employment. Median
compensation for solo private practice in 2001 was
$65,600, followed by: private group practice,
$58,300; college (teaching), $55,000; government
agency, $54,600; school, $53,600; inpatient health,
$47,500; inpatient mental health, $47,200; social
service agency, $45,600; outpatient health, $45,000;
child welfare agency, $43,700; and outpatient
mental health, $43,600.

Primary Auspices
Although much of the public believes that most social

workers are employed at local, state and federal
agencies, survey data show otherwise. Almost three-
quarters of those surveyed work under the auspices
of private organizations rather than the slightly more
than one-quarter that work in the public sector. 

Auspice is important to compensation, with the
median pay of those employed at private for-profit
organizations being $15,400 more than those at

nonprofit/sectarian organizations. Public
federal/military social workers had

median compensation of $57,200,
followed by private for-profit,
$56,700; local government,
$52,700; state government, 

$48,700; nonprofit, $45,000; and
sectarian nonprofit, $41,300.

*Based on a random survey of 2,000 NASW members. The return
rate of 78 percent makes the survey results highly characteristic 
of NASW’s 100,136 regular members (excluding student, retired,
and transitional members). 

9



SOCIAL WORK CAREERS

Social workers practice in many different settings that
frequently overlap. For instance, a social worker
specializing in alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs may
be a substance abuse counselor in a rehabilitation
center and, at the same time, help organize an after-
school program in the center’s neighborhood to give
its children a safe place to play and study. Social
work is a broad and diverse profession and is not
limited to the areas mentioned below. For further
research on careers in social work, visit the NASW
Web site at www.socialworkers.org. 

Administration/Management
Tonya is a social worker and the administrator of 

the county’s welfare agency. At budget time, she 
has to deal with a tough but typical management
problem. County revenues did not meet last year’s
projections, so now she must hold expenses at the
same level in next year’s budget without curtailing
services to clients, even as demand for them
increases.

Tonya sets up a staff task force and asks for cost-
cutting ideas that don’t sacrifice services. Next, she
reviews the budget and decides which projects can
wait and which vacant positions won’t be filled. 

The task force presents its ideas and discusses the
impact on the agency and its services. After
considering them all, Tonya decides to reallocate
funds used to place troubled children in expensive
institutions. Instead, the agency will recruit and
train special foster families that can provide better
care in their homes at lower cost to the county. 
The reallocated funds will provide back-up services,
community therapy, respite care, and other services.
It’s a win–win situation that doesn’t put either the
agency or the children it serves in jeopardy.

Social work administrators are proactive leaders in
public and private agencies that provide services to
clients. Many elements of this area of social work
practice are common to administration in other
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organizations. However, it also requires knowledge
about social policy and the delivery of social
services, vision for future planning, an understanding
of human behavior, and commitment to social work
ethics and values. 

An administrator’s roles are diverse and may include
policy formulation, program design and
implementation, budget development, operations
management, personnel direction and supervision,
fund development and resource allocation, public
relations, marketing, and evaluation.

Day-to-day tasks are often interrelated and include
goal setting, resource acquisition, problem solving,
negotiation, team and coalition building,
information management, assessment, and quality
control.

Social workers are often promoted into administration
from direct practice. Increasingly, however, agencies
look for an administration background and technical
management abilities. The capacity to work with
and motivate others is key to success as a social
work administrator, as are creative thinking and
leadership.

Related Areas
• Planning
• Policy
• Organization
• Development
• Advocacy

Employers
• Family service agencies
• Child welfare departments
• Social service agencies
• School pupil personnel departments
• Area agencies on aging
• State mental health departments
• Employee assistance programs
• Probation departments
• Hospitals and home health care agencies
• Public welfare agencies
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Advocacy and Community Organization
Jan is a social worker in the social services

department of a local county government. Many of
her clients are low-income Asian immigrants with
large families. The principal of the elementary
school calls Jan, concerned that many students can’t
keep up because of the language barrier. He is also
concerned about the influence of a neighborhood
gang on them. The school lost its English as Second
Language (ESL) program after funding was cut and
can no longer offer sufficient help to students who
speak little or no English. The children are at risk
and Jan decides to intervene. She builds a coalition
of educators, police, clergy, and business people to
organize the community. Jan persuades a local TV
station to broadcast a human-interest story on the
children. She holds a town meeting to give the
community a voice, and coalition members lobby
legislators for restoration of funding.

Volunteers offer their time. Jan arranges for a tutoring
center in the basement of a neighborhood church
and businesses provide money to buy supplies.
Teachers train parents to manage the volunteer
schedule. Residents work with police to patrol the
schoolyard. Six months later, the children’s grades
and behavior improve. The community feels less
afraid and more in control of its future. 
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Advocacy is one of the keystones of social work
practice. Advocates champion the rights of
individuals and communities with the goal of
retaining social justice. The NASW Code of Ethics
identifies advocacy as a basic obligation of the
profession and its members.

Community organizing is a tool used in all cultures
and societies to rectify the imbalance between the
powerful and the powerless. Community organizing
and advocacy work with the power of numbers—
many people thinking, working, and acting
together—to counterbalance wealthy and powerful
groups and the means they have to protect and
extend themselves. Historically, community
organizing and social work were responses to the
many forces that created our society, with all its
strengths and weaknesses, and they remain as
necessary and effective as ever today.

Community organizing helps communities to help
themselves. Skills essential for the advocacy process
include data collection and research, effective public
relations and media skills, knowledge of the
legislative process, and fundraising. 

Effectiveness in social work practice means working
with clients as well as on their behalf. Social work
advocacy also includes helping to organize and
participate in community groups formed around a
specific problem or issue, such as education, health
care, or welfare reform.
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Aging and Gerontology
For years, Mr. and Mrs. Gonzales had been regulars

at the Hispanic Senior Center,
enthusiastically joining in many center
activities. But since his wife’s death,
Mr. Gonzales has stopped attending
the center. His neighbors voice their
concern to the center’s social worker.
They say he rarely leaves his
apartment, refuses offers of help, and
seems disoriented. Concerned that he
may be suffering from depression, the
social worker arranges to visit Mr.
Gonzales. She talks with him about
his loss, fear of his own death, and

living alone. She finds that he is having difficulty
adjusting to being a widower and feels unwelcome
at the center as a single person. As he recognizes his
feelings, she is able to convince him to come to the
center. Slowly, Mr. Gonzales begins again to take
part in center activities and find companions. 

The U.S. population is aging. We live in a country
where people over 65 outnumber teenagers. This
translates into a tremendous need—and a variety 
of opportunities—for social work with older 
people and their families.

Many of today’s older Americans are healthy, active,
educated, financially secure, politically involved, 
and mobile. Social work with older people and their
caregivers will see growth in the areas of retirement
planning, community development and advocacy,
adult leisure and recreational programming,
employment training and counseling, volunteer
services, mutual aid and self-help programming,
travel and wellness programs, and adult and lifelong
learning projects.
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The aging of our population comes with inherent
challenges. We are living longer and often with 
more health problems. Social workers form an
important link between older adults and the services
designed to help them live with independence and
dignity and to achieve maximum potential during
later life. Social work with older adults focuses on
the physical, psychological, social, and economic
aspects of daily living.  

Social work with older people may occur in any
number of settings, from public agencies and private
corporations to adult day care centers, nursing
homes, hospices, hospitals, and home care programs.

Related Areas
• Advocacy and intervention
• Home health care
• Geriatric care management
• Public policy
• Adult day care
• Family services
• Information and referral
• Community organization
• Health and mental health

Employers
• Hospitals and medical centers
• Banks, insurance companies, and investment firms
• Nursing homes
• Senior centers
• Area agencies on aging
• Senior volunteer programs
• Senior housing facilities
• Mental health centers
• Family services agencies
• Employee assistance programs
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Alcohol, Tobacco, and Other Drugs
Keith was a delightful boy and a joy to his family.

Now that he’s 14, he seems to be changing and his
parents are worried. When he’s home, he shuts
himself up in his room. When he goes out, he’s
secretive. His grades are dropping, too. His parents
talk to him about drugs but he denies that he uses
them. Five months later, Keith’s behavior is even
worse. He sleeps all the time, skips school, and
sometimes stays out all night. Money starts to
disappear. Then, his mother finds a needle in his
jeans pocket. Keith’s parents and sisters are
devastated to learn that he is addicted to heroin. 

Keith’s father calls his doctor, who refers him to a
social worker in the county’s substance abuse
agency. The social worker meets with him and his
wife and helps them find a rehabilitation center 
for Keith to check into after helping them hold an
intervention session. At the rehab center, a social
worker works with Keith in private and group
therapy sessions. His family receives counseling at
the center, too. When Keith is ready to come home,
the social worker refers him to an aftercare
counselor and gives him a list of Narcotics
Anonymous meetings to attend, and prepares 
his family for the road to recovery. 
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Alcohol and other drug problems affect many different
people and do not discriminate by age, income level,
race, or education. Social workers trained in alcohol,
tobacco, and other drug treatment now practice in
methadone maintenance clinics, inpatient and
outpatient treatment settings, and in government
policy-making positions. 

Social workers help individuals, families, and
communities find ways to recover from substance
abuse. They provide a much-needed ecological
perspective to treatment that focuses on the client in
relation to family and neighborhood environments,
community support systems, cultural attitudes and
policies, and cosmic or spiritual convictions rather
than the problem itself. Consequently, social workers
trained in alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs can be
found doing case management, group and individual
therapy, family counseling, advocacy for jobs and
housing needs, community resource development,
education, and policy making. 

Social workers in this practice area find great
satisfaction in seeing clients who have been
completely hopeless and beaten down by their 
own or someone else’s substance abuse recover their
purpose, sense of humanity, and the ability to make
positive choices for their lives.

Related Areas
• Mental health
• Individual, group, and family counseling
• Victim services
• Corrections
• Child welfare
• Aging

Employers
• Inpatient and outpatient treatment centers
• Methadone maintenance clinics
• Residential treatment
• Community development settings
• Family services agencies
• Schools
• Community mental health centers
• Child welfare agencies
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Child Welfare and Family
Five-year-old Sally lost her parents in a car accident

last year. Since then, her sister Jessie, a sophomore
at the local community college, has been responsible
for her care. Jessie loves her little sister and doesn’t
want her to end up in foster care, but dealing 
with her own grief and the sudden increase of
responsibility has made her feel overwhelmed. She
doesn’t have any other family to rely on, and she
doesn’t know where to turn. Sally’s school counselor
refers Jessie to a child welfare social worker who
helps her find resources and options to keep the 
two girls together and preserve their family unit.   

Child welfare social workers are advocates for
children, our most vulnerable population. Social
workers protect the basic rights of every child to
food, shelter, clothing, and a nurturing environment.
Many families who find themselves unable to meet
these basic needs are able to receive assistance and
find help to resolve the problems that threaten the
well-being of their children. 

Child welfare social workers work to support families
and prevent problems that may result in neglect,
abuse, or exploitation. They stress family stability 
by assessing and building on family strengths while
addressing their needs. Social workers also advocate
to rid society of social conditions that negatively
affect children and families, such as inadequate
housing, poverty, substance abuse, domestic
violence, and lack of access to health care. Social
workers support vulnerable families and intervene
when necessary to ensure the safety of children.
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Related Areas
• Family preservation
• Child day care
• Child protection
• Family foster care
• Group care
• Adoption
• Advocacy and intervention
• Public welfare

Employers
• Adoption agencies
• Child day care
• Foster care agencies
• Family preservation agencies
• Public child welfare agencies
• Private child welfare agencies
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Developmental Disabilities
At a developmental disabilities center, the social

worker receives a call from a school assessment
office. Tests and evaluation have shown that a 
new kindergartner is moderately retarded as well as
hearing impaired. The child needs special services
and the parents need better understanding of this
assessment. 

The social worker meets with the family to help 
them explore options. She brings them a list of
recommended books that may be helpful. She
arranges for additional developmental testing at 
the center to determine the child’s level and help
determine what services will be needed as the child
matures. She arranges for them to join a support
group for parents whose children have
developmental disabilities. Once these initial
arrangements have been made, the social worker
provides supportive therapy to the parents to help
them deal with their feelings.

People with developmental disabilities such as mental
retardation, Down Syndrome, cerebral palsy,
epilepsy, and other conditions may at some point
seek social services. The goal of the social worker 
in this environment is to link clients and their
families to the appropriate services that support full
participation in society. This is usually accomplished
through an interdisciplinary team that includes other
professionals. 
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Social workers also help parents of children with
developmental disabilities understand their legal
rights. They help parents learn to be advocates and
find special services that enable their children to be
as independent as possible. Social workers may 
work with individuals or groups as well as provide
counseling for families. Often, the intervention and
services that social workers provide to people with
disabilities can mean the difference between mere
survival and the satisfaction of a productive, 
joyful life.

Related Areas
• Clinical social services
• Case management
• Planning
• Research
• Policy
• Program evaluation
• Management

Employers
• State and local agencies
• Medical facilities
• Schools
• Employment and community services
• Social service agencies
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Health Care Social Work
Mr. Proctor is recovering well from his heart attack

and his doctor wants to discharge him from the
hospital. But his wife is elderly and on crutches 
and she can’t care for her husband alone. They have
a married daughter, but she lives out of state and
has three young children. The hospital social
worker meets with Mr. and Mrs. Proctor and their
daughter to develop a discharge plan. They agree
that Mr. Proctor will return home with his wife
while their daughter looks for an assisted living
facility where her parents can live together and
receive the care they need.

In the meantime, the social worker makes referrals 
for meals-on-wheels, home health care services, 
and other community services, and meets with 
the interdisciplinary team of physician, nurse,
nutritionist, and occupational and physical
therapists to review the discharge plan. Establishing
the couple at home allows them to recover together
and to live more happily than they would have in
separate, and more expensive, institutions.

Since the early 1900s, professionally trained social
workers have helped patients deal with personal 
and social factors that affect disease onset and
recovery. Some health care social workers are in
direct services and concentrate on individuals,
families, and small groups. Others work in settings
where the focus is on community organization,
planning, administration, and policy. In the health
setting, social workers may conduct research,
develop programs, administer social work and 
other departments, lead support groups, and
coordinate community resources.

Most frequently, however, health care social workers
provide direct services by assessing a patient’s needs,
managing the services a patient may require for
recovery, planning for care after hospitalization,
educating patients and their families, and helping
them cope with illness related personal and
emotional problems.
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Social workers are vital members of the health care
interdisciplinary team, working in concert with
doctors, nurses, and other health and mental health
professionals. They educate and sensitize other
health care providers to the social and emotional
aspects of illness.

Related Areas
• Hospital social work
• HIV/AIDS counseling or education
• Public health
• Hospice and palliative care counseling/management
• Home health care
• Case management
• Discharge planning
• Maternal and child health
• Physical rehabilitation
• Chemical dependency
• Disease prevention and health promotion

Employers
• Health maintenance organizations (HMOs)
• Nursing homes
• Hospitals
• Hospice care facilities
• Group homes
• Community health clinics
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International Social Work
A country’s political and social order crumbles and

the world watches the human consequences of the
turmoil—hunger, loss of shelter, human rights
violations, physical dislocation, devastated families,
poverty, and squalor. Humanitarian relief
organizations move in to help. Emergency
assistance is the first to arrive to help meet the most
basic human needs—food, water, shelter, sanitation,
and basic health care. Social workers are engaged
to help. They distribute food, help build shelters,
take a census of the refugees, care for children, and
train orphanage staff in child development, among
other tasks. Identifying the resources needed for
stabilizing society is critical at this stage, and
planning, analytical, and programmatic skills 
are essential. 

The functions of social work in international
development are diverse. They include direct 
services in villages, refugee camps, orphanages,
hospitals, and schools, as well as supporting the
efforts of national governments, intergovernmental
organizations, and nongovernment organizations to
enhance social well being. Social work services may
include development of social welfare policies,
technical assistance, research, and information
exchange. Social workers manage programs, train
others, and help to develop delivery systems, and in
many ways help developing countries cope with
emergencies and rebuild societies.

International organizations such as the United Nations
and its individual entities such as UNICEF employ
social workers in both urban and rural projects.
Governments provide assistance through agencies
like the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) for bilateral and regional
programs and projects. The World Health
Organization (WHO) works on several fronts,
among them immunization programs, HIV/AIDS,
and substance abuse. The International Committee
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of the Red Cross performs vital disaster relief
services, often with the aid of social workers. In
addition, many private voluntary organizations such
as CARE, World Learning International, and Save
the Children provide opportunities for social
workers.

Strong technical skills, cultural competence, language
proficiency, flexibility, the ability to adapt to
changing environments, interest in other cultures,
and a desire to travel are musts for those interested
in international development. With the growing
interdependence of nations, there is an expanding
potential for employing social work skills
internationally.  

Related Areas
• Social development
• Community development
• Community organization
• Group work
• Advocacy
• Social planning
• International adoption
• Technology transfer
• Family planning
• Child welfare
• Health and mental health
• Posttraumatic stress
• Substance abuse
• Management
• Social policy
• Employment services
• Refugee services

Employers
• International aid organizations
• Relief organizations
• International human rights organizations
• Refugee relief organizations
• International adoption agencies
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Justice and Corrections
Ted, a young man in his mid-30s, has a history of

domestic violence. During a four-year stay in
prison, social work services that include therapy
and workshops on anger management and
depression help him come to grips with his anger
and he makes significant progress. His wife,
however, is scared of Ted’s violent nature and
divorces him. She gains sole custody of their
children, leaving him with no visitation rights. 

As the time for his release approaches, Ted desperately
wants to change his life and be a good father to his
children. First, he needs a job, housing, and
continuing therapy before he’s ready to reunite with
his family. He meets with a prison social worker
who helps him find an apartment and a job. She
also refers him to a clinical social worker who will
help him resolve the issues from his childhood that
helped create his violent tendencies. After eight
months, Ted is doing well and still holding his job.
The social worker testifies in court on Ted’s behalf
to restore supervised visiting rights so that he can
reestablish his relationship with his children. 

Social workers who work in justice and corrections
can be found in courts, rape crisis centers, police
departments, and correctional facilities. 

In correctional facilities, the focus is on rehabilitation.
Social workers may plan and provide drug and
alcohol addiction treatment, life skills and basic
competency training, and therapy to help offenders
function once they are released into the community. 
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Social workers can be probation and parole officers,
arranging for services after an offender is released,
such as finding a group home residence, remedial
classes, job training, addictions treatment,
counseling, child care, and transportation. These
activities generally help raise a client’s independence
and self-esteem.

Social workers may also be involved in restitution
programs, or victim assistance services. They may
serve the court as expert witnesses or work in
partnership with attorneys. In police departments,
social workers may help with domestic disputes or
provide trauma and critical incident services to
enforcement officers.

Social work activities in corrections are diverse, as are
the clients, affording the chance to develop and use 
a broad range of skills. Corrections and justice is a
field where a social worker can focus on
rehabilitation and the constructive use of authority.

Related Areas
• Corrections
• Probation
• Forensics
• Youth services
• Parole

Employers
• Prisons
• Courts
• Police departments
• Victim services programs
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Mental Health and Clinical Social Work
Patricia is in her first semester of college and away

from home for the first time. She develops eating
and sleeping problems, as well as occasional
hallucinations. After a couple of weeks in the
hospital undergoing therapy and medication, 
she goes home to her parents. They take her to a
community mental health clinic where a clinical
social worker helps her and her parents cope with
her condition.

Not ready to go back to college, Patricia continues 
her therapy with the social worker who helps her
explore her options. With support and
encouragement from her family and the social
worker, Patricia takes a part-time job at a local
department store. She gradually improves with the
satisfying but low stress work, along with therapy
and physician-monitored medication. By spring
semester, she is able to enroll in two classes at the
local community college and increase her hours 
at the store.

Mental disorders are one of the leading causes of
disability for people age five and older, with 
major depression the leading cause of disability 
in the United States. Manic–depressive illness,
schizophrenia, and obsessive–compulsive disorder
also rank at the top of the list. Mental disorders are
tragic contributors to mortality, with suicide one of
the leading preventable causes of death in the 
United States and worldwide. 
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Clinical social workers are the nation’s largest
providers of mental health and therapy services,
outnumbering both psychologists and psychiatrists.
They provide mental health services in both urban
and rural settings, where they may be the only
licensed provider of mental health services available. 

Some social workers are in mental health supervisory
and managerial positions. The majority, however,
provide direct services to individuals, families, and
groups. Many clinical social workers practice in
either solo or group private practice, providing
therapy for individuals and families dealing with
relationship issues, depression, anxiety disorders,
antisocial behavior, and personality disorders.
Focusing on the person in his or her environment 
is central to clinical social work practice. Services
include assessment, diagnosis, treatment, client-
centered advocacy, consultation and evaluation.

Related Areas
• Alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs treatment
• Individual and family psychotherapy and counseling
• Grief counseling
• Victim services
• Corrections
• Aging
• Child welfare

Employers
• Community mental health centers
• Private practice
• Psychiatric hospitals
• Residential treatment centers
• Partial (day treatment) hospitals
• Managed mental health programs
• Employee assistance programs
• Schools
• Family service centers
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Occupational and EAP Social Work
Rita has been having difficulty concentrating at work

and is frequently late or absent. Her supervisor
notices the change in Rita’s performance and calls
her into his office. It seems that Rita’s elderly
mother has recently come to live with her after a
serious illness has made it impossible for her to live
alone. Rita is providing around-the-clock care and
must take her mother to the doctor frequently.
Trying to meet the constant needs of her mother, her
children, and her job is taking its toll on her. She
knows that her work has slipped and is afraid that
she will be fired. Rita is exhausted and worried all
the time and her stress level has reached its limit. 

Rita’s supervisor sends her to their company’s
employee assistance program (EAP). The EAP 
social worker listens to her and helps her express
her frustrations and fears. She tells Rita about the
Family Medical Leave Act that can entitle her to
take time off to care for her mother while protecting
her job and benefits. The social worker counsels
Rita on taking care of herself and asking for help.
She gives Rita referrals for services such as adult
day care, hospice volunteers, and respite care. The
social worker continues to meet with Rita regularly
to help her manage her stress and regain her
concentration. 

An organization’s workforce is a critical part of its
success or failure. Occupational social workers help
employees with problems that affect their job
performance and satisfaction. Just as important, they
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also help the corporations, businesses, and
associations that hire them. Occupational social
workers help corporations re-engineer their structure
and methods to improve efficiency, creativity,
productivity, and morale. They may also work for a
union and be involved in job counseling or
organizing. 

Employee assistance programs are a growing practice
area for occupational social workers. The social
worker may own the EAP or be employed by a
business or union, working on-site or off. Daily
tasks for EAP social workers are varied and can
range from helping an executive cope with the strain
of an impending takeover to counseling an anorexic
young trainee. EAP social workers may lead groups
on stress reduction or coping with layoffs. They also
deal with substance abuse, domestic violence, single
parenting, and vocational rehabilitation issues.
Many EAP programs now also manage mental
health benefits for corporations.

A challenging and diverse area of social work practice,
occupational social workers provide the human
dimension for today’s businesses and workforce.

Related Areas
• Clinical social work
• Alcohol and other drug abuse treatment
• Health and wellness education
• Grassroots organizing

Employers
• Corporations
• Businesses
• Self-employment
• Employee assistance programs
• Labor unions
• Organizational development firms
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Policy and Planning
Paul is a social worker who directs a city health

agency. He suspects that the number of women
diagnosed with HIV infection is increasing.
Although lesbians are stereotyped as “safe” from
infection, Paul suspects that lesbians are more
susceptible to HIV than is generally recognized.
Most prevention literature is targeted to gay men
and heterosexuals. A review of city health statistics
confirms his suspicion— the number of HIV cases
among lesbians doubled in the past three years. 
He learns from area medical associations that
gynecologists, hospitals, and clinics have no
literature specifically informing lesbians about how
they can protect themselves from contracting HIV. 

Paul decides that the city health agency should act.
He brings his concerns to other community
organizations and they form a coalition. He and
other coalition leaders testify at a city council
health forum to build support and get the news
media involved. The social worker redirects a
portion of the agency budget to develop information
specifically directed to lesbians. The new literature
is distributed to area medical associations,
hospitals, schools, community centers, and the 
news media. Two years later, a review of city
statistics shows that the increase has slowed.

The realm of policy and planning affords a different
satisfaction from direct service social work. It 
allows the social worker to have an influence on
large numbers of people. Policy and planning involve
steps and procedures that, when formulated and
implemented, solve a social problem. Social workers
in this field address problems such as child abuse,
homelessness, substance abuse, poverty, mental
illness, violence, unemployment, and racism, among
many others. They work to improve systems to
better conditions for the people affected.
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Social workers analyze policies, programs, and
regulations to see what is most effective. They
identify social problems, study needs and related
issues, conduct research, propose legislation, and
suggest alternative approaches or new programs.
They may foster coalitions of groups with similar
interests and develop organizational networks. 

On a daily basis, policy and planning work often
means analyzing census data and legislation, 
drafting position papers, testifying at public
hearings, working with the media, talking with
policymakers, and lobbying elected and appointed
officials. Social work tasks may involve raising
funds, writing grants, or conducting demonstration
projects. Often, social workers are the directors of
organizations that do this work.

Work on any one issue may take many months or
years, and change is often incremental. But work 
in the policy and planning field earns social workers
the satisfaction of knowing they are pressing our
society to improve the quality of life for all its
members.

Related Areas
• Community development
• Community organization
• Health care management
• Management
• Administration
• Political organizing
• Government relations
• Advocacy

Employers
• Public interest groups
• Local, state, and federal governments
• Voluntary health and welfare councils
• Advocacy organizations
• Development corporations
• Trade associations
• Administrative associations
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Politics
“I was the first social worker in the U.S. Senate. 

Now I have a caseload of more than 5 million
Marylanders. And though I am practicing in a
different forum, those skills and values I learned as
a community organizer in the streets of Baltimore
are what make me an effective leader in the
corridors of Congress.”

—Senator Barbara Mikulski (D-MD)

There is a natural progression in the careers of 
many social workers from activism to leadership.
Increasingly, social workers are holding elective
offices from school boards to city and county
governments, from state legislatures all the way to
the U.S. House of Representatives and the Senate.
Some have also been appointed to top posts in state
and federal governments. Francis Perkins, who was 
a social worker and the first female Cabinet member,
held the post of Secretary of Labor under President
Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

Many social workers relish the opportunity to make
changes on a local, state, or national level. They
possess skills that make them well-suited for public
office and for building support for an issue.
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Social workers who run for office have an important
ally in National Association of Social Workers and
its Political Action for Candidate Election (PACE)
organization. PACE has been active at the federal,
state, and local levels to promote candidates,
including social workers, who support social work
values. Social workers’ skills and talents also make
them valuable in the roles of political organizers or
campaign managers and strategists. 

For those willing to roll up their sleeves and participate
in the political process, a social work degree and
experience can provide them with the tools to be
successful and foster positive change.

Related Areas
• Political office
• Campaign management
• Community organization
• Advocacy
• Government relations
• Social policy

Employers
• Political campaigns
• Political parties
• Associations
• Government agencies
• Advocacy groups
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Public Welfare
Sheila was married to Al for 10 years and they had

two children together. He made a good income 
and they lived in a middle-class neighborhood until
Al was laid off from his job. When he couldn’t find
another job, he became depressed and began
drinking on a daily basis. The more he drank, the
more abusive he became. Eventually, it reached the
point where Sheila knew that she and the children
had to leave.

Sheila went to a woman’s shelter and tried to make 
it without public assistance. She worked a full-time
job during the day and waited tables at night to
make ends meet. Neither job provided her with
health care coverage. When her daughter had a
medical emergency, she couldn’t pay the bills and
had to apply for Medicaid. When she did, a public
welfare social worker explained that she was also
eligible for food stamps and housing assistance, as
well as job training and education. Public welfare
social work helped Sheila get back on her feet and
helped her get the skills she needed to provide for
her children.
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Public welfare in the United States provides income
and support services for much of society’s most
vulnerable populations—children, older adults, 
and people with chronic medical or disabling
conditions. Social workers in public welfare help
these populations meet their basic human needs,
either through direct services or as administrators,
managers, and program evaluators of the public
welfare system. Some supervise intake workers 
and caseworkers who provide direct services. 

Social work in public welfare entails planning,
administering, and financing programs, training 
and supervising staff, and setting and evaluating
standards and criteria for service delivery. Public
welfare offers many challenges that require creative
thinking and leadership from professional social
workers.

Related Areas
• Income maintenance
• Adult protective services
• Housing services
• Case management
• Supervision
• Management
• Public policy
• Research

Employers
• Public welfare agencies
• Private welfare agencies
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Research
As the threat of terrorism in the U.S. escalates, two

social work researchers become key members of a
team to study the mental health effects of
bioterrorism attacks. This study will be among the
first data collected on mental health responses to
bioterrorism and the findings will provide an
empirical foundation in order to help professionals
who work with victims of such attacks. 

Social workers in research typically tend to be
academics with postgraduate degrees in social 
work. Research provides the framework for effective
practice. Although considered an art by some, social
work is also a science based on evidence. Collecting
data and using research-based knowledge helps to
predict the outcomes of successful social work
practice. Research helps to develop and refine
concepts and determine whether a certain program
or a specific practice style is effective in making
social change. Social work research is disseminated
through professional journals, books, conference
presentations, and classrooms. 

Employers
• Schools of social work
• Government Agencies
• Foundations
• Thinktanks

School Social Work
Although nine-year-old Robert has been a good

student, his third grade teacher notices a marked
change in his work and his attitude. The teacher
contacts the school social worker, who meets with
Robert and his mother. The social worker discovers
that Robert’s father has abandoned the family,
leaving Robert’s mother depressed and in financial
difficulty. The social worker suggests extra help 
and counseling for Robert and invites him to join 
a support group in school for children of divorced
parents. The social worker also refers Robert’s
mother to a mental health clinic, finds a support
group for her in her neighborhood, and helps 
her apply for child support. With extra help 
and support, Robert’s grades and outlook begin 
to improve.
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Every child deserves to be free from troubles that
interfere with learning. School social workers act as
the connection for school, home, and community
services to help children with emotional,
developmental, and educational needs. Most school
social workers practice in public and private schools,
although a small percentage may work in social
services agencies or other service sites such as a
preschool program or residential treatment center
for emotionally disturbed children. 

School social work tends to emphasize services that
address emotional needs in special education classes
as well as services that address other problems that
interfere with achievement and success in school.
School social workers may refer families that are
dealing with substance abuse to outpatient services,
or start support groups for bereaved students, or
help educate teachers about cultural diversity and
how to identify child abuse. 

School social workers use their skills and knowledge
for counseling, consultation with school staff,
systems change, collaboration, information and
referral, and evaluation of the services provided.
School social workers are often the first to spot the
difficulties a child may be confronting at home or 
in the community and the first to intervene and 
find services to stop more serious problems from
developing. They help prevent, mitigate, and resolve
problems of drug and alcohol abuse, truancy and
school dropout, teenage pregnancy, and
homelessness. 

Related Areas
• Clinical social work
• Pupil personnel services

Employers
• Elementary and secondary schools
• Special education placement offices
• Head start centers
• Counseling centers
• Early intervention programs
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Publications from NASW Press
NASW Press publishes a wide range of books, videos,

and brochures that address specific social work
practice areas. A complete catalog of resources is
available online at www.socialworkers.org.
Following are a few of these resources—

Books and Videos
• What Social Workers Do by Margaret Gibelman
• Social Work Career Development by Carol 

Nesslein Doelling
• The Social Work Dictionary, 5th Edition
• Encyclopedia of Social Work, 19th Edition 

(and 1997 and 2003 Supplements)
• What Do Social Workers Do? (video), narrated 

by Charles Kuralt
• Legacies of Social Change: 100 Years of Professional

Social Work in the United States (video)

Brochures
• Baccalaureate Social Workers
• School Social Workers
• Making a Critical Difference: Social Workers in

Child Welfare
• There Are Many Doors to Recovery
• Gerontological Social Work
• Clinical Social Workers in Private Practice

Other Publications
• Days in the Lives of Social Workers: 50

Professionals Tell “Real-Life” Stories from 
Social Work Practice, 2nd Edition, edited 
by Linda May Grobman.
Available from White Hat Publications, 
717-238-3787.

• The New Social Worker—The Magazine for 
Social Work Students and Recent Graduates.
Available from White Hat Publications, 
717-238-3787.

• Social Work Today, a magazine for the 
professional social work community. 
Available from Great Valley Publishing at
www.socialworktoday.com.
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CREDENTIALS AND SPECIALTY
CERTIFICATIONS

It’s a competitive marketplace for social workers today.
To stand out from the crowd, you need more than
education and skills. Your degree and your state
license may not be enough. Professional credentials
and specialty certifications tell employers, third-
party payers, clients, and colleagues that you have
achieved an advanced level of professionalism and
skill that they can depend on, trust, and, if necessary,
defend against malpractice lawsuits.

The following credentials and specialty certifications
are available to social workers who are members 
of NASW.

ACSW (Academy of Certified Social Workers) 
The most widely recognized and respected social
work credential for more than 40 years, the ACSW
certifies social workers for independent self-
regulated practice. 

DCSW (Diplomate in Clinical Social Work)
NASW’s highest level professional clinical certification. 

QCSW (Qualified Clinical Social Worker)
Minimum of two years post-master’s supervised
experience in clinical social work required.

C-ASWCM
(Certified Advanced Social Work Case Manager)

C-SWCM
(Certified Social Work Case Manager)

C-CATODSW
(Certified Clinical Alcohol, Tobacco, and Other
Drugs Social Worker)

C-SSWS
(Certified School Social Work Specialist)

Credential or specialty certification applicants must be members 
of NASW to qualify. For more information, call the NASW
Credentialing Center at 202-408-8600 or log on to
www.socialworkers.org.
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SPECIALTY PRACTICE SECTIONS

NASW members have access to specialty practice
sections that provide key information, resources, 
and expertise in eight areas of social work practice.  
•   Aging
•   Alcohol, Tobacco, and Other Drugs (ATOD)
•   Child Welfare
•   Health
•   Mental Health
•   Poverty and Social Justice
•   Private Practice
•   School Social Work
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NASW MEMBERSHIP BENEFITS

Join nearly 150,000 social workers as a member of 
the National Association of Social Workers and start
receiving many exclusive membership benefits.
• National and state chapter membership 
• Outstanding publications 
• Online resources 
• NASW JobLink 
• Insurance protection 
• Professional development

For additional information, call NASW at 
(202) 408-8600 or visit www.socialworkers.org.

…the power of social work
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