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STUDENTS' VIEWS ON THE FUTURE OF SOCIAL WORK

Donald E. Maypole, Ph.D., ACSW

and

James G. McCullagh, Ed.D., ACSW

Associate Professors
Department of Social Work

University of Northern Iowa

Cedar Falls, Iowa 50614

ABSTRACT

The need for the social work profession to
understand the meaning of socio-economic

and political trends has never been more
important than at present. However, the

application of future projection technology
has lagged behind this need. The authors
studied the views of students from eighteen
universities and colleges on present socio-

economic trends, as represented by future
specific scenarios. The implications of the

future scenarios are discussed in relation
to social justice, social work practice and

education.

Social workers are becoming increasingly aware of
the interrelatedness of socio-economic-demographic-po-
litical forces as they impact our profession and the
services delivered to our clients. The deteriorating
economy and physical environment, rapid technological
change, loosening of family ties, political polariza-

tion, exploding social problems and increasingly hostile
geopolitical international environment are accelerating
structural changes in the profession, practice and edu-

The project was funded by a grant from the Graduate Col-
lege of the University of Northern Iowa.
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cation. This study examines the potential impact of
these changes on future social work practice and educa-
tion.

STUDY PURPOSE

The purpose of this study is to apply contemporary
technology to discussions on futures, by ascertaining
the views of one. group of social workers (social work
undergraduate junior and seniors and graduate stu-
dents), in regard to the likely scenario to occur in
the period of 1985 to 1990, and the scenarios' implica-
tions for social justice, social work practice and
education. The assumptions in selecting the students
were that they are aware of social change forces and
are concerned about social justice and socio-economic
impacts on the profession's education and practice.
Also, as the students of today, they'll be the practi-
tioners of tomorrow and will participate in shaping
social work's future. The research questions were
designed to determine:

1. The most likely scenario for the period
1985-1990.

2. For the chosen scenarios-
a. The degree of social justice for each

socio-economic class.
b. The implications for social work prac-

tice and education.
3. The relationships between the respon-

dents' demographic characteristics and
their chosen scenario.

A discussion of forecasting technology in social work
is followed by the study's methodology, findings and
implications for practice and education.

FORECASTING IN SOCIAL WORK

In response to social changes, a number of writers
have attempted to assess their impacts on social work
practice and education. Brief summaries of selected
writings follow. In 1966, John W. Gardner (Secretary

340



of the Federal Department of Health, Education, and
Welfare, at that time) predicted that social work would
play a considerably expanded role in the future (Gard-
ner, 1966). He asserted that in the 1990's the schools
of social work would evolve into social work education
centers. These centers would play pivotal roles in the
development and implementation of social policies in
the United States.

Kendall (1967) questioned the value of the generic
approach to curriculum building and asserted that more
focus must be applied to the teaching of fundamental
knowledge of social and behavioral sciences at the
undergraduate level. There were three challenges in
social work education, those of increasing quality,
quantity, and varieties of educational output, accord-
ing to Pins. Social workers with various levels of
education were needed, such as social service aid,
bachelor's level, master's level and the doctorate
level (Pins, 1967).

David (1967) described the trend toward speciali-
zation of knowledge, skills, functions and task in
social work. He asserted that there was a need to
enhance the quality of social work education, including
the teaching of "future-mindedness." Lowy (1968) re-
viewed the need for social work education at four levels
- MSW, BSW, technical, and inservice training for exist-
ing practitioners- -and argued that social workers must
understand research.

The rapid changes in social work education were
reflections of the rapid changes in the American soci-
ety, according to Reichert (1970). He observed that
new disciplines were competing with social work in the
human services field and that there Was a movement from
emphasizing individual adjustment to the environment to
creating social opportunities and economic provisions
for people to resolve their difficulties.

Briar (1974) noted the increasing pessimism and
feelings of frustration in relation to solving social
problems in the United States. The United States was
beginning a period of economic decline. He believed
that direct services would continue to be the mainstay
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of the profession, that the incursions on social work
"turf" will continue and that there was a continual
need for administrative training. Boehm (1976) dis-

cussed the changes in American society and their impact
on social work and social work education, such as the
importance of experiential learning, continuing educa-
tion and values.

Social workers could expect increased opportuni-
ties in four areas - social policy and planning, effi-
ciency and accountability, local initiative, and social

advocacy, according to Rothman (1979). Washington
(1978) advocated that social work education play a
leadership role in the profession. He suggested that
students be taught skills in developing citizen parti-
cipation, community leadership and social policy analy-
sis and advocacy. He further asserted that social work
education should become more interdisciplinary and that
students should be trained to become administrators and

advocates for social work values.

A 1979 conference - "Issues in Baccalaureate Social
Work Education and Practice as We Look to the 1980s" -
addressed a number of issues in undergraduate curriculum

content. In its report, Cohen stated that the under-
graduate curriculum should provide at least minimal pre-
paration for management and working within organizations
(Issues in Baccalaureate Social Work Education, 1979).

The 1982 Council on Social Work Education Annual
Program Meeting theme was "The Future of Social Work
Education: The Next Eight Years." The topics included
ideas on administration, budgeting, the job market,
maintaining educational quality, evaluating educational
outcomes, utilizing expertise from other disciplines,

and preserving individual freedom (Social Work Educa-
tion Reporter, 1982). Further emphasis on the need to
increase student education in community organization
was shown in a recent CSWE House of Delegates Meeting,
in which it was suggested that CSWE encourage greater
commitment on the part of accredited programs to teach-

ing social action skills (CSWE, 1982).

While the above writers and presenters were well-

informed individuals, their speculations fall into the
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futures prediction category of "genius forecasting."
Jones (1980) has pointed out that this intuitive method
is based on insight and luck and that more formalized
methods are increasingly being used. Social work wri-
ters are just beginning to discuss the new techniques.
For example, Meinert (1973) suggests a framework for
forecasting methodologies: extrapolation, Delphi ap-
proach, simulations, and scenario speculation. Abels
(1975) proposes the use of scenarios for future pro-
jections. He argues that more emphasis is needed on
the implications of new technology on the profession.
He used the Delphi method for determining dates for
certain events, e.g., poverty reduction and control of
deviant behavior.

Washington (1978) advocates a five part framework
for futures predictions. The first is to make specula-
tive judgements based on the past. An alternative tech-
nique is to base future projections on present social
work roles. His third suggestion is to forecast the
social-technical structure of society and to factor out
the human needs to which social work can relate. The
fourth technique is to base speculations on federal
legislation and the fifth is to use behavioral science
knowledge for projections on the relationships between
people and their environment. Dolgoff and Feldstein
(1984) propose a wellconceptualized taxonomy for futures
forecasting: trend curves, correlation methods, causal
models, scenarios, Delphi technique and computer simula-
tion.

In 1978, NASW created a Professional Futures Com-
mission to begin systematically studying the future.
Recently, Beck (1981), Chair of the Commission, describ-
ed four possible scenarios of the future: "The American
Dream," "The Unfulfilled Dream," "Sweet" Transforma-
tionalism, and "Sour" Transformationalism. The Commis-
sion's work, as reflected in Beck's writings and other
Commission documents, is likely to result in discussion
among social work practitioners, educators, and stu-
dents. However, except for the use of the Delphi tech-
nique, none of the existing social work literature
concerning the future has reflected empirical attempts
to secure the views of a broad-based group of social
workers. This exploratory-descriptive study uses
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"future scenarios" to partially fll in this gap.

METHODOLOGY

Design/Sample

A cross-sectional survey was conducted in the

spring of 1982 of undergraduate social work juniors
and seniors and MSW students in 18 universities and
colleges throughout the United States. 1 Approximately
one-third of the 539 students who participated in the
study were enrolled in MSW programs and the remainder
were enrolled in BSW programs. A nonprobability sample
was used. Most of the participating schools are in the
Midwest and South. The researchers requested col-
leagues to administer the questionnaires to eligible
students in their classes. For the 13 BSW programs, the
response rate for the juniors and seniors who received
the questionnaire varied from 84 to 100 percent. The
student response rate in the five MSW and BSW/MSW pro-
grams ranged from 92 to 98 percent. No attempt was
made to control for class domain (policy or practice),
since it was believed that concerns about the future
transcended the particular classes.

Data Collection Instrument

The questionnaire, which included a summary des-
cription of the Commission's four proposed scenarios,
was designed to gather subjects' views about the scenar-
io likely to occur in 1985-1990; degree of social jus-
tice for lower, middle, and upper classes; implications
of the chosen scenario for social work practice and
education; and demographic and academic information.
Classroom instructors read the instructions, distri-
buted the questionnaires and collected them. Students
read the following abstracts of the four scenarios 2 ,
prior to answering the survey questions:
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Scenario #1 (THE AMERICAN DREAM): The U.S.
will have a thriving economy based on compu-
ter technology. Government monitors the use
of energy and business activities. Social
services/income support are mostly directed
to the middle-aged and elderly who can't ad-
just to the new affluent social system. There
is a negative income tax. Government is run
like a corporation. Education is enormously
important and the key to job success. Social
and health systems are efficient and effec-
tive. Social work emphasizes specializa-
tion, certification and legal regulation.

Scenario #2 (THE UNFULFILLED DREAM): Envi-
ronmental problems are rife and technology
does not solve them. Health and social
problems abound. Terrorism is rampant. Gov-
ernment control foremost. Unemployment is
high. Racism persists. Unions are strong.
Government offers a host of social provi-
sions and services to seek political sta-
bility. Rightest politics is ascendant.
Corporations become more important in polit-
ical affairs. Social workers must choose
between helping the poor or the mainstream
of Americans.

Scenario #3 (SWEET TRANSFORMATIONALISM): A
Peoples's Party, with a liberal philosophy,
comes to power. The economy is rebuilt,
unemployment is decreased, tax breaks for
business are reduced and tax incentives are
offered to labor-intensive industries. Com-
munity development corporations pool re-
sources to organize food production, employ-
ment and other essential local activities.
They enter health and social services and
emphasize self-help. The bureaucracy is
abolished and these decentralized groups as-
sume their functions. There are few jobs
for trained social workers; the profession
disappears. Social workers must find jobs
in the business sector and become unpaid
volunteers in the development groups.
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Scenario #4 (SOUR TRANSFORMATIONALISM): Ter-

rorists take command of the worldwide energy
resources. There may be large-scale war.
Centralized power and the bureaucracy dete-
riorates. People turn to alternative life-
styles. The standard of living deteriorates.
Social workers pitch in to distribute food
and shelter for the increasingly needy popu-
lation. They work for low or no salaries to

organize people into emerging, local commun-
al groups. Within the power vacuum, a reac-

tionary force emerges which represses dis-
sent, pays no need to the human needs of the

population and operates for its own benefit.
There are no jobs for social workers and the

profession dies (Beck, 1981).

FINDINGS

Study Sample
The majority of the 359 BSW student respondents

were white (86%), female (85%), and single (80%), with
a median age of 21.8. Their mean university grade

point average (GPA) was 3.07. Political orientations
included liberals (39%), moderates (30%), conservatives
(8%), and radicals (5%). No one indicated "ultraconser-
vative" and 18 percent responded "no preference." The

180 MSW students were mostly female (74%), white (92%)
and single (55%), with a median age of 28.8. Their

mean university GPA was 3.64. The largest part of this
group described itself as liberal (42%). Thirty-five

percent identified themselves as moderates, 12 percent

conservative and 5 percent radical. Only 5 percent

indicated no preference.

National demographic data on baccalaureate and

master's programs in social work suggest that the sam-

ple ratio of males to females is comparable, but the
percent of minority students is less than that found in
some current BSW and MSW programs (Rubin, 1982).

Scenario Chosen

After reading summary descriptions of the scenar-

ios, subjects were asked, "Which one scenario do you
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believe is the most likely to occur in the period 1985-
19907" The vast majority (80%) of the sample chose "The
Unfulfilled Dream" as being the most representative of
the short-term socio-economic political future for the
United States (Table I). Only twelve percent chose the
"American Dream" and only a few chose the "Transforma-
tionalist" scenarios. A comparison with the results of
a similar survey performed by the Iowa NASW Chapter on
its membership in 1982, revealed marked similarity in
choice of scenario to the finding presented herein,
thereby providing an indication of generalizability.

The percentage difference between choice of "The
Unfulfilled Dream" and the other three scenarios is
sufficient to indicate that the majority of respondents
anticipate no major breaks in current national policy
and societal attitudes. Further analysis revealed that
scenario choice was not related to marital status, eth-
nicity, or gender, but was related to self-reported po-
litical orientation. Moderates and liberals tended to
choose the pessimistic "Unfulfilled Dream" scenario
significantly more than conservatives and respondents
who indicated no preference. These groups tended to
choose the more optimistic "American Dream." A 2x4
chi-square analysis failed to ascertain any statis-
tically significant difference in choice of scenario
between BSW and MSW students.

Social Justice

To determine perceptions of social justice, sub-
jects were asked, "For your chosen scenario, what will
be the degree of social justice for lower, middle and
upper class Americans?" An inspection of the degree of
social justice for the three American socio-economic
classes reveals a perception of discrimination, as shown
in Table 2. Regardless of the scenario chosen, the or-
dinal relationship between the classes holds - the upper
class will receive the most social justice and the low-
er class will receive the least. Clearly, the existing
inequities in social stratification are expected to
continue. In addition, the study of the mean justice
scores for the lower class shows a great variation
between scenarios. "The American Dream" and "Sweet
Transformationalism" (as optimistic views) indicate the
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Table 1
Scenario Chosen and Political Orientation

Scenario Chosen

(N=63) (N=432)
Political Unful-
Orienta- American filled
tion Dream Dream

N % N %

(N=31) (N=13)
Sweet Sour

Transforma- Transfor-
tionalism mationalism
N % N %

Conser-
vative 8 (16%) 36 (74%) 3 (6%)

Moderate 29 (17%) 123 (71%) 14 (8%)

Liberal 13 (6%) 187 (88%) 10 (5%)

Radical 1 (4%) 22 (88%) 0 (0%)

No Pref- 11 (15%) 56 (78%) 4 (6%)

erence
(x2 =26.5, p<O.O09, dffl2)
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Tab le 2
Mean Degree of Social Justice By Scenario and Class

C lass

Scenario Upper Middle Lower

The American Dream 5.07 4.08 3.18

The Unfulfilled Dream 4.10 3.12 1.93

Sweet Transforma- 4.23 3.68 3.17
tionali sm

Sour Transforma- 5.15 3.15 1.46
tionalism

Note: Six point scale with I being none and 6 being
greatest degree of social justice.
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most social justice for the lower class and "The Unful-
filled Dream" and "Sour Transformationalism" show the
least.

According to the students, in terms of social justice,
the future of the lower socio-economic class appears to
be quite bleak.

Implications for Social Work Practice and Education

To ascertain implications for social work practice
and education, students were asked the following:
"Taking into account limited resources, what are the
implications of your chosen scenario for social work
practitioners and social work education in the period
1985-1990?" Respondents then rated the 14 factors in
terms of their importance for social work practitioners
and 13 for social work education. Each factor was
rated on a scale which indicated that one had little
importance and six had great importance. T-tests for
independent samples were conducted to determine if
choice of scenario and educational status (BSW or MSW
students) produced differences in the chosen factors.

Because of the small numbers of "Sweet Transforma-
tionalist" and "Sour Transformationalist" respondents,
the following statistical analyses do not include them.
Generally, the students who believe that our society
will undergo substantial changes (i.e., transforma-
tions), as a result of present trends, placed most of
the factors into the low importance for social work
classification. The "Sweet Transformationalism" re-
spondents assigned intermediate importance to the man-
agement/planning technology cluster of factors. The
"Sour Transformationalists" assigned no importance to
this cluster, but rather saw intermediate importance in
the need for social action skills. In contrast to the
two dream scenarios, the "transformationalists" reject-
ed such factors as social work values and university
education as having much importance.

Social Work Practice: Table 3 presents the rank order
of the 14 practice factors for the "American Dream" and
"Unfulfilled Dream" scenarios (which were the most
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frequently chosen). While similarities exist in the
means between scenarios, significant differences were
found for seven factors. Involvement in social action
at the state and local levels, but not the national
level, and improving social work's role as the "con-
science of society" were significantly higher for re-
spondents choosing the "Unfulfilled Dream;" whereas
obtaining social work licensing, improving clinical
skills, improving management skills and becoming more
competent in using management information systems were
significantly higher for respondents choosing the
"American Dream." Both groups believed that social
workers should develop more understanding of politics.

T-tests were conducted to determine if differences
existed within scenarios by educational status. For the
"American Dream," BSW and MSW students did not differ
on any factor. However, BSW and MSW students who chose
the "Unfulfilled Dream" differed on eight factors. The
MSW students consistently assigned higher ratings to
these factors: the need to become more politically in-
volved at the state (t=2.66), local (t=2.66), and na-
tional (t=3.21) levels; developing social planning
skills (t=2.80); improving management skills (t=
2.33); creating new service delivery systems (t=

2.54); improving program evaluation (t=4.98); and im-
proving clinical skills (t-=2.39). 3

Further analysis of each of the 13 factors was
conducted for respondents choosing the "American Dream"
and Unfulfilled Dream" scenarios. T-tests for indepen-
dent samples were conducted to determine if BSW and MSW
student ratings were significantly different. For
those choosing the "American Dream" only one difference
was found. MSW students rated the importance of devel-
oping a more specialized curriculum significantly
higher than BSW students (t=2.19). The mean score for
this factor was 5.22 for MSW students, thereby making
it the highest ranked factor. For those choosing the
"Unfulfilled Dream," three variables were found which
differentiated MSW and BSW students views: emphasis
on management/planning skills, (t=2.61); research/eval-
uation skills, (t= 2.46); and services to clients (t-
3.93).4 MSW students rated these factors as being
more important than BSW students.
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Tab le 3
Implications for Social Work Practitioners

Scenario

Item Unfulfilled American
Description Dream Dream

(N=432) (N=63)
x x t

Develop Understanding 5.1 4.9 .97

of Politics

Become More Involved in

Social Action Directly 4.7 4.3 2.44*
at the Local Level

Develop Social Planning 4.6 4.8 1.11
Skills

Develop More Jobs in Non-
Traditional Settings

(such as Business & Unions) 4.6 4.5 .40

Become More Involved in
Social Action Directly
at the State Level 4.6 4.1 3.47*

Become More Involved in
Social Action Directly
at the National Level 4.5 4.2 1.56

Become More Competent in
Using Management Infor-
mation Systems in Meeting
Client Needs 4.4 4.8 2.58*

(continued next page)
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Table 3 continued
Implications for Social Work Practitioners

Scenario

Item Unfulfilled American
Description Dream Dream

(N=432) (N=63)
31 i t

Improve Management Skills 4.4 4.8 2.73*

Create New Service
Delivery Systems 4.4 4.5 .77

Improve Social Work Role
of "Conscience of
Society" 4.4 4.0 2.52*

Improve Program Evaluation 4.3 4.6 1.71

Provide More Direct Services
to Clients 4.3 4.3 .07

Obtain Social Work
Licensing 4.1 4.8 3.62*

Improve Clinical Skills 4.0 4.4 2.48*

*p< .05
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Social Work Education: Statistically significant dif-
ferences were found that differentiated the "American
Dream" and "Unfulfilled Dream" respondents' choice on
seven factors (see Table 4). Consistent with findings
for practice implications, respondents choosing the
"Unfulfilled Dream" believed that more emphasis should
be placed on social action, whereas respondents choos-
ing the "American Dream" placed greater emphasis on
management/planning skills, computer technology, and
research/evaluation skills. Additionally, the latter
respondents emphasized the need for a university educa-
tion, the development of a more specialized curriculum,
and focus on the middle class. Both groups believed
that education must place more emphasis on the develop-
ment of leadership skills.

DISCUSSION

The finding that over 80 percent of respondents
believe that the "Unfulfilled Dream" scenario is likely
to occur supports a widely held belief that the "Ameri-
can Dream" has gone sour. Unemployment is the highest
since the Depression. Minorities and women are espe-
cially vulnerable. Social work students have been
confronted with the facts that positions in public and
voluntary agencies are scarce, and in many instances,
social workers have been reduced in-force. Many indus-
tries (e.g., steel, auto, construction) have laid off
countless blue-collar employees and have shut down,
leaving communities and states with public welfare
burdens they are virtually unable to assume. National
priorities have changed significantly, reversing a
trend begun in the middle 1930's. Tax policies favor-
ing the wealthy and declining public social welfare
supports are just two items of the new agenda of the
1980's. The belief that the upper classes will benefit
most and the lower classes will receive little social
justice, regardless of scenario chosen, reflects a pes-
simistic view on its dispensation.

The students who chose the two "dream" scenarios
believe that social workers need to gain the skills to
work within bureaucracies. Furthermore, those students
who chose "The Unfulfilled Dream" believe that social
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Table 4
Implications for Social Work Education

Scenario

I tern Unfulf illed American
Description Dream Dream

(N=432) (N=63)
X X t

Emphasis on
Leadership Skills

Emphasis on Social
Action

Emphasis on Manage-
ment/Planning Skills

4.69

4.56

4.55

1.25

2.72*

2.02*

Need for Interdisci-
plinary Curriculum

(such as Political
Science & Economics) 4.49

Need for University
Education

Emphasis on Social

Work Values

Emphasis on Computer

Technology

5.29*4.33

4.21

4.21 3.87*

(continued next page)
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Table 4 continued
Implications for Social Work Education

Scenario

Item Unfulfilled American
Description Dream Dream

(N-432) (N=63)
X t

Develop More Special-
ized Curriculum 4.18 4.9 3.76*

Emphasis on Research/
Evaluation Skills 4.11 4.7 3.66*

Emphasis on Services
to Clients 4.06 4.3 1.12

Focus on the Poor 3.90 3.7 1.09

Focus on the Middle

Class 3.77 4.1 1.96*

Maintain Generalist
Curriculum 3.66 3.5 1.15

*p<. 0 5
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workers will need to develop greater social action
skills to seek professional and client goals. "The
American Dream" respondents relegated direct services
to clients to the medium importance category, but "The
Unfulfilled Dream" respondents placed it into the low-
est category. This surprising finding may conflict
with the reality of agency-based direct service prac-
tice of most social workers.

The "American Dream" and "Unfulfilled Dream"
respondents in this study saw a need for expanded edu-
cation on leadership, social action, technology and
management. Presumably, knowledge in these areas will
make them more marketable in the fierce competition
with other "human services" and business-trained per-
sonnel. This observation applies at both the MSW and
BSW levels. Certainly enhancing the students' leader-
ship skills (which mostly concern human relationships)
and technology/management skills will provide a strong-
er profession than at present.

Faculty in BSW and MSW programs should consider
further development of their curricula to enhance their
students' leadership skills. Although a separate
course could be developed, because of lack of resources,
many programs will have to enhance such skills within
their present professional foundation courses. Making
presentations before classes, group simulations and
writing papers on leadership, developed in a sequential
fashion, could meet this goal.

Further, students could be encouraged to take leader-
ship positions on the campus and in the community. In
a similar fashion computer technology could be learned
through separate courses or integrated courses. Man-
agement training will require separate courses. Social
action courses should receive enhanced visibility.
This education in social action is applicable at the
BSW, as well as the MSW, level. This is not to say,
however, that the focus on social work values should be
decreased.

In advocating that social workers become active
participants, rather than bystanders in shaping the
future, Minahan developed a list of potential

357



activities (Minahan, 1981). These included teaching
clients survival and self-help skills, making bureau-

cracies responsive to people, incorporating new

technology (such as computers) into the profession, and
becoming active in new services development and social

advocacy. The activities on the list match well with
this study's list of implications for leadership, so-

cial action and management/planning in social work
practice and education, thereby providing support for
their importance.. Furthermore, the findings support the
predictions of David, Briar and Rothman, which were
previously discussed.

Social work is sufficiently mature as a profes-
sion to move away from strictly "genius forecasting" to
more sophisticated prediction techniques. The work of

NASW's Professional Futures Commission is to be com-
mended. The use of more contemporary future prediction

techniques should yield results which will help to
further strengthen our profession and services for our

clients.

NOTES

1. The social work programs in the following universi-
ties/ colleges participated in the study:

Florida State University Utah State University
Florida International Uni. Uni. of Northern Iowa
Uni. of Tenn.-Knoxville Clark College, Iowa

Uni. of Kentucky University of Iowa

Eastern Kentucky Uni. Uni. of Wis.-Eau Claire

Western Kentucky Uni. Uni. of Wisc.-Superior

Murray State Uni., KY Wright State Uni., Ohio
University of Houston Mankato State Uni., MN
Kentucky State University Simpson College, Iowa

2. Copyright 1981, National Association of Social Work-

ers, Inc. Reprinted with permission, from Social
Work, Vol. 26, No. 5. (September 1981), pp. 367-
372, excerpts.

3. p<.05; df varied from 422-430.
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4. p<.05; df varied from 426-429.
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