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Social Work Education in the United States
Social work curricula across the United States lacks service user 

inclusion in the education of social workers, despite the trademark of 
the profession being service user oriented. Social work education in 
the United States requires a four-year undergraduate degree, or a two-
year graduate degree, in social work. Both undergraduate and gradu-
ate social work degrees require students to complete internship hours 
working with individuals, families, groups, communities and/or orga-
nizations, with the goal of enabling and encouraging the application of 
social work-related knowledge, skills and values covered during class-
room instruction (theory) within real-life settings (practice). For many 
students, the internship serves as the first encounter with service users 
of social service organizations, meaning they may have little-to-no un-
derstanding of service user experiences, or the skills needed to work 
collaboratively with service users, prior to this point in their academic 
careers.

 
Social workers are tasked with assessing service users of social service 
organizations for eligibility and need for services, thereafter, working 
collaboratively with service users to meet these assessed need(s). So-
cial workers in the United States are expected to adhere to the National 
Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics, which emphasiz-
es respect for service users, service user self-determination and pres-
ervation of the dignity and worth of every person [1]. International 
professionals in the field of academia, as well as social workers and ser-
vice users, have argued in favor of service users being included in the 
education of social work students to prepare and equip them with the 
knowledge, skills and values necessary to provide social work services 
to service users while on their internship and after graduation [2,3]. 
The consumer movement has helped bring light to the importance of 
service user inclusion, specifically within social work education.

Abstract

Background: The purpose of this exploratory study was to establish the state of US social work faculty perceptions on service user 
empowerment and consumerism. Despite the trademark of the profession being service user-oriented, United States’ social work curricula lacks 
service user inclusion in the education of social workers.

Methods: This was a cross-sectional exploratory study involving 404 social work faculty across the United States. In addition to demographic 
variables, the instrument used consisted of a questionnaire informed by existing literature.

Results: The maximum possible composite score for this study was 50. The mean composite score was 41.977 (SD = 3.647), with the median 
score of 42 and the mode being 45 (N = 53 or 13.766% of participants). The lowest recorded score was 22 and the highest recorded score was 
50, setting the range at 28.

Conclusion: Overall, findings show that sampled social work faculty are mostly in favor of service user empowerment and consumerism 
(mean composite score percentage of 76.322%). More research is needed in the topic area, beginning with faculty perceptions of service user 
inclusion in social work organizations and social work education, thereafter, expanding the scope of study to include sampled service users, 
students and carers.
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The Consumer Movement
The consumer movement is an effort by service users of social ser-

vices to gain control over their treatment and eliminate the associated 
stigma. The consumer role is a social role based on experiential knowl-
edge of the system with which they are affiliated Kaufman (1999). The 
consumer movement in the United States has recently begun shaping 
policy and practice Bluebird (2000) but not social work education. This 
movement emphasizes the recovery process, conceptualized as having 
three phases: 

a)	 reclaiming a positive sense of self in relation to the present-
ing issue(s), 

b)	 active pursuit of health and 

c)	 “moving on” and claiming meaningful roles outside of being 
a consumer of social services Ridgeway (1999). 

Service user inclusion should be a logical component of social work 
education since activism and focus on recovery are in harmony with so-
cial work values that include partnership and self-determination [1].

Methodology
This quantitative study is as an exploratory cross-sectional re-

search study using non-probability purposive sampling techniques. 
The research tool is a non-pre-existing questionnaire, developed 
through a review of literature and theoretical framework, uploaded to 
Survey Monkey, thereafter, targeted toward social work faculty across 
the United States. Informed consent was attained through Survey Mon-
key before participants began the questionnaire. Data were collected 
from 12:00 AM EST March 1st, 2018 until 11:59 PM EST April 30th, 
2018, a duration of 61 days. As of July 2014, there were 500 undergrad-
uate and 233 graduate social work programs that are accredited by the 
CSWE. The CSWE provides an up-to-date list of all accredited under-
graduate and graduate programs on their website, along with contact 
information for each program director. All 733 programs were emailed 

invitations to participate in the Survey Monkey questionnaire; follow 
up reminders were sent on a weekly basis. 

Research in the field of social work calls for ethical considerations 
and confidentiality to be at the forefront of study. It is of paramount 
importance that participants’ identities are always protected. Full 
IRB approval through Yeshiva University, Wurzweiler School of Social 
Work, was obtained before beginning data collection. Specific ethical 
considerations for social work faculty included fully informing them 
of the purpose of the study, maintaining confidentiality and gaining in-
formed consent. Consent was obtained from every participant prior to 
the start of the questionnaire. All data were stored in a password pro-
tected cloud-based file. The population, social work faculty across the 
United States, are not considered to be a vulnerable population, nor an 
excluded category altogether, therefore no sub-population issues were 
anticipated or encountered.

The questionnaire was first piloted to small factions of qualified 
participants who provided feedback toward the betterment of the re-
search tool. 404 social work faculty participated in the study during 
the 61-day data collection period. The main study question addressed 
by this study is, “what are the attitudes of social work faculty toward 
service user empowerment and consumerism?”

Results
The maximum possible composite score for this study (a 10-item 

inventory aggregated into a single composite score) was 50. The mean 
composite score was 41.977 (SD = 3.647), with the median score of 42 
and the mode being 45 (N = 53 or 13.766% of participants). The lowest 
recorded score was 22 and the highest recorded score was 50, setting 
the range at 28. A visual depiction of the range of participants’ scores 
mirrored a normal curve as indicated in (Figure 1) with elements fur-
ther detailed in (Table 1). Overall, findings show that sampled social 
work faculty are mostly in favor of service user empowerment and con-
sumerism (mean composite score percentage of 76.322%).

Figure 1: Service User Empowerment and Consumerism Composite Score Histogram.
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Table 1: Service User Empowerment and Consumerism Frequency Distribution.

Question M (SD) Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

q12. It is difficult to know if service users are being truthful 
(REVERSE SCORED)

3.686
(0.799)

12.1%
(49)

48.8%
(197)

27%
(109)

7.2%
(29)

0.2%
(1)

q13. It is necessary to ask service users what they think 
before decisions about them are made.

4.605
(0.753)

1.7%
(7)

0.7%
(3)

3.0%
(12)

22.5%
(91)

67.3%
(272)

q14. Service users are the “experts” on themselves 4.574
(0.689)

0.7%
(3)

1.0%
(4)

3.5%
(14)

27.7%
(112)

62.4%
(252)

q15. Service user participation in case planning is important 
in making the right decisions

4.707
(0.629)

1.2%
(5)

0.2%
(1)

0.7%
(3)

20.8%
(84)

72.3%
(292)

q16. It is important to treat service users as individuals as 
opposed to “typical” (aggregate) service users

4.756
(0.602)

1.2%
(5)

1.0%
(4)

16.3%
(66)

76.7%
(310)

95.3%
(385)

q17. Service users are reluctant to say what they really mean 
when speaking to social workers (REVERSE SCORED)

3.083
(0.880)

3.0%
(12)

30.9%
(125)

33.7%
(136)

26.5%
(107)

1.2%
(5)

q18. Talking to service users about their issues is an addi-
tional burden on them (REVERSE SCORED)

3.958
(0.856)

25.0%
(101)

49.0%
(198)

13.9%
(56)

7.2%
(29)

0.2%
(1)

q19. Service users and social workers are equals 3.533
(1.166)

2.7%
(11)

21.5%
(87)

16.3%
(66)

31.7%
(128)

23.0%
(93)

q20. To protect service users, social workers should tell 
service users that everything is going well with their case 

(REVERSE SCORED)

4.252
(0.990)

48.3%
(195)

33.7%
(136)

5.0%
(20)

5.9%
(24)

2.5%
(10)

q21. It is important for academic institutions and social 
work organizations to build rapport with the surrounding 

community

4.823
(0.510)

0.7%
(3)

0.0%
(0)

1.0%
(4)

11.9%
(48)

81.7%
(330)

Mean composite score 41.977 
(3.647)

Note: The total n or f for each variable may not add to the 
total sample size of N = 404 due to missing data.

Implications and Contributions to Social Work
The focus of this study pertains to collegiate social work curricula 

across the United States lacking service user inclusion at the academic 
level, despite the trademark of the profession being service user orient-
ed. Social work is defined as “a practice-based profession and an aca-
demic discipline that promotes social change and development, social 
cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of people. Principles of 
social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for di-
versities are central to social work. […] social work engages people and 
structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing” [4]. As 
the definition highlights, social work aims to engage people to enhance 
wellbeing and values collective responsibility in achieving this aim. 
The empowerment of individuals, groups and communities in need re-
quires their active inclusion in the social work process of assessment, 
intervention and evaluation of services, yet service users’ views and 
perspectives are often ignored during this process [5,6]. This study’s 
findings indicate that the majority of social work faculty are in favor of 
service user empowerment and consumerism.

There is a great deal of information to be gleaned from those with 
experiential knowledge on subject matter, beyond the limits of academ-
ic knowledge. The inclusion of service users in social work academia 
could help bridge the gap between academic knowledge and experi-
ential knowledge. More importantly, meaningful inclusion of service 
users, defined as citizen power as opposed to tokenism or non-partic-

ipation [7] is key in maintaining an environment where there is buy-in 
from all parties to advance social work theory and eventual practice.

Limitations
A major limitation to this study is the exclusion of service users 

in a study designed to highlight the importance of service user inclu-
sion. The primary reason behind this decision was to first establish 
the attitudes of social work faculty across the United States. This is not 
designed to be an exhaustive and complete study on the topic, further 
research must be done including service users, students and other con-
stituents.

The research tool employed in this study was a quantitative ques-
tionnaire, and as with any quantitative questionnaire, the aim here was 
breadth at the expense of depth. Nuance was non-existent with the use 
of this structured questionnaire. Furthermore, the questionnaire was 
constructed with a pre-existing knowledge of a potential for high social 
desirability of participant responses (participants may have answered 
in such a way as to appear as though they value service user empower-
ment and consumerism more than they really do). Since “neutral” was 
a choice in the majority of questions, it’s likely that greater variation 
could have been established if “neutral” was not an available choice 
within the questionnaire. Purposive sampling, employed in this study, 
is a non-probability sampling technique, yielding results that are not as 
generalizable as probability sampling methods [8,9].
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Areas of Future Research
The researcher’s goal has been to learn about the attitudes of fac-

ulty within social work programs toward service user empowerment 
and consumerism. The overarching idea has been to expand upon the 
consumerism movement and include service users in the development 
and eventual delivery of services geared toward them. The informa-
tion gathered could eventually lead to the development of a “best 
practice” model, which could be implemented and evaluated on an on-
going basis. Future funding could enable programs to implement this 
“best practice” model and evaluate the outcomes for service users and 
students, thus fulfilling the need for evidence on the effectiveness of 
service user inclusion in social work education [10]. This study, by no 
means exhaustive and complete, aims to move one step closer to this 
“best practice” model by being a point of reference for future studies 
of similar nature.

The natural next step would be to study faculty perceptions of ser-
vice user inclusion in social work organizations before studying faculty 
perceptions of service user inclusion in social work education. Thereaf-
ter, approaching this topic from a qualitative perspective could be fruit-
ful. As this study only includes social work faculty across the United 
States, eventual next steps could further expand the sample to include 
students, service users and/or careers.

Service users of social work services have formed advocacy groups 
to fight for inclusion in the shaping of social services and have used the 
slogan “nothing about us without us” in their mission. Service users ar-
gue for inclusion in all aspects of social work services from the educa-
tion of future social workers to the evaluation of services and consulta-
tion on policies [5,6,11,12]. This exploratory study only examines how 
social work educators perceive service user empowerment and con-
sumerism. Further research is needed through exploratory, descriptive 
and explanatory study designs to bridge the gap between this study’s 
findings and the expressed spirit of the social work profession [13].
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