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• “The early church grew out of the necessity of greater efficiency in ministry to the 
physical needs of others” (Holt, 1922) 

• “Almost all modern social services can be traced back to roots in religious 
organizations” (Garland, 2012).

• “The desire to help others and, therefore the beginning of social welfare appears to 
have developed as a part of religion” (Langer, 2003). 

• Religious values and traditions have greatly affected the development of American 
social welfare (Cascio, 2003).

• “The church have continued to be a prominent context for social work practice…” 
(Garland, 1992)

• “The Church continues to be a significant and influential institution -for good or for 
ill- in this nation’s formal social services, and to a greater extent, in the informal 
social support and services available to persons and their families” (Garland, 1992)



“Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that

Global Definition of the Social Work Profession

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 diversities are central to social

work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences, humanities

and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and structures to

address life challenges and enhance wellbeing.”

IASSW, 2014



• The social work profession’s core mandates include promoting social change, 
social development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation 
of people.

• In solidarity with those who are disadvantaged, the profession strives to 
alleviate poverty, liberate the vulnerable and oppressed, and promote social 
inclusion and social cohesion.

• The profession is committed to the maintenance of social stability, insofar as 
such stability is not used to marginalize, exclude or oppress any particular 
group of persons.

CORE MANDATES



• The overarching principles of social work are respect for the inherent worth 
and dignity of human beings, doing no harm, respect for diversity and 
upholding human rights and social justice.

• Advocating and upholding human rights and social justice is the motivation 
and justification for social work. 

PRINCIPLES



• White Paper for Social Welfare, 1997

• Developmental Social Work
• Midgley (1995: 25): “a process of planned social change designed to promote the 

wellbeing of the population’s whole in conjunction with a dynamic process of economic 
development”

• Gray (2006: 553): “a theory and approach to social welfare that posits a macro-policy 
framework for poverty alleviation that combines social and economic goals’.

SOCIAL WORK IN SOUTH AFRICA



• Building human capital

• Building social capital

• Social policy

• Empowerment

• Economic development

• Community organization

• Strengths perspective

• Advocacy

• New White Paper for Social Welfare, 2016??

DEVELOPMENTAL SOCIAL WORK



1. A good understanding of the church’s religious system, 

2. A knowledge of the unique language of that group/church, 

3. The development of a network of key individuals within the system, 

4. An expansion of the ways that professionals can effectively serve that specific group, 

5. The application of the highest standards of professionalism and ethics. 
(Plante, 1999) 

• Edwards, Lim, & Campbell (1998) define collaboration as “both parties working 
together each offering important expertise to solve a problem or help each other”. 
The assumption of this approach is the notion of mutual respect, a value dearly held 
by the ethics of the profession, and the mission of the church.

PRINCIPLES OF COLLABORATION: SOCIAL WORK & CHURCH



Wolfer and Sherr (2003) categorize congregational outreach into six areas: 

• Immediate needs (food, shelter, clothing), 

• Educational and health needs (after school programs, mental health, HIV/AIDS 
orphans), 

• Community development activities (AA, NA, food gardens), 

• Evangelistic outreach (outreaches within farming communities),

• Humanitarian efforts to deprived areas (disasters of nature), 

• Public advocacy (gay debate).



• Holistic and integrative care that fosters an awareness of spirituality and shared 
values (McMinn, Aikens, and Lish, 2003) . 

• On-going theological training 
• The ability to develop new ways of working with various religious groups or churches, 

and the structuring of a mutually beneficial situation can go a long way to fostering 
collaboration. (Benes, Walsh, McMinn, Dominquiz, & Aikens, 2000; McMinn, 
Chaddock, Edwards, Lim & Campbell, 1998, Plante, 2005).

• While the importance of good communication is granted, clergy also perceive 
experiences as being highly helpful when the professional is offering a service that 
clergy are not prepared to offer for example therapeutic skills (McMinn, Aikens, & 
Lish, 2003).

• “Advanced forms of collaboration that transcend referrals back and forth requires 
particular values and attitudes…(McMinn et. al, 2003, p. 202). 

ADDITIONAL ENHANCEMENT OF PROFESSIONAL COMPETENCIES



• A lack of awareness by the social worker of important church teachings and issues (Plante, 
1999),

• Limited trust of social worker by the church (Bene, Walsh, McMinn, Dominquiz, & Aikens, 
2000), 

• “Still others separate faith from practice: some social workers employed in church contexts 
are not Christians; others view their personal faith and church membership as separate from 
their professional practice” (Garland, 1992), 

• “Social workers in this setting need to have a comfort level and, at a minimum, an 
understanding of the religious language used in a congregational context” (Placido & Cecil, 
2012.

• “…most clergy and congregations are ill-equipped to provide therapeutic intervention, or 
prepared to assist families to navigate the complex web of formal community social service 
agencies” (Tirrito, 2000)

• Financial practices (Edwards et. al, 1999)

BARRIERS IN COLLABORATION



Define congregation:

• A congregation is a community of people who come together voluntarily for worship 
and other religious activities at a particular location and who share identity with one 
another ( Ammerman, 1997, 2005; Chaves, 2004; Garland, 1997). 

Define church/ congregational social work:

• Church/congregational social work is professional social work practice that takes 
place in the setting of a congregation. A congregational social worker provides 
professional services and leadership, part time or full time, in or through a 
congregation, whether the employer is the congregation itself or a social service 
agency working in collaboration with congregations 

• Church/congregational social work is professional social work practice in 
organizations, including congregations, whose mission is to put into action the 
teachings of Jesus. (Garland & Yancey, 2012).

LET’S GET PRACTICAL



• High case loads

• Borders for service delivery as per DSD

• Statutory work

• Human recourses/ staff turn over 

• Limited recourses for professional services

• Logistical recourses

• Financial barriers

• Working with volunteers  

• See faith/church as separate from professional practice

BARRIERS IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT



1. Social worker in service of a congregation

2. Social worker in service of a FBO

2 MODELS



MODEL 1:

Social Worker Reverend

Congregation



Badisa, Engo, 
Caritas, 
Tutela, etc

Church council/ 
Reverend

Diaconal worker

MODEL 2



• “Psychology and social work also helps us in the church to view human beings 
from a more comprehensive perspective: physically, emotionally, 
interpersonally and spiritually” (Tan, 2005).



• “Social work is what we vocationally achieve as a career; Social work is what 
we accomplish as a calling to transform the world. Career and calling are two 
different paths. Whereas a career leads to the pieties of academics culture and 
a corrupting course of professional narcissism, a calling essentially involves 
redemptive human uplift and social transformation”

Mohan, 2008:247

SOCIAL WORK AS A CALLING


