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This study is concerned with the perceptions of those who employ registered social workers and seeks to understand if employer perceptions reflect and align with registered social workers view of themselves. The profession of social work is value based. The social justice value has been identified as the main and unifying mission of the profession, appearing in the professions code of ethics and the training and education of all social workers. Social work, a self-regulating profession in Alberta, holds its members to account through their code of ethics and standards of practice. Social workers are legislated under the Health Professions Act and have a professional obligation to pursue social justice. This is operationalized in their code of ethics as the right of people to have access to resources to meet their basic needs. Social workers, in pursuit of social justice, challenge injustice and advocate for fair and equitable access to public services and for the equal treatment of all, especially the marginalized and disadvantaged. Those who employ social workers to perform functions within their scope of practice must hire only those professionals who are registered with their regulatory body. However, the pursuit of social justice, a central component in the code of ethics, does not appear in job descriptions for social work nor is it considered a job requirement by those who employ social workers. In the current human services environment, evidenced-based practice and techniques, standardization and efficiency, and cost effectiveness override values such as the pursuit of social justice. Advocacy and the pursuit of social justice can be viewed as an impediment to the goals of an organization attempting to maximize efficiency and contain costs. Organizations that employ social workers do not necessarily acknowledge or value the social justice aspect of professional social work practice. However, those whom social workers serve, frequently among the most vulnerable members of society, require professionals whose obligations to pursue justice on their behalf are clear.

Opposing perspectives on expectations of social workers in the workforce can negatively impact worker wellbeing, lead to job dissatisfaction, and increase turnover. This research will provide insight into the assessment of the social work profession within human service organizations and the utility of a professional code of ethics for employers. As several professions are currently regulated under provincial legislation requiring adherence to a code of ethics, results from this study have potential to contribute to a wider discussion/debate on professionalism and its changing nature. Professional regulatory bodies will be interested in the outcomes of this study as will social work educators, as considerable attention is directed to explicating the code of ethics for students and practitioners but considerable confusion exists in the wider public. Those who employ social workers will benefit through participating in discussions that will enhance and expand their understanding of the profession while at the same time contributing to a more clearly delineated understanding of expectations regarding professional social work. This project will enhance congruence between employers’ expectations and workers values leading to role clarity and improved job performance for social workers working in human services and will contribute to job satisfaction and improved worker retention for those who employ social workers. This research will inform future curriculum development as well as professional development activities in order to better prepare students to translate their code of ethics into effective work in complex environments including governmental and non-governmental organizations. 

