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Introduction 
The roots of social welfare can be traced to the beginning of human life and social activity, with 
communal societies helping one another as a means to support the welfare of all (Farley, Smith, 
& Boyle, 2012). The professionalization of social service work occurred more recently in 19th 
century England, where laws were enacted and institutions were developed to formally address 
the needs of the sick and poor (Popple & Leighninger, 2011). This formalization led to a leap 
from 46 professional schools of social work in ten countries in 1929 to 1700 schools in more 
than 100 countries by 1995 (Hokenstad & Kendall, 1985). By the late 20th century, a majority of 
professional social work schools were located in North America and Western Europe but with a 
growing number of schools emerging in low-and middle-income countries (Midgley, 2001). 

Recently, there has been recognition that global social service work encompasses not only the 
social work profession but also the broader social service workforce, defined as “a variety of 
workers—paid and unpaid, governmental and nongovernmental—who make the social service 
system function and contribute to promoting the rights and ensuring the care, support, and 
protection of vulnerable populations” (Global Social Service Workforce Alliance (GSSWA), 
2015, p. 5). This expanded conceptualization has helped to open efforts to strengthen the global 
social service workforce beyond those who have been trained in professional schools of social 
work. Notably in 2010, Cape Town hosted the first Social Welfare Workforce Strengthening 
Conference, which served as a catalyst for subsequent country- and global-level initiatives in 
low- and middle-income countries (Bess, Lopez, & Tomaszewski, 2011). Since Since Cape 
Town, further efforts to strengthen the global social service workforce have included the 
development of a social service workforce strengthening framework and the launch of the Global 
Social Service Workforce Alliance (GSSWA) in 2013 (GSSWA, 2016), both of which seek to 
address strengthening the social service workforce in the broader sense of the term.  
A first step towards strengthening the social service workforce is to understand its global scope. 
To that end, over the past five years, multi-country mapping exercises have been conducted to 
better understand the situation of the social service workforce in various countries, especially in 
low- and middle-income counties. For example, a mapping exercise to better understand social 
service workforce education and training was conducted among 14 countries in West and Central 
Africa (Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Congo-Brazzaville, Côte d’Ivoire, DRC, Ghana, 
Liberia, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and The Gambia) (Canavera, 
Akesson, & Landis, 2014). Another study reviewed the state of the social service workforce in 
15 countries on three continents: Africa (Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Namibia, South Africa, 
Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia), Asia (Cambodia, Indonesia, Myanmar, Nepal, Vietnam), and 
Europe (Georgia, Moldova) (GSSWA, 2015). A follow-up to that mapping was a report 
summarizing the social service workforce in eight sub-Saharan countries: Côte d’Ivoire, 
Ethiopia, Malawi, Mozambique, Rwanda, South Africa, Uganda, and Zimbabwe (GSSWA, 
2016). Another study examined the social service workforce across eight southeast European 
countries: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Kosovo, Moldova, Romania, and 
Serbia (Akesson, 2016). While these efforts do much to build an understanding of the social 
service workforce and related needs, there remains a weak evidence base on ways to strengthen 
the social service workforce. The following research project attempts to fill this gap.  
The following pages report on a Delphi study in which 43 experts—living and/or working in 
regions under-represented in the global literature, including Africa, Middle East and Central 
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Asia, South American and the Caribbean, and South and East Asia, as well as Europe and North 
America—identify ways that the social service workforce can be strengthened around the globe.  

 
Methodology 
This paper presents a research project that adopted a three-phase Delphi design to determine 
effective practices and approaches to social service workforce strengthening. The Delphi process 
is based on the premise that valuable knowledge is developed through critical reflection by 
professionals (Kolb, 1984; Schon, 1983). The Delphi process provides a highly-structured means 
to distill key lessons learned by experts across a range of settings. The process is especially 
helpful in bringing together professionals and specialists from diverse disciplines who may not 
be able to communicate and exchange ideas due to geographical and time constraints (Duncan, 
2006; Green, Jones, Hughes, & Williams, 1999; Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). The 
research team was co-led by Bree Akesson, Assistant Professor of Social Work at Wilfrid 
Laurier University, and Mark Canavera, the Associate Director of the Care and Protection of 
Children (CPC) Learning Network, based at Columbia University. The research team consisted 
of graduate students from both universities. 
 

Participants  
We recruited potential participants through international forums including the Care and 
Protection of Children (CPC) Learning Network, the Better Care Network, the International 
Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), the International Association of Schools of Social Work 
(IASSW), and the Global Social Service Workforce Alliance (GSSWA). We sent emails 
requesting participant nominations or self-nominations to the above organizations’ listserv 
managers or other coordinators for distribution as well as to individuals in these and other 
professional networks. Purposeful sampling was used to obtain a sample representative of 
diverse work experience related to social service work, as well as all geographical regions. Non-
native English speakers were encouraged to participate, and two participants submitted responses 
in French.  
As shown in Figure 1, 183 potential participants were identified through the above described 
nomination process. Fifty-five individuals agreed to participate, nine declined to participate, and 
119 did not respond. Fifty participants completed Phase 1, forty-six completed Phase 2, and a 
total of 43 participants completed Phase 3. The attrition between Phases 2 and 3 may have been 
related to the survey length, which some participants noted was too long. Nevertheless, our final 
sample size is similar to samples in other published Delphi studies (Ager, Stark, Akesson, & 
Boothby, 2010; Beattie & Mackway-Jones, 2004; Brown, Crawford, Carley, & Mackway-Jones, 
2006).  
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Figure 1: Stages of Participant Engagement 
 

 
 

Figure 2 summarizes the background and experience of the sample. Of the 43 participants who 
completed all three phases of the Delphi review, 25 identified themselves as a professor, 
researcher, or senior administrator at a university, training, or academic institute; 20 held a senior 
technical position in humanitarian or development organization, network, or forum; 11 were 
contracted and/or employed for technical advisory work, 11 held management positions in child 
protection agencies, and one held a directive position in a government agency. The primary 
affiliation of the 43 participants ranged from academia or research/training institutes (n=24), 
non-governmental social agency (including humanitarian and development agencies) (n=9), 
government social agency (n=6), consultant (n=5), and national, regional, or global network 
(n=4). The work focus of the 43 participants ranged from teaching (n=18), research (n=13), 
policy development (n=9), service delivery or management (n=8), training (n=8), coordination 
(n=7), and monitoring and evaluation (n=3). We aimed for a broad geographical representation 
with participants indicating significant work experience in Africa (n=21), North America (n=19), 
Middle East and Central Asia (n=14), Europe (n=13), South America and the Caribbean (n=12), 
South and East Asia (n=8), and Australasia (n=5). The majority of participants had over 10 years 
(n=28) of experience.  

 

183 potential participants 
identified through 

nomination

119 did not respond 9 declined to participate

55 agreed to participate

50 participants completed 
Phase 1

46 participants completed 
Phase 2

43 participants completed 
Phase 3

3 participants did not 
complete Phase 3

4 participants did not 
complete Phase 2

5 participants did not 
complete Phase 1
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Figure 2: Background and Experience of Sample Participants (n=43) 

Background 
     Professor, researcher, senior administrator at university, training, or academic institute 58% (n=25) 
     Senior technical position in humanitarian/development organization/network/forum 47% (n=20) 
     Contracted or employed for technical advisory work 26% (n=11) 
     Management position in child protection agency 26% (n=11) 
     Directive position in government agency 2% (n=1) 
Primary Affiliation 
     Academia or research/training institute 56% (n=24) 
     Non-government social agency (including humanitarian and development agencies) 21% (n=9) 
     Government social agency 14% (n=6) 
     Consultant 12% (n=5) 
     National/regional/global network 9% (n=4) 
Work Focus 
     Teaching 42% (n=18) 
     Research 30% (n=13) 
     Policy development 21% (n=9) 
     Service delivery or management 19% (n=8) 
     Training 19% (n=8) 
     Coordination 16% (n=7) 
     Monitoring and evaluation 7% (n=3) 
Geographical Region 
     Africa 49% (n=21) 
     North America 44% (n=19) 
     Middle East and Central Asia 33% (n=14) 
     Europe 30% (n=13) 
     South America and Caribbean 28% (n=12) 
     South and East Asia 19% (n=8) 
     Australasia 12% (n=5) 
Years of Experience 
     Over 10 years 65% (n=28) 
     6-10 years 16% (n=7) 
     3-5 years 9% (n=4) 
     1-2 years 7% (n=3) 
     Less than 1 year 2% (n=1) 
 
In Phase 1, we asked participants to free-list answers to the following prompt: “What are 
effective practices and approaches to strengthening the social service workforce?” via the online 
survey tool Survey Monkey. Phase 1 resulted in 293 proposed statements from participants. Our 
research team independently reviewed all 293 statements to develop preliminary categorical 
codes, which were then consolidated into 12 broad themes listed in Figure 3. Our research team 
independently grouped all 293 statements into these 12 themes, keeping in mind that these 
themes could be further collapsed or expanded. However, as we moved through subsequent 
phases, we found that the themes did not warrant further revision and held true to form. 
 
  



 

6 
 
 

Figure 3: Delphi-Derived Research Themes 
 

(1) applied learning 

(2) collaboration and networking 

(3) contextual relevance 

(4) education and training 

(5) ethics 

(6) knowledge and skills 

(7) mandates, roles, and responsibilities 

(8) public perception, awareness, recognition 

(9) personal qualities and characteristics 

(10) research, monitoring and evaluation, and learning 

(11) supervision, mentorship, and coaching 

(12) working conditions 

 

During discussions among the research team, 16 additional statements were developed from 
preliminary statements that had included multiple concepts, phrases, or sentences. The result was 
then 309 individual statements of which we deleted 11 because the meaning was unclear to the 
research team. Three people independently categorized each statement into one or more of the 12 
themes. If there were two or more votes for one theme, then that was identified as the theme 
where the statement would reside. If there was a split vote, then we collectively discussed the 
statement until there was consensus as to where the statement should be placed.  
Individual members of our research team then independently consolidated the statements into the 
12 categories. Although we made efforts to clarify instances of ambiguity, we also were careful 
to maintain the original language used by participants when crafting their statements as much as 
possible. The consolidation process was cross-checked through telephone discussions and email. 
The process, detailed in Figure 4, resulted in a list of 135 final statements. We edited the final list 
to ensure consistency with language and grammar. The final list was shared with one research 
assistant familiar with social work but not familiar with the project to assess for the statements’ 
accessibility and validity.  
In Phase 2, we provided participants with the list of 135 statements. Participants were asked to 
rate their level of agreement on a five-point Likert scale that included strongly agree, agree, 
undecided, disagree, and strongly disagree. For each statement, participants were provided with a 
space to enter comments related to the statement and their rating.  
In Phase 3, the composite ratings from Phase 2 were sent back to participants for review. 
Participants were presented with a list of the 135 statements indicating the percentage of 
participants who had marked strongly agree, agree, undecided, disagree, and strongly disagree as 
well as their own rating. Participants were provided with an opportunity to amend or retain their 
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own ratings in light of the new knowledge of others’ ratings as well as others’ comments. For 
each statement, participants marked their final rating and provided further comments.   
 

Figure 4: Stages of Thematic Analysis to Identify Consensus Statements 

 
 
Data Analysis  

We analyzed ratings using three indicators: (1) level of consensus, (2) agreement intensity, and 
(3) disagreement intensity, which are summarized in the figures below. Level of consensus was 
defined as the percentage of participants indicating strong agreement or agreement. Aligned with 
methods of analysis from previous Delphi studies (Ager et al., 2010; Beattie & Mackway-Jones, 
2004; Brown et al., 2006; Crawford, Mackway-Jones, Russell, & Carley, 2004; Duncan, 2006), 
90% and 80% consensus were determined as a priori thresholds to judge a statement as 
consensually agreed upon. Figure 5 shows the range of consensus support achieved across 
statements. With the gradient of this curve descending beyond the 90% threshold and then 
abruptly dropping after the 80% threshold, the 90% threshold was taken as defining “clear 
consensus” and statements in the 80-90% range designated as “approaching consensus.”  

293 proposed
statements listed

309 individual 
statements developed 

(e.g., separating 
compound sentences)

309 statements grouped 
into 12 categories

Within each of the 12 
categories, statements 

were grouped into 
themes

Review statements were 
developed for each 

theme 

135 statements 
circulated to 
participants
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As shown in Tables 1-12, statements are listed in descending order of consensus within each 
thematic group and referenced by statement number. Although consensus was the key indicator 
for this study, intensity ratios were also calculated to support the analysis. Intensity ratios are 
commonly used in policy research to quantify the strength of opinion (including minority 
opinion) on Likert-type scales (Inglehart, 1995; Kemp & Burt, 2002; O’Hara & Stagl, 2002). 
Calculation of agreement intensity (AI) was used to indicate the number of participants 
indicating “strong agreement” with a statement over the number of participants indicating 
“strong agreement” or “agreement.” An AI score above 0.5 indicates that the pattern of 
agreements being more frequent than strong agreements was not adhered to for this item.  

 

Figure 5: Levels of Consensus Support for Statements1  

 
1 showing number of statements included by 90% and 80% thresholds 
 

Likewise, calculation of disagreement intensity (DI) was used to indicate the number of 
participants indicating “strong disagreement” or “disagreement” with a statement over the 
number of participants not agreeing (strongly or otherwise). DI is a measure of the extent to 
which non-agreement involves genuine disagreement rather than uncertainty. A DI score of 
above 0.5 indicates that the pattern of disagreements being more frequent than strong 
disagreements was not adhered to for this item.  

Qualitative comments were also analyzed using a content analysis approach. We analyzed the 
qualitative comments on two levels—descriptive and interpretive—to add to our analysis of 
consensus ratings. These areas will be described in the findings and discussion section below. 
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Findings and Discussion 
Theme 1: Applied Learning 
Within the Delphi categorization process, applied learning broadly included both experience in 
educational programs (e.g., internships, practicums, field placements, etc.) as well as on-the-job 
training (e.g., pre-service orientation, continuing education, and other trainings). Among the five 
statements in the “applied learning” theme, four statements reflected a clear consensus exceeding 
the 90% threshold with combined responses of strongly agree or agree. Three of these 
statements (1, 2, and 3) achieved 100% approval. Table 1 summarizes the statements related to 
the “applied learning” theme including consensus percentage, agreement intensity, disagreement 
intensity.  

Table 1: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Applied Learning” 
 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

1 Applied learning is central to strengthening the social service 
workforce. The social service workforce should be equipped not only 
with theoretical training and conceptual frameworks but also with the 
opportunity to practice using concrete social service skills in tangible, 
real-life settings. 

100 0.95 0.00 

2 Internships, practicums, and field placements are effective ways of 
building social service workers’ skills and confidence. These 
opportunities should be diverse in nature and appropriate in length.  

100 0.91 0.00 

3 On-the-job training opportunities are an important means of 
strengthening the social service workforce through building new 
knowledge and skills. 

100 0.65 0.00 

5 In-service training is an important means for social service workers to 
identify new issues and develop solutions. 

95 0.49 0.00 

Approaching Consensus: 80-89% participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

4 The practice of social service skills should be based on evidence – that 
is, it should be proven to have influenced the lives of target 
populations. 

84 0.33 0.43 

 

Through content analysis, we organized this theme into three areas: (1) ensuring multiple forms 
of applied learning, (2) quality of relationship between supervisor and supervisee, and (3) 
rethinking the role of evidence in contextually relevant practice.      
 

Ensuring Multiple Forms of Applied Learning 
The centrality of applied learning to social work training was widely agreed across the 
participants in this study. The data indicated unanimous agreement for the statement, 
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“Internships, practicums, and field placements are effective ways of building social service 
workers’ skills and confidence. These opportunities should be diverse in nature and appropriate 
in length” (Statement 2), with 90% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement. In 
regards to applied learning conducted in the workplace, 95% of participants supported the 
statement, “In-service training is an important means for social service workers to identify new 
issues and develop solutions” (Statement 5), with 48% of participants strongly agreeing with this 
statement. Indeed, the data identified support for applied learning in a variety of contexts 
including internships, practicums, field placements, and in-service trainings. One participant 
noted the wide range of applied learning experiences stating that,  

…practical application could be implemented through an internship, combination of 
coursework and a practicum, as well as an initial training or coaching phase after entering 
the workforce (Statement 1, Phase 2). 

Finally, the importance of applied learning was summarized by a respondent who noted that 
“field work is what brings life to theory, contextualizes practice, and, basically, is seen as the 
pedagogy of social work education” (Statement 2, Phase 3).  
The findings indicated that applied learning should not be limited to new social work 
professionals. Rather, learning should continue throughout the length of the career: “on-going in-
service training can be very helpful for new as well as seasoned social workers” (Statement 3, 
Phase 3). Another person noted that in-service training should be available to those without 
professional qualifications: 

Many members of the workforce are considered part of the social service workforce 
without professional qualifications; in-service training is essential to support the existing 
force to obtain the required skills (Statement 5, Phase 2). 

Nevertheless, the quality of such applied learning was not captured in this category. In other 
words, students and practitioners may be engaged in applied learning that is not aligned with 
good practice. 

 
Quality of Relationship between Supervisor and Supervisee 

Positive applied learning experiences cannot happen without quality supervision, according to 
the data. Identified characteristics of quality applied learning experiences included supervision, 
comprehensive training programs, and clear expectations. One participant identified the 
importance of program structure, saying, “The effectiveness of these ways of building skills are 
highly dependent on how effectively they are structured and supervised, not only their diversity 
and length.” (Statement 2, Phase 2). Another respondent noted that trainings “should be an 
intensive part of the learning experience with clear expectations” (Statement 2, Phase 2). One 
participant identified the need for a comprehensive approach stating that “just a training may not 
be sufficient[;] mentoring and other methods might be needed to change and enhance practice” 
(Statement 5, Phase 2).  

The data also identified key factors affecting the quality of applied learning experiences. Several 
factors addressed include: time constraints, resources, and proper supervision. One respondent 
noted that “of course, the quality may vary based on many variables (quality of trainers, 
supervision, mentoring, etc.)” (Statement 5, Phase 3). Similarly, with regards to in-service 
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training one participant noted that “of course this would depend on the training and the trainer” 
(Statement 5, Phase 2).  The question of time constraints arose repeatedly. One participant stated, 
“Agree in principle but I have rarely seen this work in practice” (Statement 3, Phase 2) while 
another participant noted:  

On-the-job training may post challenges of insufficient time, insufficient mentoring or 
supervision, and hold the individual to higher performance expectations than might the 
position of intern/student/learner (Statement 3, Phase 2). 

Contextual concerns within applied learning experiences were also addressed with one 
participant saying: 

In general, yes, I think that on-the-job training opportunities are an important means of 
strengthening the workforces, however within the context of many developing countries, 
on-the-job opportunities may be more challenging to identify and monitor for quality 
(Statement 3, Phase 3). 

 

Rethinking the Role of Evidence in Contextually Relevant Practice 
The statement that “the practice of social service skills should be based on evidence—that is, it 
should be proven to have influenced the lives of target populations” (Statement 4) approached 
consensus with 83% of participants supporting the statement. The data identified challenges 
regarding the definition of evidence, contextualization, efficiency, and feasibility to the 
implementation of evidence supported practice. However, the data identified disagreement over 
the definition of “evidence.” One participant said that they were “not sure what is meant here by 
evidence…which is knowledge of the culture, status and situation of the populations that the 
worker is working with” (Statement 4, Phase 2). This respondent’s broad understanding of 
evidence and evidence-based practice moves beyond just research and echoes Gilgun’s (2005) 
four cornerstones of evidence-based practice in social work: theory-informed research, practice 
wisdom, personal experience, and the values and practices of our clients. Gilgun’s broad 
interpretation of evidence in social work was reflected in other respondents’ comments in this 
category. One respondent noted that “often evidence is varied in terms of nature, quality or even 
availability. Learning from an experienced mentor may be as [if not] more valuable” (Statement 
4, Phase 2). One participant noted that cost and lack of generalizability of RCTs should lead 
social workers to pursue alternative methods stating: 

Therefore, I propose instead that social workers base their practice on locally derived 
biopsychosocial interventions that are shown to be effective through a rigorous system of 
monitoring and evaluation of success as measured by the goals and objectives of the 
intervention as well as the thinking of the affected population over some period of time 
(Statement 4, Phase 3). 

Contextualization recurred repeatedly throughout the data as well. As one participant stated that 
“there may be proof in one socio-cultural setting that doesn’t necessary hold in another. 
Elements of adaptation have to be taken into account in practice” (Statement 4, Phase 2). 
Additional respondents noted that “some things will still have to be contextualized in practice” 
(Statement 4, Phase 2) and “we need to build local evidence through research” (Statement 4, 
Phase 3). Furthermore, one participant touched on contextual approaches when discussing the 
challenges inherent in social work research, saying: 
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The evidence in social work is always going to be blurred around the edges. So, I agree 
with this statement, but would want caveats around how reliable evidence is and its 
applicability to a range of people and situations (Statement 4, Phase 3). 

Challenges to the use of evidence-based practices were addressed throughout the data. One 
participant identified the potential for research to result in diminished services for users, saying:  

I would prefer to say that evidence is valuable and should be sought, but we need to fully 
recognize its limitations. The state of research and the applicability of research findings 
to diverse populations are quite limited. Therefore, there is a danger that evidence-based 
practice will become a cook book approach and lead to a diminished array of services—
or worse, a creaming of those served to ensure that results look good (Statement 4, Phase 
3).  

Additional concerns identified throughout the data include restricted innovation and lack of 
existing evidence. One participant noted that the workforce will “need room for innovation and 
exploring ways to improve strategies” while another stated that “some innovations have no 
evidence” (Statement 4, Phase 2). One participant addressed the varied concerns throughout the 
data, stating:  

Although I agree with many comments related to issues of innovation, lack of (relevant, 
contextualized) evidence etc., the way I read and understand the question (was) is that if 
such evidence is available I strongly agree it should be considered (Statement 4, Phase 3). 

 

Theme 2: Collaboration and Networking 
Among the 18 statements in the “collaboration and networking” theme, 11 statements reflected a 
consensus exceeding the 90% threshold with combined responses of strongly agree or agree. 
None of the statements achieved 100% approval. Table 2 summarizes the statements related to 
the “collaboration and networking” theme, including consensus percentage, agreement intensity, 
disagreement intensity.  

 
Table 2: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Collaboration and Networking” 

 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

6 The multi-disciplinary nature of social service work should be valued 
and encouraged. 

98 0.74 0.00 

8 Actors in both private and civil society beyond ministries and 
government structures should be engaged to strengthen the social 
service workforce.  

98 0.64 0.00 

9 The social service system and the health care system should link in 
order to strengthen the social service workforce. 

98 0.71 1.00 
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10 There should be better collaboration across sectors to strengthen the social service 
workforce. 

98 0.52 0.00 

11 Coordination and information sharing, including increased dialogue, will 
strengthen the social service workforce. 

98 0.55 0.00 

13 Regional and sub-regional networks should be developed to encourage sharing 
and learning among the social service workforce. 

98 0.45 0.00 

18 National, provincial, regional, and/or local social service structures should interact 
and interface in order to strengthen the social service workforce. 

98 0.43 0.00 

16 Various stakeholders should be engaged to strengthen the social service 
workforce. 

93 0.38 0.00 

7 A systems approach within the social service welfare system that links justice, 
child protection, and education systems should be utilized to strengthen the social 
service workforce. 

93 0.77 0.00 

19 To strengthen the social service workforce, government ministries should be 
institutionally strengthened. 

91 0.62 0.00 

21 Well-functioning teams should be encouraged through team building and team 
meetings. 

91 0.51 0.25 

Approaching Consensus: 80-89% participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

22 Support networks should be built using peer mentoring. 88 0.34 0.00 

23 Emergencies should be recognized as an opportunity to build and strengthen the 
social service workforce and systems. 

86 0.22 0.00 

12 Working with professional associations will strengthen the social service 
workforce. 

84 0.33 0.00 

No Consensus 

20 When discussing organizational issues, team leaders should seek everyone’s input 
in decision-making. 

74 0.44 0.18 

15 The sharing or exchange of social service workers within a country to provide 
surge support provides support to over-burdened social service workers. 

69 0.10 0.08 

17 The provision of necessary referrals should be encouraged to strengthen the social 
service workforce. 

67 0.54 0.14 

14 Shared infrastructure will strengthen the social service workforce. 57 0.25 0.00 

 

We organized analysis of this theme into two areas: (1) fostering cross-disciplinary 
collaboration, and (2) developing effective multi-level systems. Several of the subthemes 
discussed within this section are addressed in additional detail in the “mandates, roles, and 
responsibilities” theme. 
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Fostering Cross-Disciplinary Collaboration 
With a focus on capacity building and workforce strengthening approaches, the data indicated 
strong consensus for the statement that “the multi-disciplinary nature of social work should be 
valued and encouraged” (Statement 6) with 97% of participants agreeing with the statement and 
73% of participants strongly agreeing. Additionally, the statement that “there should be better 
collaboration across sectors to strengthen the social service workforce” (Statement 10) reached 
97% consensus with 52% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement. 
Throughout the data, the idea of cross-disciplinary collaboration emerged. One participant noted:  

Yes, because issues addressed by ssw [social service workforce] are highly 
interdisciplinary in nature. To deal with them a more holistic and all-inclusive approach 
is necessary which is therefore provide by the multi-disciplinary approach in [social 
service] work (Statement 6, Phase 2). 

Another respondent stated, “Collaboration is an important tool towards improving the life of the 
population we serve” (Statement 10, Phase 3). 

The data also addressed some potential pitfalls of multi-disciplinary work. One participant 
claimed, “I don’t think we should be encouraging a workforce that is broadly trained on multiple 
issues but not an expert in any” (Statement 6, Phase 2). Additionally, participants repeatedly 
noted that while this approach may have strengths, it is challenging to implement. For example, 
one participant stated: 

Although I would tend to agree, it is hard sometimes to involve these sectors [justice, 
child protection, education systems] in the system, so it is unclear to me how effective 
this approach would be in practice (Statement 7, Phase 2). 

While discussing collaboration, the data identified the need for clear accountability and role 
division. Several participants expressed the importance of coordination when collaborating 
across disciplines. One participant stated that “clear accountability for each actor/party involved 
is critical for the connected system to work” (Statement 9, Phase 2).  In response to Statement 
10, another respondent stated, “Collaborating parties should be clear about what they can expect 
of collaboration” (Phase 2). Lastly, the data indicate that role division will prevent the social 
service workforce from taking on responsibilities outside their purview. One participant detailed 
this when stating the following: “Link yes—in terms of aligning roles and responsibilities. But I 
don’t think the health workforce should take on social welfare responsibilities” (Statement 9, 
Phase 2). 

 
Developing Multi-Level Systems 

The findings indicated that there was support for the development of social service structures at 
various levels. The statement that “regional or sub-regional networks should be developed to 
encourage sharing and learning among the social service workforce” reached 97% consensus 
with 45% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement. Additionally, statement 18 that 
“national, provincial, regional, and/or local social service structures should interact and interface 
in order to strengthen the social service workforce” reached 97% consensus with 42% of 
participants strongly agreeing with the statement. Participants noted that, “this is important to 
take in the diversity of different settings and regions” (Statement 13, Phase 2) as well as “this 
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will ensure that the ssw [social service workforce] speak in one voice” (Statement 18, Phase 2). 
Although the participants largely agreed on the need for interactions between these multiple 
levels of structures, the data also identified concerns regarding both the efficiency and 
practicality of such interactions. One participant noted that in reality these systems are “not 
always effective and relevant in practice” (Statement 13, Phase 3). Similarly, another participant 
said, “Additional layers of interaction and interface create an additional burden of work and 
administration – we would need to be sure that it is effective if we adopt such an approach” 
(Statement 18, Phase 2).  

 
Theme 3: Contextual Relevance 

Among the 20 statements in the “contextual relevance” theme, 12 statements reflected a 
consensus exceeding the 90% threshold with combined responses of strongly agree or agree. 
Two of these statements (34 and 35) achieved 100% approval. Table 3 summarizes the 
statements related to the “contextual relevance” theme including consensus percentage, 
agreement intensity, disagreement intensity.  
 

Table 3: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Contextual Relevance” 
 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

34 The social service workforce should be provided with knowledge, 
skills, and support to understand cultural variations in relationships 
between children and their families (e.g., nuclear vs. extended family 
vs. communal living arrangements). 

100 0.88 0.00 

35 The social service workforce should be provided with the knowledge, 
skills, and support to strengthen family and community capacity to care 
for their own children in contrast to just focusing on child protection. 

100 0.81 0.00 

27 It is important to understand, work with, build upon, and strengthen 
existing community-based social service mechanisms, avoiding 
creating new and unnecessary structures and systems. 

98 0.64 0.00 

31 The social service workforce should engage with alternative social 
welfare systems, linking formal and informal systems. 

98 0.55 0.00 

36 The social service workforce should promote economic development 
through strengthening family and community capacity. 

98 0.56 0.00 

24 To effectively develop and implement context-appropriate 
differentiated solutions, social service workers should take into account 
local laws and practices as well as historical, economic, policy, and 
cultural contexts through assessment and consultation with local 
communities and other stakeholders. 

95 0.73 0.50 
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30 The social service workforce should use participatory tools that enable them to 
learn about child development from the point of view of parents and elders and 
contribute to the development of practices that are based on existing traditional 
understandings. 

95 0.51 0.00 

37 Sustainability is always going to be an issue where there are very few resources, 
but strengthening the practice of those already involved in social service work 
(whether or not they are recognized as part of a social service workforce) is an 
important place to start. 

95 0.54 0.00 

25 The social service workforce should ensure that external actors have a grounded 
understanding of national and international legal frameworks. 

93 0.43 0.00 

29 The social service workforce should involve clients as experts and equal partners 
in social service delivery. Clients have valuable knowledge and experience. 
Therefore, the social service worker’s role is to help clarify what clients want and 
what resources they need, to empower clients to use that knowledge, and to help 
clients advocate for themselves and others. 

93 0.65 0.00 

33 The social service workforce should value children’s, families’, and communities’ 
rights to self-determination. 

93 0.63 0.00 

43 Social service workers should facilitate an awareness of self and clients so that 
structurally-induced dynamics of oppression and privilege are recognized and 
challenged. 

93 0.35 0.00 

Approaching Consensus: 80-89% participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

26 There should be more respect for in-country knowledge with less emphasis on 
transplanting outside standards and theories. 

88 0.45 0.20 

28 The social service workforce should work with, train, and strengthen the capacity 
of community-based cadres or paraprofessionals (e.g., community care workers, 
child care workers, etc.). 

88 0.66 0.00 

32 Practices and approaches to strengthen the social service workforce should be 
community-based: planned/designed/selected by the community, trusted by the 
community, promoting the community’s capacity, and with accountability back to 
the community. 

88 0.45 0.20 

No Consensus 

42 The social service workforce should engage in extensive work to identify clients’ 
needs in order to fight real or imagined corruption and abuse. 

70 0.33 0.00 

39 Social service workers should use a bottom-up approach. 69 0.21 0.38 

41 Social service workers should address the rhetoric-reality split that characterizes 
many social service agencies. 

67 0.41 0.07 

38 The focus of a policy should be the individual or family, not the service. 56 0.50 0.47 

40 Social service workers should use a middle-out approach. 20 0.38 0.12 

 

This theme was organized into four areas: (1) strengthening community-based systems, (2) 
respecting endogenous knowledge, (3) promoting client-led advocacy, and (4) defining roles and 
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responsibilities. Several of the subthemes discussed within this section are addressed in 
additional detail in the “mandates, roles, and responsibilities” theme. 

 
Strengthening Community-Based Systems 

The data indicated high consensus for the following statement, “It is important to understand, 
work with, build upon, and strengthen existing community-based social service mechanisms, 
avoiding creating new and unnecessary structures and systems” (Statement 27) with 97% of 
participants agreeing with this statement and 64% of participants strongly agreeing. Furthermore, 
the statement that “the social service workforce should engage with alternative social welfare 
systems, linking formal and informal systems” (Statement 31) reached 97% consensus with 54% 
of participants strongly agreeing with this statement.1  
The need for a community-based foundation with outside support recurred throughout the data. 
One participant stated that “the community-based mechanisms should be the foundation” 
(Statement 27, Phase 2) while another participant noted that: 

Considering the fact that in many contexts community members are far more likely to use 
informal systems to resolve problem, social service workers should be engaging and 
working with informal systemic actors (Statement 31, Phase 3). 

When discussing external support, one participant said, “Sometimes community capacity needs 
to be augmented by external resources including personnel” (Statement 32, Phase 2). Another 
respondent stated, “I think there are many approaches of which community-based is but one – a 
very good one but one” (Statement 32, Phase 3). 
 

Respecting Endogenous Knowledge 
The data identified the importance of both respecting and utilizing knowledge that emanated 
from within communities. There was unanimous support for Statement 34: “The social service 
workforce should be provided with knowledge, skills, and support to understand cultural 
variations in relationships between children and their families (e.g., nuclear vs. extended family 
vs. communal living arrangements)” with 88% of participants strongly agreeing with this 
statement. Furthermore, the statement, “To effectively develop and implement context-
appropriate differentiated solutions, social service workers should take into account local laws 
and practices as well as historical, economic, policy, and cultural contexts through assessment 
and consultation with local communities and other stakeholders” (Statement 24) reached 95% 
consensus with 73% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement. Support for 
endogenous knowledge was qualified by participant comments such as: 

Local ownership and support is critical. Using local knowledge is important. This does 
not mean that outside standards or theories cannot be used. But rather that local 
knowledge should be respected, used when appropriate, and outside standards shared (to 

                                                
1 Variation in terminology between these statements, especially the use of “formal and informal systems,” does not 
map perfectly onto the terms “government and community-led.”  
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increase local awareness) and implemented when appropriate and with local support 
(Statement 26, Phase 2). 

Similarly, another respondent said: 
Of course, local knowledge and practices should be given due consideration. However, 
international standards and practices shouldn’t be overlooked either. There needs to be 
attention placed on adapting or understanding the applicability of these standards and 
practices in the local context (Statement 26, Phase 3). 

The data also identified a challenge to relying predominantly on “local” knowledge. One 
participant said, “Herein lies the challenge, however – what to do when customary law and the 
government prescribes responses do not align” (Statement 24, Phase 2). Another participant 
stated more explicitly that “sometimes social workers should oppose local practices and context 
in order to be in line with the professional social work values” (Statement 24, Phase 2). Child 
welfare arose frequently throughout the data as an example of an arena of potential conflict 
between respecting local practices and professional values.  

 
Promoting Client-Led Advocacy 

The statement that “the social service workforce should involve clients as experts and equal 
partners in social service delivery. Clients have valuable knowledge and experience. Therefore, 
the social service worker’s role is to help clarify what clients want and what resources they need, 
to empower clients to use that knowledge, and to help clients advocate for themselves and 
others” (Statement 29) reached 93% consensus with 65% of participants strongly agreeing with 
the statement. Additionally, statement 43 that “social service workers should facilitate an 
awareness of self and clients so that structurally-induced dynamics of oppression and privilege 
are recognized and challenged” reached consensus at 93% with 35% of participants strongly 
agreeing with this statement. One participant added:  

[We] cannot bank on human rights being bestowed upon people. People need to develop 
their skills, and confidence, identify external sources of oppression/privilege and be 
encouraged to become engaged citizens (Statement 29, Phase 2). 

Additional participants provided qualified support, stating:  
[I agree] to the extent of their abilities which may require professional intervention as 
well….  [W]e must also realize that clients approach service often because they have 
reached their limit. While they are experts in their own rights[,] there is a reality that 
they’ve often expended their resources (Statement 29, Phase 2). 

The data also identified the need to make this statement more action-oriented: “This requires real 
activism…otherwise it ends up only rhetoric” and “This is a key advocacy role. But needs more 
than social service workers speaking out to change” (Statement 43, Phase 2). 
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Defining Roles and Responsibilities 
Qualitative data identified a need for role clarity between social workers, service users, and 
external actors. When discussing client empowerment, one participant stated that “there also 
need to be clarity of professional roles, consumer roles and paraprofessional roles and 
responsibilities” (Statement 29, Phase 2). Another respondent said, “[The] regulatory mechanism 
and accountability framework have to be clear—of those actors involved in both systems” 
(Statement 31, Phase 2). The need for such clarity was addressed by one participant who said, 
“Roles and responsibilities must be carefully considered. Caution about the possibility of 
creating too much fragmentation in the sector” (Statement 28, Phase 2). 
The data also indicated that role clarity would ensure that social workers are not overburdened. 
For instance, the statement that “the social service workforce should ensure that external actors 
have a grounded understanding of national and international legal frameworks” (Statement 25) 
reached consensus at 93%. However, participants questioned the validity of assigning this duty 
to individual social workers. One participant asked, “with whom in the workforce will that 
responsibility lie?” (Statement 25, Phase 2) while another asked “why should this be only the 
responsibility of the social service workforce?” (Statement 25, Phase 3). This fear was addressed 
directly by one participant who stated the following: “Who? How much can we expect from 
people? They are engaged in practice, it’s hard for them to also be engaged in training” 
(Statement 28, Phase 3). 
 

Theme 4: Education and Training 
Among the 21 statements in the “education and training” theme, 16 statements reflected a 
consensus exceeding the 90% threshold with combined responses of strongly agree or agree. Six 
of these statements (45, 46, 47, 48,53, and 57) achieved 100% approval. Table 4 summarizes the 
statements related to the “education and training” theme including consensus percentage, 
agreement intensity, disagreement intensity.  

 
Table 4: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Education and Training” 

 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

45 In addition to generalist training programs for social service workforce 
members, there should also be opportunities for social service workers 
to engage in specialized training. Some examples might include 
palliative care, child protection, and gerontology, among others. 

100 0.79 0.00 

46 Accredited, quality training programs at training institutes or 
universities are important to strengthening the capacity of the social 
service workforce. There should be an emphasis on strengthening and 
building the capacity at these institutions themselves. 

100 0.74 0.00 

47 Capacity-building initiatives for representatives of the social service 
workforce should include helping the learners to be flexible, to 

100 0.47 0.00 
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anticipate, and to change course in light of emerging issues. 

48 Educators should demonstrate flexibility and vary their teaching to a 
variety of learning styles when teaching social service workers. 

100 0.72 0.00 

53 Educators should be professionally qualified to teach and train the 
social service workforce. 

100 0.42 0.00 

57 Training for NGO and community organizations should be planned and 
coordinated according to their needs. 

100 0.37 0.00 

44 There should be an emphasis on continuous professional development 
for the social service workforce, including programs that systematically 
identify and address emerging gaps in knowledge and skills. 
Professional development opportunities should take into account social 
service workers’ daily work as well as their education level and 
availability for ongoing training. 

98 0.86 0.00 

54 Education and training opportunities should be available to “informal” 
representatives of the social service workforce. Volunteer workers 
should be encouraged to continue their education. 

98 0.38 0.00 

55 Capacity-building efforts for the social service workforce should be 
long-term and multi-faceted. They should not be limited to formal 
degree/certificate programs or face-to-face trainings. 

98 0.40 0.00 

58 Tuition support and scholarships should be in place to enable 
individuals to receive the education and training that they need for 
undergraduate and graduate programs. 

98 0.67 0.00 

61 Educations and training should be relevant and adapted to the given 
context. 

98 0.76 1.00 

51 Pre-service training is important for social service workers. The content 
of the training should match the skills required for the work. 

95 0.41 0.00 

59 Doctoral-level social service workforce education programs should 
exist to ensure that there is in-country capacity for research and policy 
development. 

95 0.68 0.50 

56 Social service workers should participate in the trainings of other 
organizations working on similar issues. 

91 0.18 0.25 

62 Education and training programs should be certified by the appropriate 
national or regional certification agency. 

91 0.38 0.00 

63 Credentials should be linked to specific educational and training 
achievements, and attention should be paid to avoid credential inflation. 

91 0.26 0.25 

Approaching Consensus: 80-89% participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

64 To develop and revise social work curricula and courses, educators 
should establish partnerships with public and private tertiary 
institutions, including those operating in nearby countries and in similar 
socioeconomic and political situations. 

88 0.39 0.00 

  



 

21 
 
 

52 Education for social service workers should include relevant conceptual 
and theoretical references, but it should not be too theoretically, “top-
heavy”.  

86 0.35 1.00 

No Consensus 

49 The train-the-trainer approach is useful when working with social 
service workers. 

74 0.22 0.27 

50 Distance learning should be an important component of education and 
training for the social service workforce. 

64 0.19 0.53 

60 Training curricula should be adapted to the full range of the social 
service workforce, including those at the community level. Training for 
paraprofessionals and community-level workers should also include 
registration and licensure. 

63 0.48 0.19 

 
We organized this theme into three areas: (1) quality educational and training systems, (2) access 
to continuing education programs, and (3) access to doctoral-level programs.  
 

Quality Educational and Training Systems 
The importance of quality learning—both in the classroom and in the workplace—appeared 
frequently throughout the data. The data indicate that there was unanimous support for the 
statement that “accredited, quality training programs at training institutes or universities are 
important to strengthening the capacity of the social service workforce. There should be an 
emphasis on strengthening and building the capacity at these institutions themselves” (Statement 
46) with 74% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement. Similarly, participants 
unanimously supported the statement that “educators should be professionally qualified to teach 
and train the social service workforce” (Statement 53), with 41% of participants strongly 
agreeing with this statement. Participants noted that quality is key while addressing concerns 
regarding assumptions about relying solely on accredited institutions and professionally qualified 
instructors. One participant noted that “my question here is on the word accredited. Many fine 
universities are not part of formal accreditation systems. Delete the word accredited and I would 
certainly agree” (Statement 46, Phase 2). In reference to utilizing professionally trained 
educators, another participant stated, “of course we need to clarify what we mean by 
professionally qualified, for me this could be a field experienced person” (Statement 53, Phase 
3). Statement 62—“Education and training programs should be certified by the appropriate 
national or regional certification agency”—reached 90% consensus with 38% of participants 
strongly supporting this statement; however, participants addressed concerns that not all jobs 
require certification. One participant stated the following in relation to statement 62: “not all of 
them. On-job trainings might be provided without certification” (Phase 2). Another respondent 
noted that “this depends on the nature of the programs, their duration, promises made to students, 
etc.” (Statement 62, Phase 3). 
Data identified additional aspects of quality education and training systems, including relevant, 
contextually developed programs. Statement 61—“Education and training should be relevant and 
adapted to the given context”—reached 97% consensus with 76% of participants strongly 
agreeing with this statement. Similarly, statement 57—“Training for NGO and community 
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organizations should be planned and coordinated according to their needs”—reached unanimous 
agreement with 37% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement. Participants’ responses 
addressed concerns that approaches should be developed rather than adapted to a given context. 
One participant stated that “it is the adaptation that is a bit of a concern for me. Should we not be 
focusing on stimulating more grounded approaches to knowledge development in local contexts” 
(Statement 61, Phase 3, emphasis in original). These concerns are seen in other participant notes 
as well.  
The data identified another potential component of quality education as access to relevant 
concepts and theories. Statement 52—“education for social service workers should include 
relevant conceptual and theoretical references, but it should not be too theoretically top-heavy”—
approached consensus with 86 participants either agreeing or strongly agreeing with the 
statement. However, the data indicate that theory directly informs practice and should be used to 
strengthen the workforce. As one participant asked, “What is too theoretically top heavy? Theory 
should indeed become so internalized that we speak and do/apply theory all the time” (Statement 
52, Phase 2).     
 

Access to Continuing Education Programs 
The data also indicated a recurring theme of access to continuing education programs. Statement 
44—“there should be an emphasis on continuous professional development for the social service 
workforce, including programs that systematically identify and address emerging gaps in 
knowledge and skills. Professional development opportunities should take into account social 
service workers’ daily work as well as their education level and availability for ongoing 
training”—received 97% consensus with 85% of participants strongly agreeing. Similarly, 
statement 54 that “education and training opportunities should be available to informal 
representatives of the social service workforce. Volunteer workers should be encouraged to 
continue their education” received 97% consensus with 38% of participants strongly agreeing 
with this statement. Concerns did arise regarding availability of resources for continuing 
education; however, another participant stated that “every level of the workforce should have 
training-including volunteers and family caregivers” (Statement 54, Phase 3). Similarly, 17% of 
participants strongly agreed with statement 56: “Social service workers should participate in the 
trainings of other organizations working on similar issues.” One participant noted that “cross 
collaboration can be beneficial” while another provided the following caveat: “as part of a long-
term, systematic training and professional development programme. Not ad hoc” (Statement 56, 
Phase 2).  

 
Access to Doctoral Level Programs   

For statement 59—“Doctoral -level social service workforce education programs should exist to 
ensure that there is in-country capacity for research and policy development”—95% of 
participants either agreed or strongly agreed. Despite the high consensus, participant comments 
noted that quality research can begin at the bachelor or master’s level. One participant identified 
the challenge of obtaining a doctoral degree in many countries, stating, “Globally, very few 
individuals are able to reach a doctoral level of education” (Statement 59, Phase 3). Data also 
identified challenges in relying upon nationally or regionally certified programs.  
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Theme 5: Ethics 
Of the two statements in the “ethics” theme, both statements reached clear consensus. One 
statement obtained 100% consensus and the second statement reached 97% consensus. Table 5 
summarizes the statements related to the “ethics” theme including consensus percentage, 
agreement intensity, and disagreement intensity.  
 

Table 5: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Ethics” 
 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

66 There should be fairness in allocating resources with no bribery 
allowed. 

100 0.86 0.00 

65 A deep understanding of and emphasis on practical ethics-rather than 
a superficial, rule-based obedience to a code- is essential for all social 
workers. 

98 0.79 0.00 

 

Our content analysis of the data organized the analysis into a single theme: the cultivation of a 
practical ethics system.  

 
Cultivation of Practical Ethics System 

The data indicated there was clear consensus for both statements in the “ethics” theme. 
Statement 65 reached clear consensus at 97%: “A deep understanding of and emphasis on 
practical ethics- rather than a superficial, rule-based obedience to a code, is essential for all 
social workers.” There was also unanimous agreement for the statement that “there should be 
fairness in allocating resources with no bribery allowed” (Statement 66), with 86% of 
participants strongly agreeing with this statement.  

Data likewise identified the importance of an ethics system which goes beyond a codification of 
rules. Seventy-eight percent of participants strongly agreed with Statement 65, emphasizing 
practical ethics versus a rule-based code. Two participants did note that while they endorsed this 
statement. there should be standards regarding the protection of rights. One participant stated that 
“some rules are also important to protect rights for instance” (Statement 65, Phase 3) while 
another noted the following: “but there should be some clear standards regarding rights 
violations” (Statement 65, Phase 3). Furthermore, a participant noted that supports are necessary 
in ensuring equitable resource allocation, stating that “this is very difficult to achieve and all of 
the necessary procedures and supports should be put in to insure that this is true” (Statement 66, 
Phase 3).  
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Theme 6: Knowledge and Skills  
Among the seven statements in the “knowledge and skills” theme, all statements reflected 
consensus exceeding the 90% threshold with combined responses of strongly agree or agree. 
Two of these statements (67 and 70) achieved 100% approval. Table 6 summarizes the 
statements related to the “knowledge and skills” theme including consensus percentage, 
agreement intensity, and disagreement intensity.  

 
Table 6: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Knowledge and Skills” 

 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

67 Education and training programs for the social service workforce 
should have a major focus on the competencies and skills needed to 
work at several levels: inter-personal, family, community, and social. 

100 0.76 0.00 

70 Social service workers should receive education and training on how to 
advocate for vulnerable populations. 

100 0.81 0.00 

72 Social service workers should be trained and educated with the skills to 
intervene in crisis and emergency situations. Such training and 
education may include some information related to trauma. 

98 0.67 0.00 

68 The social service workforce requires knowledge of children’s 
development, how child development may be impacted by various 
factors (gender, socioeconomic status, culture, and others), and how to 
work with children and families. 

95 0.90 0.00 

69 Social service workers should have opportunities to learn about global 
issues. 

93 0.50 0.00 

Approaching Consensus: 80-89% participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

71 Education and training on writing, documentation, and communication 
are important ways of strengthening the skills of social service 
workers. Specific skills within this area include the use of blogs to 
share information and documenting social service processes. 

88 0.34 0.20 

73 Social workers should have knowledge and skills in case management. 88 0.74 0.40 

 
We organized subsequent analysis of this theme into two areas: (1) multi-level competencies, 
and (2) provision for specialization after acquisition of generalist skills.  
 

Multi-level Competencies  
The data indicated that there was unanimous agreement for the statement that “education and 
training programs for the social service workforce should have a major focus on the 



 

25 
 
 

competencies and skills needed to work at several levels: inter-personal, family, community, and 
social” (Statement 67) with 75% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement.  

The data also demonstrated strong consensus with statements expressing support for education 
and skill development for working among multiple populations and contexts including: children 
and families (Statement 68), advocating for vulnerable populations (Statement 70), crises 
(Statement 72), and global issues (Statement 69). Each of these statements reached at least 93% 
consensus. In regards to the statement that “social service workers should have opportunities to 
learn about global issues (Statement 69), one participant noted, “In 2016, most issues are global 
either in origin or impact. Although the social service sector has been slow to realize it, issues 
cannot be fully understood without some global knowledge” (Statement 69, Phase 3). When 
addressing training on child development, a participant similarly stated that “we are all the 
product of child development—workers should be able to conduct a biopsychosocial assessment 
and plan to address issues at all levels based on that assessment” (Statement 68, Phase 2).  
 

Provision for Specialization after Acquisition of Generalist Skills 
The importance of a generalist foundation recurred throughout the data. One participant clearly 
stated the following: “Broad-based training to meet needs at all these levels is needed” 
(Statement 67, Phase 3). Feedback for Statements 67, 70, 72, and 68 noted that generalized 
knowledge should be accessible for those working in the field while specialized knowledge is 
helpful to others. Specifically, one respondent commented, “I do think there should be allowance 
for specialization after generalist skills have been acquired” (Statement 67, Phase 3). Similarly, 
another participant noted that “for the workforce as a whole, I agree. However, I don’t agree that 
every individual social service worker needs the ability to work at all levels” (Statement 67, 
Phase 3).  

Other participants addressed the issue of relevance and prioritization.  Addressing education on 
global issues, one participant noted that “this isn’t a bad thing, but I don’t think it’s a priority 
relative to the other capacities required and the state of weak training and capacity building 
programs” (Statement 69, Phase 3). Another participant captured this idea when addressing 
knowledge of child development: “I think this knowledge is very useful in some cases and can’t 
hurt in others. But not all social service workers are focused on children and child development” 
(Statement 68, Phase 3).  
 

Theme 7: Mandates, Roles, and Responsibilities  
Among the nine statements in the “mandates, roles, and responsibilities” theme, six statements 
reflected a consensus exceeding the 90% threshold with combined responses of strongly agree or 
agree. Two of these statements (75 and 80) achieved 100% approval. Table 7 summarizes the 
statements related to the “mandates, roles, and responsibilities” theme including consensus 
percentage, agreement intensity, disagreement intensity.  
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Table 7: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Mandates, Roles, and Responsibilities” 
 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

80 Institutions and agencies should have clear organizational mission 
statements and purposes that allow for social service workers to 
understand their roles. 

100 0.70 0.00 

75 Efforts should be taken to recognize, to identify the roles of, and to 
build the capacity of those providing social services at informal or 
community-levels. 

100 0.56 0.00 

77 There should be clear job descriptions to strengthen the social service 
workforce. 

98 0.50 0.00 

79 There should be proper hiring procedures for social service workers. 98 0.67 0.00 

78 Quality standards, practice guidelines, clinical benchmarks, and other 
similar tools are useful components of strengthening the work of the 
social service workforce. Such standards and guidelines should exist at 
all levels of the social service workforce, and they should be monitored. 
Social service workers should be supported in their use. 

95 0.34 0.50 

74 Professionalizing the social service workforce is an important step in 
strengthening the social service workforce. This process requires that 
national policy clearly define the roles and responsibilities of actors at 
various levels; it should not overlook the contributions of those 
working in the informal sector.  

93 0.70 0.33 

Approaching Consensus: 80-89% participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

76 Regulatory mechanisms of the social service workforce should be 
strengthened. 

83 0.32 0.43 

81 There should be an established and universal set of basic knowledge 
and skills required for entry into the social service workforce. 

81 0.29 0.00 

No Consensus 

82 Social service workforce mandates should be regulated through 
professional associations and other similar bodies. 

77 0.15 0.40 

 

This theme was organized into two analytic areas: (1) organizational and role clarity, and (2) 
workforce regulation. 

 
Organizational and Role Clarity 

The data showed unanimous support for the statement that “institutions and agencies should have 
clear organizational mission statements and purposes that allow for social service workers to 
understand their roles” (Statement 80) with 69% of participants strongly agreeing with this 
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statement. Additionally, the statement that “efforts should be taken to recognize, to identify the 
roles of, and to build the capacity of those providing social services at informal or community-
levels” (Statement 75) received unanimous support as well with 55% of participants strongly 
agreeing with this statement.  

The importance of clarity within both social service organizations and social worker roles 
recurred frequently throughout the data. One participant noted that clear job descriptions “enable 
clarity between different actors in social work” (Statement 77, Phase 3). Participants also noted 
that defined roles and responsibilities should be tempered with flexibility. In addition, several 
respondents stated that delineated responsibilities and missions should not lead to “rigid 
adherence to their roles” (Statement 80, Phase 3).  Another respondent stated that the level of 
detail laid out in national policy will vary by context and that “flexibility for local policies to 
adapt the roles and responsibilities required for their level can be included” (Statement 74, Phase 
2). 
In addition to creating flexibility within defined roles and responsibilities of workers and 
organizations, participants raised concerns about defining the role of paraprofessionals, 
volunteers, and community support structures. One participant noted that “traditional and 
cultural leaders and healers” (Statement 75, Phase 2) should be included in capacity building 
efforts. Another respondent noted that it is “also key to look at how to support the recognition, 
the collaboration and the synergies between professional and para-professionals, between central 
government and community-based workers” (Statement 75, Phase 2).  

 
Workforce Regulation 

The findings indicated support for strengthening the social service workforce through various 
regulatory methods. Statement 78 reached 95% consensus with 34% of participants strongly 
agreeing: “quality standards, practice guidelines, clinical benchmarks, and other similar tools are 
useful components of strengthening the work of the social service workforce. Such standards and 
guidelines should exist at all levels of the social service workforce, and they should be 
monitored. Social service workers should be supported in their use.” While support for such 
guidelines was strong, participants noted that context and application of such methods is key. 
One participant stated that “some of these can become too rigid, restricting the activities of the 
workers” (Statement 78, Phase 2). Another participant noted that “monitoring and revision of 
such tools is essential” (Statement 78, Phase 2). In response to Statement 76, one participant 
noted that regulatory methods should be addressed on a national level, stating that “it should be 
up to individual country to decided how to regulate the workforce and whether regulation is a 
priority” (Phase 3). 
In addition to the use of benchmarks and guidelines, 97% of participants supported that “there 
should be proper hiring procedures for social service workers” (Statement 79) with 66% of 
participants strongly agreeing with this statement. Participants noted that the word “proper” 
should be more clearly defined stating with two participants querying, “What is proper?” (Phase 
2) and “not sure what proper means” (Phase 2). Nonetheless, the statement that “there should be 
an established and universal set of basic knowledge and skills required for entry into the social 
service workforce” approached consensus at 81%. Several participants asked for clarification 
about what knowledge and skills constitute universally required needs. Moreover, one participant 
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stated, “I think there would be arguments about what constitutes basic knowledge and skills 
required across the world” (Statement 81, Phase 2). 

Finally, Statement 82—“social service workforce mandates should be regulated through 
professional associations and other similar bodies”—failed to reach consensus with 76% of 
participants agreeing with the statement. Dissenting opinions largely noted that mandates should 
come from government or regulatory agencies rather than professional associations. Specifically, 
one participant explained that “regulation such as licensure or certification of professionals needs 
to be done by publicly appointed bodies – not professional associations as that is a conflict of 
interest” (Phase 3). 
 

Theme 8: Public Perception, Awareness, Recognition, and Political Will 
Among the 10 statements in the “public perception, awareness, recognition, and political will” 
theme, all statements reflected a consensus exceeding the 90% threshold with combined 
responses of strongly agree or agree. One of these statements (92) achieved 100% approval. 
Table 8 summarizes the statements related to the “public perception, awareness, recognition, and 
political will” theme including consensus percentage, agreement intensity, and disagreement 
intensity.  
 
Table 8: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Public Perception, Awareness, Recognition, 

and Political Will” 
 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

92 What the social service workforce does and how it provides for the 
community should be communicated to the public. 

100 0.67 0.00 

85 Changing dominant societal discourses around social service workers 
by engaging community support in social service values and by 
communicating that building lives and helping community members 
deal with the psychosocial aspects of living is at least equally important 
to healing physical wounds and building physical infrastructure. 

98 0.62 0.00 

91 Social service workers should be recognized and validated outside the 
social service workforce from other disciplines such as health, 
education, and military. 

98 0.38 0.00 

83 Improving the prestige of the workforce through the recognition of the 
skilled and professional nature of the social service workforce (so that 
it is no longer seen as work that can be done by “anybody”) will 
strengthen the workforce and increase the effectiveness of the system. 

95 0.54 0.00 

86 Political will should be developed through the recognition of the 
importance of social service work in social and economic development. 

95 0.61 0.50 
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87 The social service workforce is strengthened through advocacy with governments, 
donors, and communities. 

95 0.61 0.00 

88 The social service workforce should advocate for increased human and financial 
resources for social services to increase coverage. 

95 0.71 0.00 

90 Social service workers should be recognized and validated within the social 
service workforce. 

95 0.61 0.00 

84 Improving the image of the social service workforce, particularly among 
beneficiaries, through increased visibility like positivity like positive media 
attention, stories or achievement, letters of support, etc., will strengthen the social 
service workforce. 

91 0.64 0.25 

89 The government should support and own the process of social service workforce 
strengthening. 

90 0.53 0.25 

 
This theme was analytically organized into two areas: (1) promoting collaborative advocacy, and 
(2) increasing social service workforce awareness 
 

Promoting Collaborative Advocacy 
The data indicated that there was a strong consensus for the statement that “the social service 
workforce is strengthened through advocacy with governments, donors, and communities” 
(Statement 87) with 60% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement. The statement that 
“the government should support and own the process of social service workforce strengthening” 
(Statement 89) also reached consensus with 90% of participants supporting the statement and 
52% strongly agreeing. Participants noted that while government should direct the process, other 
entities should be involved strengthening and advocating for the social service workforce as well. 
One participant responded this way: “Yes, but in partnership with NGO, community leaders, 
faith-based groups – it has to be broader than government. But the government is in the lead.” 
(Statement 89, Phase 2). Additional respondents noted that “this is a multi-pronged task” and 
“having sole ownership has not proven safe. Consider countries with high levels of autocracy, 
corruption etc.” (Statement 89, Phase 3). Lastly, participants addressed the benefits of 
collaborative approaches, claiming that “getting the support from other actors helps to access 
resources” (Statement 87, Phase 2). 
 

Increasing Social Service Workforce Awareness  
The data indicated unanimous agreement for the statement that “what the social service 
workforce does and how it provides for the community should be communicated to the public” 
(Statement 92) with 79% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement. Increasing 
awareness of the social service workforce also addressed ideas of recognition and improving the 
workforce’s image. Ninety percent of participants supported Statement 84: “improving the image 
of the social service workforce, particularly among beneficiaries, through increased visibility like 
positive media attention, stories or achievement, letters of support, etc., will strengthen the social 
service workforce”.  
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One concern about increasing social service workforce awareness and visibility is what that 
process would look like. One participant asked, “How is such recognition to occur?” (Statement 
83, Phase 2). Another participant commented that suggestions included in the previous statement 
were not sufficient: “other strategies at various levels are needed” (Statement 84, Phase 3). 
Another concern addressed by participants was how to raise awareness and perceived social 
service workforce professionalism while remaining accessible to clients. One participant stated, 
“I react negatively to words like prestige and professional because this can lead to creating 
distance between helpers and clients” (Statement 83, Phase 3) while another participant added 
this caveat to Statement 84: “as long as the image is one of humane, compassionate, down-to-
earth workers with good interpersonal skills versus highly educated workers with expert 
knowledge” (Phase 2).  
 

Theme 9: Personal Qualities and Characteristics 
Among the five statements in the “personal qualities and characteristics” theme, two statements 
(94 and 95) reflected a consensus exceeding the 90% threshold with combined responses of 
strongly agree or agree. One of these statements, number 94 achieved 100% approval. Table 9 
summarizes the statements related to the “personal qualities and characteristics” theme including 
consensus percentage, agreement intensity, and disagreement intensity.  

 
Table 9: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Personal Qualities and Characteristics” 

 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

94 Capacity is not only about infrastructure and resources but also about 
motivation and performance management of the social service 
workforce. 

100 0.62 0.00 

95 A strong social service workforce begins with the positive attitudes of 
the individual social workers in relation to their tasks. 

90 0.58 0.25 

Approaching Consensus: 80-89% participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

93 When recruiting students, social service academic programs should 
consider student capacity for professionalism and humanism.  

86 0.49 0.17 

97 The social service workforce should re-commit to caring, reciprocity, 
relationship building, and reflexivity in practice rather than a neoliberal 
and managerialist approach, which is turning many social service 
workers into administrators and glorified “pen-pushers”. 

86 0.62 0.00 

96 Self-awareness is the primary instrument of intervention that can help 
social service workers see the interrelationship between the personal 
and political dimensions that affect practice. 

84 0.42 0.00 
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This theme was organized into two areas for additional analysis: (1) supporting intrinsic worker 
motivation, and (2) identification and development of personal qualities. 

 
Supporting Intrinsic Worker Motivation  

The data demonstrated there was unanimous agreement for the statement that “capacity is not 
only about infrastructure and resources but also about motivation and performance management 
of the social service workforce” (Statement 94) with 61% of participants strongly agreeing with 
this statement. Respondents also positively endorsed this statement: “a strong social service 
workforce begins with the positive attitudes of the individual social workers in relation to their 
tasks” (Statement 95) with the statement achieving 90% consensus.  

In response to both statements, participants noted that organizational support is important to 
maintaining worker motivation. One respondent added, “In other words, the carer needs to be 
cared for as well” (Statement 94, Phase 3). Another participant stated that a strong workforce is 
supported by “adequate resources and a respectful and supportive management” (Statement 95, 
Phase 3). The importance of organizational support appeared consistently throughout the data. 
Additional respondents claimed that “attitudes are influenced by the environments in which we 
work” as well as “sometimes it [i.e., positive attitudes] needs a supportive system and 
enthusiastic manager to kick start” (Statement 95, Phase 3).  

 
Identification and Development of Personal Qualities  

The data revealed approaching consensus for the statement that “when recruiting students, social 
service academic programs should consider student capacity for professional and humanism” 
(Statement 93, Phase 3) with 86% consensus, a 48% AI, and a 16% DI. Respondents repeatedly 
identified the challenges inherent in identifying these qualities at the outset of an academic 
program. One respondent posed this conundrum: “the problem—how is this to be determined” 
(Statement 93, Phase 3).  

This concern of which humanistic or personal quality to be considered and how to evaluate them 
was noted repeatedly while other participants stated that qualities, such as positive attitudes, can 
be acquired over time. One participant noted that, “these can be created/promoted instead of 
starting with them” (Statement 95, Phase 3). The lack of clear consensus in response to 
statements requesting identification of specific values suggests that additional research should be 
conducted to determine if and how best to identify and cultivate values and qualities within the 
social workforce.  
 

Theme 10: Research, Monitoring and Evaluation, and Learning 
Among the eight statements in the “research, monitoring and evaluation, and learning” theme, 
seven statements reflected a consensus exceeding the 90% threshold with combined responses of 
strongly agree or agree. Two of these statements (102 and 103) received 100% approval. Table 
10 summarizes the statements related to the “research, monitoring and evaluation, and learning” 
theme including consensus percentage, agreement intensity, and disagreement intensity.  
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Table 10: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Research, Monitoring and Evaluation, and 
Learning” 

 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

102 A system where service users evaluate their experience should be 
implemented. 

100 0.44 0.00 

103 Monitoring and evaluation systems should be strengthened to 
understand the effectiveness of approaches (impact evaluation) and the 
characteristics and practices that lead to its success (formative/process 
evaluations). 

100 0.79 0.00 

101 The value and practice of research, especially through qualitative 
methods, should be recognized to validate the social service workforce 
and contribute to social development.  

95 0.66 0.00 

104 The social service workforce would be strengthened through needs 
assessments that identify the specific vulnerabilities of populations 
served and what types of expertise would be pertinent to the context. 

95 0.59 0.50 

98 The social service workforce should strengthen the evidence base of 
effective practices through the initiation of innovative research in a 
range of settings.  

93 0.65 0.00 

105 The social service workforce should be involved in research in order to 
identify potential solutions to social problems, build capacity, advocate 
for beneficiaries, and implement their new knowledge. 

93 0.50 0.33 

100 The social workforce should use evidence to improve practice in a way 
that is relevant to the populations served through learning and utilizing 
participatory research continuously from the MSW-level onwards.  

90 0.37 0.25 

No Consensus 

99 The social service workforce should develop a decentralized 
monitoring framework to track patterns and trends of caseloads for 
difference cadres of social service workers. 

74 0.34 0.09 

 
We organized this theme into two areas for further analysis: (1) conducting research, and (2) 
strengthening monitoring and evaluation systems. 
 

Conducting Research  
The data indicated consensus regarding the need for the social service workforce to be both an 
object and a subject of research. There was agreement for statements that advocated 
strengthening the evidence base of practices as well as for research to validate ways of 
strengthening the social service workforces. Of these statements, the two most strongly endorsed, 
with over 93% consensus, include the following: “the value and practice of research, especially 
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through qualitative methods, should be recognized to validate the social service workforce and 
contribute to social development” (Statement 101), and “the social service workforce should 
strengthen the evidence base of effective practices through the initiation of innovative research in 
a range of settings” (Statement 98). The data indicated a strong connection between conducting 
research and validating the social service workforce. While consensus was high for these 
statements, participants qualified many of their selections raising issues of cultural context, 
methodology, and impact on job performance. 
Many participants noted that “evidence is important but practice should be framed 
nationally/regionally in a managed way” (Statement 98, Phase 2). Additionally, participants 
noted that the responsibility of research does not lie solely with the social service workforce 
itself, stating, “It is not only the workforce that should be doing this, but the Government should 
be driving and funding innovation through research and the building the social work evidence 
base” (Statement 98, Phase 2). In addition to concerns regarding who collects data, participants 
highlighted a concern that restricting research to MSW-level work would exclude many in the 
workforce. Of the four comments in Phase 3 for Statement 100 (“The social workforce should 
use evidence to improve practice in a way that is relevant to the populations served through 
learning and utilizing participatory research continuously from the MSW-level onwards.”), all 
four noted that quality research can be conducted at the BA/BSW level. One participant stated 
that “there are countries that do not have MSW education – I work in several of them….  I am 
teaching participatory research at the certificate level for social work.”  

The data also identified the importance of utilizing multiple methodologies, including 
participatory research, qualitative, quantitative, and non-numerical such as stories and images. 
One participant noted that “non-numerical research methods, such as stories and images could be 
very useful” as well (Statement 101, Phase 3). Statement 101 suggests that research with 
qualitative methods could be used to validate the social service workforce; however, comments 
in both Phase 2 and Phase 3 advocated for the use of other analytical methods as well. The 
majority of participants advocated for the integration of quantitative methods as well. Lastly, 
participants noted that mandatory participation in research may impede job performance, stating, 
“It could be dangerous and diverting key tasks to undertake research. However, it is important 
that workers can EVALUATE research and know how to use” (Statement 105, Phase 2, 
emphasis in original).  
 

Strengthening Monitoring and Evaluation Systems 
The findings indicated that there was unanimous agreement that “a system where service users 
evaluate their experience should be implemented” (Statement 102) with 44% of participants 
strongly agreeing with this statement. Similarly, Statement 103 received unanimous support: 
“monitoring and evaluation systems should be strengthened to understand the effectiveness of 
approaches (impact evaluation) and the characteristics and practices that lead to its success 
(formative/process evaluations).” Seventy-nine percent of participants strongly agreed with this 
statement. Participants highlighted the importance of service user feedback, stating the 
following: “resourcing a variety of ways to collected service user feedback would be useful,” and 
“the service users should be heard” (Statement 102, Phase 3). The data indicated a clearly 
perceived relationship between streamlined monitoring and evaluation systems and an effective 
social service workforce.  
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The importance of practice feedback recurred repeatedly throughout the data. For instance, the 
two aforementioned statements received unanimous support. At the same time, however, 
Statement 99—“the social service workforce should develop a decentralized monitoring 
framework to track patterns and trends of caseloads for different cadres of social service 
workers”—failed to reach consensus. Comments for Statement 99 expressed wide concerns 
ranging from the importance of such a system to how resources for such an endeavor would be 
obtained. One participant expressed concern that “there could be inappropriate generalization or 
incomplete information which could be harmful when comparing across different groups of 
social workers” (Statement 99, Phase 3). These comments stand in contrast to the unanimous 
support received on Statements 102 (“A system where service users evaluate their experience 
should be implemented.”) and 103 (“Monitoring and evaluation systems should be strengthened 
to understand the effectiveness of approaches (impact evaluation) and the characteristics and 
practices that lead to its success (formative/process evaluations).”). In general, these comments 
express a general concern about the feasibility of a decentralized plan as well as the resources 
need to fund it.  
 

Theme 11: Supervision, Mentoring, and Coaching 
Among the 17 statements in the category “Supervision, Mentorship, and Coaching,” 11 
statements reflected a consensus with combined responses of strongly agree or agree exceeding 
the 90% threshold. Five of these statements (107, 108, 114, 120, and 122) achieved 100% 
approval when the two responses were combined. Table 11 summarizes the statements related to 
this category, including the consensus percentage, agreement intensity, and disagreement 
intensity.  
 

Table 11: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Supervision, Mentorship, and Coaching” 
 
No. Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

107 Access to quality supervision will strengthen the social service 
workforce. 

100 0.86 0.00 

108 Role playing and constructive feedback on practice will strengthen the 
social service workforce. 

100 0.63 0.00 

114 Supervisor training should be implemented to strengthen the 
workforce. 

100 0.65 0.00 

120 More practice support should be offered to social service workers, 
particularly those just beginning their careers. 

100 0.67 0.00 

122 Capacity strengthening plans for social service workers that do not 
only focus on formal certifications and one-off classroom-based 
trainings, but also include alternative means of capacity strengthening 
such as mentoring, should be developed. 

100 0.54 0.00 
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115 Mentoring should serve as a valuable strategy for staff orientation and 
retention. 

98 0.45 0.00 

117 Direct support in managing specific cases should be provided to 
strengthen the social service workforce. 

98 0.43 0.00 

118 There should be ongoing development via continuing access to support 
and supervision in order to strengthen the social service workforce. 

98 0.48 0.00 

110 There should be support and mentoring from other professionals who 
understand the challenges and issues that social service workers face, 
especially in developing countries. 

95 0.24 0.00 

116 Supervision should be provided at both individual and group levels. 95 0.44 0.00 

106 Supervisory relationships, or learning partnerships, should not follow 
rigid scripts but rather encourage learners to stretch and grow in a way 
that models flexibility that will be required for successful practice. 

93 0.53 0.00 

Approaching Consensus: 80-89% participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

119 A field coaching system to help new recruits start better should be 
developed in order to strengthen the social service workforce. 

86 0.41 0.00 

121 Coaching and mentoring programs should be paired with formal 
training instead of one-off trainings and train-the trainer activities. 

81 0.57 0.00 

No Consensus 

111 Supervision should be non-hierarchical and egalitarian as the job is 
emotionally demanding and requires complex skills in negotiating 
ethical dilemmas on a daily basis. 

79 0.38 0.44 

109 Monthly presentations from different specialties will strengthen the 
social service workforce. 

72 0.13 0.08 

113 The social service workforce should focus on developing 
administrators and leaders. 

72 0.26 0.42 

112 Supervision and monitoring should lead to rewards like promotions to 
higher level of practice. 

58 0.56 0.22 

 

This theme was organized according to four areas identified by the research team: (1) accessing 
quality supervision, (2) supporting supervision, (3) conducting supervision, and (4) recognizing 
hierarchy in supervision relationships. 
 

Accessing Supervision  
The findings indicated that there was unanimous agreement that “access to quality supervision 
will strengthen the social service workforce” (Statement 107) with 86% of participants strongly 
agreeing with the statement. Participant comments supported this agreement. For example, one 
participant noted that “supervision is essential” (Statement 107, Phase 2) while another 
explained, “Access to quality supervision strengthens the social service workforce and improves 



 

36 
 
 

quality of service” (Statement 107, Phase 2). The data indicated a strongly perceived correlation 
between effective supervision and outcomes for service users.  

The importance of quality supervision was a recurring theme that greatly influenced whether a 
participant agreed with a particular statement. As per the Delphi methodology, participants were 
able to change their Phase 2 responses in Phase 3. One participant described how her decision 
changed when she understood the supervision to be “high-quality”: “I’ve changed my response 
considerably here, but only because I am assuming that the supervision referred to is high 
quality” (Statement 112, Phase 3). Nevertheless, participants’ comments also highlighted the 
contextual elements that may impact supervision’s ability to strengthen the social service 
workforce. For example, in regards to Statement 107, one participant explained that it “depends 
on how the supervision is done—if it involves more of a coaching or mentor model, it may be 
more likely to lead to positive results” (Statement 107, Phase 2). This comment highlighted the 
importance of implementing supervision from a strengths-based approach within the supervisory 
relationship with the intention of creating a safe environment, which is highly context-specific. 
One participant explained that his or her agreement with the statement was contingent upon a 
broad definition of what “quality” supervision entails: “My agreement with the statement is 
under the assumption that quality supervision includes coaching and mentoring, supporting 
strengthening skills of the social service workers” (Statement 107, Phase 3). Other participants 
highlighted the importance of the word “quality” to describe the supervision that might 
positively impact the social service workforce: “I’ve increased my agreement on this because of 
the focus on ‘quality supervision,’ .... The problem, however, is that most supervision will not 
end up being ‘quality supervision’” (Statement 107, Phase 3).  

  
Supporting Supervision  

Participants highlighted not only access to supervision but also access to supports for 
supervision. For example, there was high (98%) consensus on Statement 118 that “there should 
be ongoing development via continuing access to support and supervision in order to strengthen 
the social service workforce.” One participant offered the following distinction in his or her 
agreement with the statement: “Yes, access to versus requirements for” (Statement 118, Phase 2, 
italics added for clarity). Yet another participant offered an understanding that the frequency of 
support should vary depending on the worker’s need: “There are some highly experienced 
workers who don’t need regular supervision. Some support is always good” (Statement 118, 
Phase 3). However, much scholarship argues that regular supervision is necessary for even the 
most experienced workers (see, for example, Beddoe, 2015; Beddoe, Karvinen-Niinikoski, Ruch, 
& Tsui, 2015; Bogo & McKnight, 2006; Bradley, Engelbrecht, & Höjer, 2010). 
There was 100% consensus agreement with Statement 122, which emphasized capacity 
strengthening plans as a means of supporting supervision:  

Capacity strengthening plans for social service workers do not only focus on formal 
certifications and one-off classroom-based trainings, but also include alternative means of 
capacity strengthening such as mentoring, should be developed.   

Participants also emphasized the importance of training for those engaged in supervision 
activities as a means of supporting the supervision process with unanimous support for the 
following statement: “Supervisor training should be implemented to strengthen the workforce” 
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(Statement 114). One participant reinforced this by stating that “it has been shown to be linked to 
quality of service” (Statement 114, Phase 2).  

Some of the participants gave feedback that requested more detail in terms of the quality and 
length of such supervisor training. For example, one participant wrote that “the type of training 
would be crucial” (Statement 114, Phase 2), and another added the comment, “As long as the 
training is for humanistic ‘quality’ supervision” (Statement 114, Phase 2). Statement 120 — 
“More practice support should be offered to social service workers, particularly those just 
beginning their careers”—received 100% consensus in the Phase 3 responses. The issue of the 
timing of this support, however, as emphasized in the phrase “particularly those just beginning 
their careers,” was one that was highlighted in several participants’ comments. In Phase 2, one 
participant who marked “undecided” explained their decision this way: “I agree, but I have 
ticked undecided because it is not just those beginning their careers. Indeed, in some contexts the 
‘old guard’ are worse than the new recruits!” (Statement 120, Phase 2) The comments indicated 
that supervision should be ongoing throughout one’s career as a means of quality assurance and 
support for the social service workforce. Again, the quality of support was an important point for 
some participants: “With the proviso that the practice support should be of high quality and from 
‘good workers,’” one participant clarified (Statement 120, Phase 3).   
  

Conducting Supervision  
Findings indicated expert agreement related to the ways in which supervision should be 
conducted. For example, there was high consensus (95%) for Statement 116: “Supervision 
should be provided at both individual and group levels.” One participant noted the inherent 
challenges with the different forms of supervision: 

In my experience, individual supervision requires a much more experienced and skilled 
facilitator. Group supervision can provide some excellent results. In settings, where 
experienced supervisors are scare, groups supervisions can be provided without 
individual supervision. I would want to ensure that individual supervision is effective. I 
have an impression of social work practitioners in ‘northern’ settings—that they become 
slightly addicted to individual supervision as a form of therapy, often personal therapy, 
rather than professional supervision instrument (Statement 116, Phase 2). 

Participants expressed strong support for mentoring as well as other modes of supervision 
support as summarized in Statement 108: “Role playing and constructive feedback on practice 
will strengthen the social service workforce,” which received 100% consensus. In their 
comments, some participants noted the differences in role playing and feedback, giving these 
two activities different weight: “Feedback—for sure. Role play depends on how done and with 
whom—could be a waste of time or valuable opportunity for skills practice” (Statement 108, 
Phase 2). Again, this comment stresses that both quality and context are essential elements of 
how supervision is conducted. Still other participants noted that role playing and constructive 
feedback should be used “among other methods” (Statement 108, Phase 2) employed in 
supervisory relationships. For example, one participant suggested, “Use more consultative 
approaches along with these and supervision” (Statement 108, Phase 2).  Receiving 98% 
consensus, statement 117 addressed another activity by which to conduct supervision: “Direct 
support in managing specific cases should be provided to strengthen the social service 
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workforce.” Some participants underscored the importance of this statement to strengthen the 
social service workforce. For example, one participant wrote, “This is as a link with [the] 
importance of coaching and also of case conference within SW [social work] teams” (Statement 
117, Phase 2). 

Comments for statement 117 highlighted the importance of context, with one participant noting 
that direct supervision to case management is only applicable for those involved in casework. 
Likewise, other participants’ comments emphasized the absence of more specific details in terms 
of who would provide the direct support in managing specific cases: 

From whom? In theory, this should be the supervisor’s role (Statement 117, Phase 2). 
If direct support means that international agencies are directly providing case 
management services, I don’t think this should be their role (Statement 117, Phase 3). 

There was no consensus as to whether supervision should be incentivized. In fact, only 58% of 
the participants agreed or strongly agreed with statement 112: “Supervision and monitoring 
should lead to rewards like promotions to higher levels of practice.” This statement resulted in 
many strong reactions as evidenced by the participants’ qualitative comments: 

This is not the idea behind supervision and monitoring I think (Statement 112, Phase 2). 

Promotions should be based on competency, and supervision/monitoring is not always 
associated with this (Statement 112, Phase 2). 

Support should never be linked to rewards (Statement 112, Phase 2). 
Some participants noted that this kind of incentive could cause more harm than good. For 
example, one participant noted that “this could lead to people being less transparent and less able 
to seek support (Statement 112, Phase 3).  

One area of comment related to this question had to do with the distinction between supervision 
as support and supervision as monitoring. This distinction points to the different types of 
supervisory relationships that exist in contexts around the world. Some participants described 
peer supervision between social workers at the same level as a form of supervision. Others 
referred to non-professionals being involved in supervision.  
Some participants took issue with the promotion to a higher-level practice as a reward. 
Participants suggested that there should be other “rewards” for supervision such as “skill 
development” and “broadening of opportunities.” One participant suggested, “Could be one of 
the many possible purposes, but not all workers are looking for better pay, etc.” (Statement 112, 
Phase 2).  

  
Recognizing Hierarchy in Supervision Relationships  

The findings indicated lack of consensus on whether supervision should be non-hierarchical and 
egalitarian or, alternatively, directive and regulative. Statements that emphasized the hierarchical 
administration of social service work failed to achieve strong consensus agreement. For example, 
only 72% agreed with Statement 113: “The social service workforce should focus on developing 
administrators and leaders” with participants’ comments as follows: 
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This should be a focus, but not the only one. It is important to develop caring and skilled 
leaders from within the field (Statement 113, Phase 2). 

This should include thought leaders. Advanced degrees in local universities should help 
social service professionals to develop indigenous practices and approaches in the sector 
leaders yes, but what is meant by administrators? (Statement 113, Phase 3) 

Several participants suggested that this statement depends on the context and that it should even 
be expanded: 

Not only! Even if social work managers and cadres should also be involved in the SWS 
[acronym unclear; perhaps social workforce strengthening?] in order to empower SW 
[social workers] (Statement 113, Phase 2).  

It should also focus on developing a strong front-line and middle manager and 
supervisory workforce—there need to be leaders at every level and front-line workers and 
their roles need to be valued (Statement 113, Phase 2). 
Many systems are requesting this—but it isn’t mutually exclusive to developing the front-
line workforce (Statement 113, Phase 3). 

According to several participants, the inclusion of administrators was the most contentious part 
of the statement. One participant asked, “Is this the way the world is divided now? 
Administrators and leaders?” (Statement 113, Phase 2) while another declared, “Leaders yes, 
administrators no!” (Statement 113, Phase 3). There was, for many participants, a sense of 
opposition towards administrators providing supervisory roles to strengthen the social service 
workforce. As a response, one participant challenged Statement 113 by suggesting, “It should 
focus on developing the right roles to run the system” (Statement 113, Phase 2). This finding 
recommends supervisors embrace functions other than those that are administrative. Some 
respondents challenged models of supervision that included administrative functions, probing the 
necessity for supervisors to serve simultaneously as administrators, educators, and supporters.  
 

Theme 12: Working Conditions 
Among the 13 statements in the “working conditions” theme, 11 statements reflected a consensus 
exceeding the 90% threshold with combined responses of strongly agree or agree. Eight of these 
statements (124, 126, 128, 129, 190, 133, and 134) achieved 100% approval. Table 12 
summarizes the statements related to the “working conditions” theme including consensus 
percentage, agreement intensity, and disagreement intensity.  

 
Table 12: Consensus Ratings of Statements Related to “Working Conditions” 

 
No.  Statement Consensus 

(%) 
AI DI 

Clear Consensus: 90%+ participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

124 Reasonable remuneration will help retain current and attract future 
social service workers. 

100 0.67 0.00 
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126 Organizations should understand, prevent, and/or address worker 
stress, such as burnout and compassion fatigue, by supporting practices 
such as sick leave and mental health days. 

100 0.73 0.00 

128 Social service workers should have access to enough physical 
resources (e.g., office space, computers, vehicles, phones) in order to 
provide effective services for clients. 

100 0.70 0.00 

129 Workplaces should encourage discussions soliciting input regarding 
working conditions and agency policies. 

100 0.56 0.00 

130 There should be advocacy for reasonable workloads for social service 
workers. 

100 0.67 0.00 

131 Social service organizations and institutes should ensure appropriate 
deployment so that people are working in positions that match their 
education, training, and skills. 

100 0.56 0.00 

133 Social service workers should be provided with opportunity and 
support for professional development activities such as conference 
participation, research sabbaticals, or further study. 

100 0.58 0.00 

134 Social service workers should have good and supportive administrative 
personnel. 

100 0.58 0.00 

125 Protective systems that enable social service workers to access help 
should be built into the system and addressed on an ongoing basis, 
taking into account the workers’ needs. 

98 0.40 0.00 

132 Social service organizations and institutes should identify and respond 
to workplace bullying. 

98 0.60 0.00 

135 Social service workers should be given opportunities for advancement 
through the development of “career ladders”, indicating which 
educational qualifications will lead from one rung of the ladder to the 
next. 

98 0.50 1.00 

Approaching Consensus: 80-89% participants indicating agreement or strong agreement 

123 There should be affirming induction programs for entry-level social 
service workers. 

81 0.35 0.00 

No Consensus 

127 Social service workers should be provided with perks, bonuses, and 
other incentives to reward performance and recognize skills. 

70 0.57 0.15 

 

We organized this theme into two areas for analysis: (1) supporting worker motivation, and (2) 
access to institutional support. 

 
Supporting Worker Motivation  

The data indicated that there was unanimous agreement for the statement that “reasonable 
remuneration will help to retain current and attract future social service workers” (Statement 
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124) with 67% of participants strongly agreeing with this statement. Several participants 
qualified the statement in comments, noting that defining reasonable remuneration is difficult to 
determine and obtain. One respondent asked directly, “What is reasonable?” (Statement 124, 
Phase 3, emphasis in original). In addition to financial compensation, participants noted that 
intrinsic motivations should be cultivated as well. 
Data recurrently pointed to the need for maintaining intrinsic motivation for social service 
workers. In response to statement 131 on skill-matching in social service work, one participant 
commented that “motivations and interests” should be considered in placement as well (Phase 3). 
Additionally, of the 13 statements regarding working conditions, the only statement to receive no 
consensus pertained to motivation. Statement 127—“social service workers should be provided 
with perks, bonuses, and other incentives to reward performance and recognize skills”—yielded 
a 69% consensus rating with a 56% AI and a 15% DI. Participants raised concerns about the 
feasibility of providing rewards as well as the effectiveness of bonuses or perks. Some also noted 
fears of undermining intrinsic motivation.  

 
Access to Institutional Support 

The findings indicated that there was unanimous agreement that “organizations should 
understand, prevent, and/or address worker stress...by supporting practices such as sick leave and 
mental health days” (Statement 126) with 73% of participants strongly agreeing with this 
statement. Another respondent commented that organizations “should also work to create 
working conditions that prevent burnout, compassion fatigue and stress in the first place” 
(Statement 126, Phase 3). The data suggested a strong relationship between access to 
institutional support and social service worker outcomes.  
The importance of access to institutional support recurred throughout the data; however, 
participant comments indicated general disagreement about what support should be implemented 
for social service workers. For instance, one participant commented that “there are other ways to 
tackle [this issue] apart from sick leave and mental health days so have ticked undecided” 
(Statement 126, Phase 3).  

Statements and participant feedback demonstrate that access to institutional support goes beyond 
reducing social service worker stress through sick leave. There was unanimous support for the 
statement that “there should be advocacy for reasonable workloads for social service workers” 
(Statement 130). In addition, support for statement 128—“Social service workers should have 
access to enough physical resources in order to provide effective services for clients”—indicated 
that institutional support must be comprehensive in nature to ensure positive service user 
outcomes. As one participant succinctly noted, “Without gas for the car, how can they visit 
homes?” The quality of working conditions—including that range from a lack of supplies to 
unsustainable caseloads—for social service workers continues to be a major issue that crosses 
across contexts and geographical locations. 

 

Study Limitations 
As with any study, this study had several methodological limitations. First, the broad scope of 
this study—in terms of defining “social service workforce” and “supervision”—was both 
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strength and a limitation. By seeking a broad definition of social service workforce, we allowed 
participants to speak about those workforce representatives who are not officially “social 
workers” but who nonetheless carry out social work functions within their communities. This 
approach resonates with other research, which has found that in many countries, the majority of 
those who are carrying out social service work are not always official social workers under 
national guidelines (Canavera et al., 2014); this approach also reflects the GSSWA definition of 
the social service workforce. Phase 1 of the study was open-ended—with participants free-listing 
their ideas regarding ways to strengthen the social service workforce. However, as per the Delphi 
process, beyond providing an initial definition of the “social service workforce, we did not 
clarify definitions or meanings for the participants. Rather, we relied on the qualitative 
comments shared among participants to serve as the primary forum for discussion about the 
boundaries of the definitions and about the meaning of the statements as written in Phase 1. 
Therefore, when addressing certain statements, participants were operating from different 
understandings of some concepts. Indeed, several of the comments seen above serve to highlight 
this tendency. 
Secondly, although we aimed to minimize ambiguity during Phase 1 when we consolidated 
statements, several participants still commented that a few statements were vague. For example, 
during Phase 2, some participants noted that Statement 107 and 114 were vague. As these 
examples show, the nature of consolidation in the Delphi process—which aims to include all 
participants’ ideas—may result in some ambiguity. We hoped that the opportunity for 
participants to include their comments to specific statements during Phases 2 and 3 would allow 
them to offer examples and therefore clarify any vagueness or ambiguity. As the participant 
comments indicated, however, this aspiration was not always realized. 
Third, the wording of some statements posed a challenge in that some participants viewed the 
statements’ wording as definitive and were therefore less likely to agree. For example, many of 
the statements used the phrasing that, for example, “X will strengthen the social service 
workforce” (emphasis added), leaving little room for the nuance that participants felt was 
important in qualifying a particular statement. As one participant noted:  

Part of my problem with some of the questions is their definitive nature. For example, in 
this question, it is posed that it WILL make a difference. I think there are too many 
variables—it may make a difference (Statement 108, Phase 2, emphasis in original). 

Nevertheless, the research team felt that it was important to reflect participants’ original wording 
insofar as possible so that other participants could make a choice regarding their agreement or 
disagreement with the statement. 

A fourth limitation is the Delphi method’s tendency to promote general agreement. In other 
words, the Delphi method does not include a mechanism by which to prioritize. If asked to 
decide what statement is the most important, the responses might have been different or the 
results of this study might have been altered.  

Finally, though we aimed for a diverse participant sample, we acknowledge that some types of 
participants may have been excluded from the recruitment process for a multitude of reasons. As 
described in the methodology section above, we recruited participants through a range of social 
service workforce fora. We also purposively sampled using our own professional networks to 
increase the sample’s experiential and geographical diversity. In terms of participants’ 
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backgrounds, we did not ask where participants came from (e.g., where one was born or where 
one permanently resides), because many participants in this field are coming from a multitude of 
geographical backgrounds. However, such a line of questioning might have given additional 
insight into the diversity of the sample’s backgrounds. Also, due to resource constraints in our 
study design, we were unable to include participants who did not speak either English or French. 
Furthermore, we did not conduct an analysis of the participants who refused to participate or who 
did not complete all three phases of the Delphi process, which may have provided us with some 
insight as to our sample’s level of representativeness. However, we believe that we created a 
sampling strategy that was aligned with the spirit of the Delphi process and that therefore led to 
as diverse and representative a sample as possible. 

 

Conclusions and Next Steps 
Determining an expert-informed knowledge base on how to strengthen the social service 
workforce serves a valuable function. Explicitly identifying areas where there is consensus and 
where consensus is lacking provides a sound foundation upon which to reflect upon practices and 
approaches for strengthening the social service workforce.  

The data identified a broad array of challenges to the creation of universally applicable practices 
aimed at workforce strengthening. Issues of contextualization, resource availability, and access 
to quality trainings are several factors complicating the identification of global social service 
work practices.  

• Contextualization: Throughout the data, the concept of contextualization arose repeatedly, 
highlighting the importance of including endogenous knowledge in practice. 
Contextualization carries challenges to the universality of social service workforce practice. 
Future research may be able to further unpack how to balance local needs with global social 
service work values.  Between global standards for social service workforce provision—as 
well as education and training for the workforce—and endogenous worldviews, knowledge, 
and agency seems to lie a tension that will not easily be addressed moving forward. 

• Resource availability: The data also revealed that ensuring sufficient technical and material 
resources for the social service workforce is likely be a necessary but not sufficient 
component of workforce strengthening initiatives.  Participants clearly agreed that social 
service workers need reasonable means and training to do their jobs—and that quality 
supervision is a necessary component of these means—and this finding should come as no 
surprise.  But there was far less participant consensus when considerations turned to what 
social service workforce “careers” should look like, what forms of incentives and trainings 
are likely to strengthen the workforce, and similar considerations. 

• Access to quality trainings: There was a striking and undeniable consensus that practice-
based, applied learning is the most appropriate kind of training for the social service 
workforce. The data indicated that there are several areas for further discussion and 
exploration related to quality training: what does good in-service training look like? How can 
training schemes for community members who are not “social workers” be strengthened? 
What does mentorship and coaching look like during training?  What is the appropriate level 
of training for various levels of the workforce?  The answers to these questions are all likely 
to be context- specific, but the global consensus for practice-based training and learning 
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cannot be overemphasized, a finding that validates the approach promoted by the 
International Association of Schools of Social Work. 

Ultimately, this paper attempts to fill a gap in the literature by presenting the views of a globally 
representative sample of experts on how to strengthen the social service workforce. Considering 
the wide array of individuals who make up the social service workforce, the multiple 
geographical locations where social service workers operate, and the various social, economic, 
and political contexts within which social service workers work, it is important that future 
research on this topic consider voices from low- and middle-income countries and continue to 
add to the evidence base on this topic.   
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