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This book seeks to articulate what it means to say that social 

work is a human rights profession, and to consider the 

implications of such a perspective for the practice of social 

work. However, it does not provide a simple ‘how-to-do-it’ 

framework for human rights–based social work. Human 

rights do not provide simple answers; rather they pose 

questions – often complex and difficult questions – for the 

practitioner. It is in wrestling with these questions that 

human rights–based social work can be enacted. 
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1. Constructivist Approach to Human Rights 

Human rights are essentially discursive; in other words, rights are 

constructed through human interaction and through an ongoing 

dialogue about what should constitute a common or shared 

humanity. Hence human rights are not static but will vary over 

time and in different cultures and political contexts.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights should not therefore 

be reified and seen as expressing a universal and unchanging 

truth. It is not holy writ and it can and should be subject to 

challenge in different times, as different voices are heard and 

different issues are given priority. The same must apply to any 

other statement of human rights: what constitutes the basic rights 

of all human beings will be a matter for ongoing debate and 

redefinition and should always be open to challenge. 

The Universal Declaration has been criticised because of the 

dominance of Western political leaders in the forum from which 

it was derived, leading to a perceived Western bias. This, 

however, is an argument not for the rejection of the idea of such 

a universal statement but rather for its continual reformulation in 

the light of different voices being validated and heard.
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2.Definition of Human Rights

1) Understanding human rights as discursive means that human 

rights are not fixed or static, and therefore in that sense they 

cannot be fully defined. For this reason, this book will not 

attempt to outline or define a set of basic human rights; to do so 

would privilege the voices of the authors over other voices. It is 

important at this stage, however, to provide a definition, not of 

human rights per se, but of what we mean when we talk about a 

human rights discourse or, in other words, what counts as a 

human right and what does not. 

2) We hear many claims of rights, some contestable, some 

frivolous, and some applicable only to certain groups. Examples 

include the right to bear arms, women’s rights, sexuality and 

gender diversity rights, the rights of the child, Indigenous 

people’s rights, the right to use corporal punishment on one’s 

children. 

Not all rights claimed by people can be regarded as human rights. 

By human rights we generally mean those rights that we claim 

belong to all people, regardless of national origin, race, ethnicity, 

culture, age, sexuality and gender diversity or any other 

characteristic. Such rights are therefore universal and apply to 

everyone, everywhere, while more specific and circumscribed 
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rights will only apply to certain people in certain circumstances. 

There is, however, another sense in which rights of 

disadvantaged groups can be regarded as human rights, even 

where they are rights that may not attach to the rest of the 

population. Claims of specific land rights for Indigenous peoples, 

for example, as a result of their Indigeneity and their historical 

connection to the land, prior to colonial invasion and settlement, 

cannot be claimed as a right by everyone else. Yet these are still 

‘human’ rights in the sense that they are necessary for the people 

concerned to realise their full humanity. 

The right to realise one’s full humanity is at the core of an idea of 

human rights, and hence the claim of Indigenous land rights can 

be seen to fall within the category of human rights. The same 

argument can be made in relation to some aspects of cisgender 

women’s rights, children’s rights, rights of people with 

disabilities, sexuality and gender diversity rights, asylum seeker 

rights, minority religion rights, older people’s rights, and so on. 

Each group may have specific claims to rights which, while not 

necessarily generalisable to the entire population, are for them 

part of the fundamental human right to realise their own 

humanity. This fundamental right results in different claims of 

rights for specific groups, but can still be incorporated in a 

discourse of universal human rights. 
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It is also important to introduce the importance of an analysis of 

oppression and disadvantage. When we are talking about the 

rights of disadvantaged groups, such as cisgender women, 

sexuality and gender diverse people, people with disability or 

Indigenous peoples, we are acknowledging the existence and 

importance of structures and discourses of oppression that result 

in disadvantage and in the inability of people to realise their full 

humanity (Czerny 1993). 

Human rights have to be understood within this context, and it 

must be recognised that structures and discourses of oppression, 

by their very nature, run counter to human rights values. Hence a 

claim of rights that can be justified on the grounds that it helps to 

challenge and overcome structures and discourses of oppression 

can be included within the idea of ‘human rights’. 
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3.Rights-based practice 

It may seem axiomatic to say that social work is about human 

rights, but there are other formulations of social work that do not 

give such prominence to rights. One is needs-based social work, 

which emphasises the assessment of ‘needs’ and then the process 

of having those needs ‘met’. The concept of need is, of course, 

central to social work, though this emphasis has been subject to 

criticism. Writers such as Illich (Illich et al. 1977) have criticised 

professionals, including social workers, for becoming society’s 

professional need-definers, thereby disempowering their clients, 

who are no longer permitted to define their own needs but who 

instead have their needs defined for them. 

The idea of human needs is inextricably linked to ideas of human 

rights. The link between needs and rights will be explored in 

Chapter 5. For the present, it is enough to note that ‘human 

needs’ have represented an alternative formulation to ‘human 

rights’ for social workers, and that advocates of a rights-based 

approach have to demonstrate its advantages over one that is 

needs-based. 

A second alternative formulation is a justice-based approach to 

social work. Most social workers, if asked to summarise the value 

base of their practice, would probably use the term ‘social 
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justice’ rather than ‘human rights’. As with needs, a clear link can 

be made between rights and justice. There are, however, two 

problems with a purely justice-based approach to social work, 

which a human rights approach can overcome. 

The first problem with justice is that it can imply simple revenge. 

‘We demand justice’ is a commonly heard cry from advocates of 

the death penalty, punitive prison sentences and the like – causes 

that most social workers would be at least reluctant to support 

and more likely to oppose vigorously. Using a strong justice 

rhetoric for social work is in this sense hardly progressive and 

can simply help to legitimise a politics of revenge. 

The second problem is that justice is often defined procedurally: 

to be just, or to do justice, is to administer the laws in a just, fair 

and even-handed way. The laws themselves, however, may be 

highly discriminatory and oppressive, and the so-called ‘justice 

system’ can result in what is effectively the just administration of 

unjust laws. This, indeed, is the history of colonialism, where 

often brutal oppression was justified by the trappings of an 

apparently incorruptible system of ‘justice’–magistrates, courts, 

laws and so on. Similarly, an exclusive emphasis on procedure is 

problematic for social workers, because it can lead to a practice 

that concentrates on the just administration ofthe existing 

system, ensuring that clients receive everything to which they are 

entitled, while not addressing the inequalities and structural 
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oppression inherent in the system itself. In that sense, it can 

result in conservative practice that passively accepts the existing 

order and merely seeks to make it work better; if the system itself 

is unjust, such practice is inadequate. 

While ‘justice’ may be problematic and contested, it is not 

suggested here that the idea of ‘social justice’ is inappropriate for 

social work. A human rights framework for social work, however, 

does get over some of the difficulties with justice as identified 

above. It moves social work well beyond the purely retributive 

approach of a politics of revenge and in fact provides a critique 

of reactive calls for punitive ‘justice’, because these can be seen 

as violating human rights. Also, it does not divert attention from 

the structural causes of oppression and disadvantage: a human 

rights approach demands that they be addressed.

A human rights approach should therefore not be seen as 

implying that the ideas of ‘needs’ and ‘justice’ have no value for 

social workers. On the contrary, they occupy important positions 

in any delineation of social work practice and they are words that 

resonate strongly with practitioners. There are problems about 

each if it is understood in isolation but  a social work practice 

based on a human rights framework can both enrich and 

contextualise ideas of needs and justice so that they become both 

more powerful and more useful.
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4.Human rights and human needs

This book seeks to frame social work as a human rights 

profession rather than a human needs profession. Instead of 

seeing social work practice as about the assessment and meeting 

of human needs, we can see it as about the defining, realising and 

guaranteeing of human rights.

1) The problem of needs 

① Needs are, by their very nature, value-laden. Different value 

positions will have very different views on what, if anything, is 

‘needed’ in a particular situation. A social worker with a strong 

feminist perspective, who sees traditional family structures as 

highly oppressive, will define different ‘needs’ in a case of 

domestic violence compared with a social worker with 

conservative patriarchal ‘family values’. These two social 

workers will probably never agree on the ‘needs’ of the victim, 

the perpetrator and the family in a domestic violence situation. 

The needs as defined by these two social workers are not just 

objective measurements; they are affected by theoretical 

understandings and, in particular, by ideologies. Needs must 

therefore be understood as statements of values, of ideologies, 

rather than as statements of ‘fact’.
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② The concept of needs has unfortunate charitable connotations 

in the way the wider community talks about ‘the needy’. This is 

why disabled social workers, such as Oliver, Sapey and Thomas 

(2012) have been particularly strident in their push to move social 

workers and curricula away from the concept of ‘needs’. 

Focusing on disabled people’s needs has led to their confinement 

in institutions and positioned them as burdens on family and 

society (van Toorn 2021). 

③ One of the criticisms of all human service professionals, and 

perhaps particularly of social workers, is that they use their 

professional position to privilege their definitions of need over 

the definitions made by others. 

Illich’s well-known critique of the various professions as 

‘disabling’ specifically includes social workers. He claims that, by 

increasingly taking on the role of defining people’s needs for 

them, professions have disempowered people by preventing 

them from defining their needs for themselves.

The key to this criticism is that it is based on the definition of 

need and on the tendency of professionals to appropriate the 

right of individuals, families or communities to define their own 

needs. For the purposes of the present discussion, it emphasises 

that need definition is far from unproblematic and is certainly 

not neutral or objective; indeed, the very act of professional need 
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definition is itself ideological and privileges the profes-sional 

while disempowering the person, group or community whose 

‘needs’ are being determined. 

It also suggests that a significant human right is the right to define 

one’s own needs, and that professional practice is therefore a 

form of human rights abuse. Such an argument suggests the 

desirability of reformulating social work practice so that it seeks 

to return to people the power to define their own needs and seek 

to have them met.

2) Needs and rights

When social workers make statements of need, the desired end 

state can be described in terms of the meeting of a claimed right, 

and this is the essence of the link between needs and rights in 

social work practice. When we say that a community needs a 

childcare centre, we are basing that statement on an assumption 

about the rights of parents to be able to participate in the 

workplace or have other time away from the duties of caring, and 

the rights of children to receive adequate care. When we say that 

a child with a disability needs inclusive educational programs, we 

are doing so on the basis of an understanding of the right of 

children with disabilities to an appropriate education and the 

right to achieve their maximum educational potential on par 

with non-disabled children. When we say that an elderly person 
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needs an aged care home placement, we are making assumptions 

about the right of that person to an adequate standard of care to 

maintain well-being – physical, emotional, intellectual and 

spiritual – and the rights of family members to be able to do other 

things with their lives than look after the needs ofa potentially 

dependent relative 24 hours a day. 

Statements of need within social work are therefore also 

statements about rights. The problem has been that the 

associated rights nearly always remain implicit and unstated. 

There is a confident assertion of need – for aged care home 

placement, for a childcare centre, or whatever – but the 

corresponding rights are seldom spelled out. Indeed, the social 

worker may not have thought through the rights issues involved 

but may have taken them as given, or may even be largely 

unaware of them, having been so affected by policy manuals, 

agency procedures, office culture and the pressing requirements 

of the day-to-day job that questions of rights hardly seem 

significant. 

These rights are, however, at the basis of practice. One important 

practice principle

for human rights social work, therefore, is that social workers 

should seek to identify the rights issues behind the statements of 

need that they make every day. Rights-based
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practice is a form of social work in which the word ‘right’ is used 

more than the word ‘need’ in the day-to-day discourse ofsocial 

workers and where, whenever a ‘need’ is talked about, the rights 

that lie behind that need are identified and explored.

It is important that, whenever the word ‘need’ is used, social 

workers stop to assess what are the implied rights behind the 

claim of need and examine the link between the two. And 

whenever human rights are claimed, social workers will often 

have to translate this into some statement of needs. It is one thing 

to talk about the right to housing, for example, but it is also 

necessary to identify what that right means in terms of needs 

within the specific cultural, social, political and economic 

context of practice.

3) Who defines needs and rights? 

The focus of this chapter has been on both rights and needs as 

being defined, and as only attaining meaning in the act of 

definition. As outlined in Chapter 1, the approach to human 

rights taken in this book is that they are discursive: they are 

constantly constructed and reconstructed through dialogue, 

rather than existing in any objective positivist sense. And needs 

are clearly the same: they cannot be said to ‘exist’ objectively, but 

are the result of somebody deciding what is ‘needed’ in order to 

achieve some rights-based goal. 
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If the focus of both rights and needs is on the act of definition, 

this raises the question of whose definitions are to count and 

whose voices will be heard most strongly in the ongoing dialogue 

that establishes what is to count as a human right. 

In relation to need, it is worth remembering the argument of 

Illich (Illich et al. 1977) that social workers are to be counted 

among the ‘disabling professions’, whose enthusiasm for defining 

the needs of others acts only to ‘disable’ those whom the 

professionals claim to be helping. This is the opposite of 

empowerment-based practice, which many social workers claim 

is the basis of their work. The important practice principle is that 

social workers have to give up their appropriation of the right to 

define people’s needs for them, and find ways in which the 

people concerned can reclaim that right and define their own 

needs. This does not mean that the social worker has no role in 

need definition; in reality, a social worker can assist the process 

considerably. People will not define a service or provision as 

‘needed’ if they do not know that it exists or what it can achieve, 

and social workers are knowledgeable about a wide range of 

resources that may be unknown to the people or communities 

with whom they are working.

A social worker therefore has an important role to play in 

assisting in the definition of need, but this does not mean that the 

social worker takes on that responsibility to the exclusion of the 
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people with whom they are working, at whatever level. Rather, 

need definition must be seen as a partnership between the social 

worker and the person, family, group or community in which the 

expertise of each is shared and where the social worker assists 

and facilitates the need definition process by the people most 

directly affected. 
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5. Social Work Languages

1) Client

The term ‘client’ is part of the professional discourse, which 

implies essentially a top-down approach to wisdom and 

expertise, motivated by human values, but with an assumption 

that the professional is in possession of superior knowledge and 

skills, which are put at the service of the client. 

Such practice is compatible with human rights at one level, in 

that the value base of professional practice is likely to be founded 

on the importance of human rights, but at another level it 

actually works against human rights by devaluing the wisdom of 

the client and hence engaging in ‘disabling’ practice, as 

described by Illich.

2) Intervention

The idea of a social worker ‘intervening’ is problematic on two 

grounds. 

First, it locates the social worker outside the systems within 

which interactions occur. The word implies the action of an 

external agent coming in to fix things up and then departing. The 

social worker cannot be seen as a partner in an action process, 

but more as an outside expert. 
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The second problem is that all the action is seen as belonging to 

the social worker, the one who is doing the intervening. The role 

of others such as families and communities in effecting change is 

minimised. Thus the idea of ‘intervention’ serves to disempower, 

and to make people who are disadvantaged seem passive 

recipients. It does not really value the human rights of the client 

as an active participant in the change process.

3) Military metaphors 

Military metaphors are frequently used by social workers that 

have origins in, or associations with, military activity, including 

‘strategy’, ‘engagement’ and ‘operational plan’. Such 

terminology raises the question of why professions apparently 

committed to social justice, human rights and well-being should 

be happy to borrow terms from an institution devoted to 

violence, and which many social workers would regard as the 

antithesis of social work values.
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4) Supervision

A ‘supervisor’ in the lay sense of the word is an overseer, a person 

who is in a position of superior power, who knows better than the 

supervisee how the job is to be done, and who should be telling 

the supervisee how to do it. There are strong elements here of 

control and surveillance: the worker’s performance is to be 

closely scrutinised and if necessary corrected by the supervisor, 

whose wisdom is not to be questioned.

5) Profession

Professions have been criticised by a number of writers because 

of the inappropriate wielding of professional power as a form of 

control. If this is the case, professionalism has significant human 

rights implications, and indeed the term ‘human rights 

profession’ would be an oxymoron.

If the very idea of a ‘profession’ carries with it disempowering 

practice, then it is incompatible with a human rights perspective. 

In that case, the sooner social workers stop thinking of 

themselves as professionals, the better.
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6. Social Work Processes

1) Interview vs. Dialogue 

The social work interview has typically been constructed in 

unequal power terms. It is generally expected that the social 

worker, not the client, will be the one who ‘controls’ the 

interview.

Dialogue requires that both the worker and those with whom they 

are working are seen as having equivalent wisdom and expertise, 

rather than professional expertise being privileged over the 

expertise of others, which is the more conventional approach. 

While it is true that the worker will have specialised knowledge 

and skills that the client may not, it is equally true that the client 

has a range of knowledge, skills and expertise that the worker 

does not; namely, the expertise that comes from lived experience 

and the survival skills developed out of necessity. 
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An interview is deliberately designed as an interaction of unequal 

power, with one person ‘doing’ the interview while the other is 

‘interviewed’. In a dialogue, however, the aim is for an equal 

exchange, with each party learning from the other. Hence the 

social worker has to be able to give up the need to be (or to be 

seen to be) in control, and instead must allow the interaction to 

develop in a way that is determined by both parties.

Letting go is difficult, given that social workers, like all 

professionals, are readily seduced by the discourse of 

professional expertise and can find security as well as status in a 

‘professional’ role. 

Yet it is only in the letting go of that security and status that it is 

possible to join in a truly dialogical relationship with those with 

whom the worker wishes to engage. 

Given this, the ‘worker’ and the ‘client’ need to establish a 

dialogue where the goal is for each to share and learn from each 

other’s experience.
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2) Planning

The planning paradigm requires a clear definition of objectives 

or outcomes to be achieved, and this is frequently required in 

order for a program to be funded. 

The problem is that this usually occurs before the social worker 

has even met the client or the community with whom they are to 

work. This is hardly conducive to dialogical praxis; in fact, it 

directly negates it and denies the client or community the right to 

self-determination. It leads to a social work practice where the 

service is pre-packaged and delivered to the recipient, who has 

no say in its design or delivery. 

This should not be taken as a total condemnation of planning. 

Clearly there is value for social workers, and those who work with 

them, in thinking about where they are going in their work, what 

they hope to achieve, and how they might be able to get there. 

Social workers can ask for a seat at the planning table and, more 

importantly, argue for the need to incorporate in the planning 

process the people who are most likely to be affected. This is 

surely a requirement of social work that is genuinely based on 

human rights principles; to do otherwise is to violate the clients’ 

rights to self-determination.
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3) Management

The very idea of management seems to symbolise control, 

surveillance and domination. The management discourse seems 

to locate the manager in a position of superiority and to imply an 

unequal power relationship with at least the potential for 

oppressive practice and the denial of human rights.

An area where the idea of management extends into the practice 

realm is that of ‘case management’. The terms ‘case’ and 

‘management’ need challenging as they reduce people to cases to 

be managed rather than referring to individuals that not only 

would benefit from support but also have agency.
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4) Research

One of the important aspects of human rights-oriented research 

is that it should, where possible, include the people being 

‘researched’ in the design, implementation, interpretation and 

presentation of the research. 

Social research can often simply reinforce power differentials by 

being something that is carried out by ‘researchers’ on ‘subjects’, 

so that the researcher can gain new knowledge (and credit, 

prestige, career advancement), while the benefit to the 

researched may be marginal. Such research, needless to say, is 

itself counter to human rights principles.1)

1) Within the domain of social work research and practice evaluation, the 

effect of professionals “objectively” studying clients can be particularly 

insidious, as research and evaluation done on rather than with people creates 

an exclusive base of knowledge that privileges the views and values of expert 

professionals.

Did participants have any control of research questions? Did they work as 

partners in research design and delivery or merely function as subjects of 

someone else’s study? Justice-oriented social workers examine both research 

design and implementation to determine what roles clients played. 

In the United Kingdom, many private and public funders of social research 

now stipulate service–user involvement as a requirement of funding.

Generalist Social Work Practice: An Empowering Approach. 9th Ed. 2021. 1 

https://www.amazon.com/Generalist-Social-Work-Practice-Empowering/dp/0135868890
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5) Boundaries 

The boundary between one’s personal and professional life is 

commonly seen as needing to be strongly drawn and maintained. 

This is justified on two grounds. 

First, the integrity of the profession, and of one’s professional 

practice, is seen as requiring clear boundaries. If personal issues 

are allowed to cross into professional life, one’s professional 

judgment is seen to be clouded and one will act as a result of 

one’s own needs rather than the needs of the client. Professional 

and personal behaviour are seen as different; in a particular 

situation, one may act very differently as a professional social 

worker than one would as an ‘ordinary’ human being. If the 

boundary is not clearly drawn and maintained, so the argument 

goes, a social worker is likely to act ‘unprofessionally’ in the 

workplace, or annoy friends and family by ‘acting the social 

worker’ at home. 

The other justification for professional boundaries is in the 

interests of the worker’s mental health, and as a defence against 

burnout from a stressful job. A clear boundary can enable a social 

worker to lead a balanced life, but over-prescribed boundaries 

have the consequence of taking the humanity out of social work. 

Like much else in social work, however, the reality is not 

clear-cut. Different workers will define their boundaries in 
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different ways and at different points, depending on the nature of 

the job and on the particular worker. Thus, some social workers 

would never agree to allowing a client to visit them at home, 

while for others this would be seen to be quite natural and 

acceptable. Social workers may agree on the importance of 

boundaries, but they will not agree on where those boundaries 

should be drawn; and most social workers would probably agree 

that in the world of practice there cannot be hard-and-fast rules. 

In some circumstances, the drawing of clear boundaries might be 

seen as effectively distancing the worker from the people with 

whom they are working, and hence as disempowering. Some 

community development approaches, for example the Gandhian 

model as practised in India, require the worker to become 

completely involved in and absorbed by the community. 

Different cultural contexts will also play a part in the differing 

definition of boundaries. It might even be claimed that the rigid 

separation of the professional and the personal is 

characteristically Western and makes little sense in other cultural 

traditions that are more holistic in their world-view. In other 

cultural settings, boundary norms that are set by organizations 

may contrast with hospitality expectations, such as receiving 

food or small gifts of thanks, enabling reciprocity.

The idea of boundaries between the personal and the 
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professional, then, is contestable and is worked out very 

differently in different social work locations. The question for 

present purposes is how a human rights perspective might inform 

such boundary issues. 

One concern is that, by drawing clear boundaries between the 

personal and the professional, the social worker is prevented 

from engaging in a truly dialogical relationship with the client. 

The client is allowed, indeed encouraged or required, to be 

themselves in the relationship, but the social worker is required 

to put on a professional persona and define some parts of their 

human experience as ‘out of bounds’. More significantly, 

perhaps, the construction of professional boundaries by the 

social worker may be seen as defining the worker and the client 

as different types of people (with the implication of superiority 

on the part of the social worker), and the social work relationship 

itself as unequal. This would be counter to a human rights 

perspective, as it could lead to the client’s rights in the 

relationship (e.g. the right to privacy) being significantly different 

from that of the worker. 

In other cases, however, the setting of more or less clear 

boundaries can be an important part of human rights practice. 

The role confusion caused for a client by a social worker who 

fails to define the personal/political boundary clearly can 
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infringe the client’s rights to privacy and to self-determination. 

Unscheduled ‘home visits’ can fall into this category and may 

cause embarrassment to a client who feels so unprepared that 

they might be judged. And because of the power differential, 

clients may see social workers as foes and not friends. Social 

workers’ rights, too, can readily be abused by a practice 

framework that requires them to cross the personal/professional 

boundary too readily.



29

6) Praxis 

The idea of ‘praxis’ is that theory and practice, or learning and 

doing, cannot be separated. It is through theory/reflection that 

we develop practice/action, and at the same time it is through 

practice/action that we develop theory/reflection. We learn by 

doing and we do by learning. 

Praxis is therefore about both knowledge and action: knowledge 

without action would be sterile, ungrounded and irrelevant, and 

action without knowledge would be anti-intellectual, uninformed 

and usually dangerous. 

The praxis orientation also means that there can be no clear 

separation between social work education and social work 

practice. Social work education can only occur effectively if the 

student is able to ground their learning in practice and to develop 

both ‘practice skills’ and ‘theoretical understanding’ at the same 

time, as effectively the same process. And, similarly, social work 

practice can only occur in an environment of ongoing learning 

that does not stop on graduation day. 

Social workers are constantly learning and reformulating their 

world-views and approaches to practice, as a direct consequence 

of their day-to-day work. They are formulating theories 

(‘grounded theories’ in research terminology) and acting as 

researchers/practitioners in the sense of collaborative inquiry.
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7. The role of clients

1) Choosing social workers

The capacity of a person to choose their social worker is often 

limited or non-existent. A social worker is ‘assigned’ to a client, 

often without the client being consulted. This decision is often 

made on the basis of an assessment of what sort of social worker 

would be ‘best’ for this particular person; but how often is the 

person themselves involved in that assessment? 

In many cases, they will not know the particular social workers 

who may be available, but there is still the possibility for a person 

to express a preference for a social worker with certain 

characteristics(sex, age, and so on) or with particular experience 

or practice orientation. In some instances, the person will 

actually know some of the workers in the agency and may wish to 

express a preference for or against a particular worker being 

involved in their case.
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2) Supervision of social workers

If we are really serious about a human rights perspective on 

social work and maximising the rights of clients, supervision of 

workers by clients is a natural consequence. 

Clients, after all, are in a better position than anyone else to know 

how effective the ‘professional help’ of social workers has been, 

to reflect with the social worker on that worker’s practice, and to 

help the worker on the path of professional development. 

3) Employment of social workers 

It is also worth considering, in any agency setting, the role clients 

play in the employment of social workers, including the 

development of selection criteria, the recruitment process, and 

the actual interview and selection panels, as well as in 

‘performance reviews’ of social workers and other employment 

processes.
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4) Involvement in the agency policies

Client involvement in the policies, procedures and overall 

direction of the agency is another key component of a human 

rights approach to practice. 

This has been an ongoing issue in many social agencies, and 

there are considerable problems associated with it. It is too easy 

for such involvement to become tokenistic, or for ‘client 

representatives’ to be co-opted into the existing power structure 

of the agency so that they have little impact. Genuine client 

involvement that really makes a difference is hard to achieve, 

largely because of the tacit acceptance (by managers, workers 

and clients) that existing power differentials are somehow 

natural and unchangeable.

Such assumptions need to be actively challenged in the 

workplace as part of an approach to practice that respects 

human rights and seeks to maximize self-determination.
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8. Social Work

In societies such as that of the United Kingdom, social work has 

been seen as the implementation of the policies of the welfare 

state through the provision of statutory services, with a relatively 

small role in community development or social change. 

In others, however, such as in Latin America, ‘social work’ has 

much more radical or activist connotations: it is concerned with 

bringing about social change, progressive movements for social 

justice and human rights, and opposition to prevalent forms of 

bureaucratic and political domination. 

In some contexts, such as in the United States, individualized 

therapeutic roles for social workers are dominant and many 

social workers are in private practice, while in other contexts, 

particularly in ‘the developing world’ or ‘the Global South’, social 

work has a much stronger community development orientation. 

This book accepts a broad view of the nature of ‘social work’ and 

is not confined to specific professional, social control, 

conservative, radical, therapeutic or developmental 

formulations. The term is meant to be understood in its broadest 

sense and to include all those working in social services or 

community development, including those seeking social change. 
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9.Anti-Colonialist Practice

Examples of colonialist practice include: 

a. only reading social work texts and journals from ‘developed’ 

countries 

b. organizing training programs for social workers from the 

Global South so that they can learn the lessons of the Global 

North, in a one-way flow of communication

c. imposing one’s world-view on another person 

d. playing the role of ‘visiting expert’, or validating another in 

playing that role 

e. specifying the objectives and outcomes of practice before 

engaging in dialogue with the people one is supposed to be 

helping

f. privileging one’s own wisdom over that of another. 

In this context, colonialist practice implies any form of practice 

that assumes that the practitioner is coming from a position of 

superiority, where the world-view of the practitioner is thereby 

imposed on others, and where practice serves to promote the 

interests and needs of the practitioner rather than those with 

whom the practitioner is working. 

Colonialism in social work can be subtle and insidious, and many 
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practitioners are not aware of the colonialist implications of their 

practice. Other groups, however, are well aware of such 

colonialism; this is especially the case with Indigenous peoples, 

who have clearly pointed out the ways in which many 

conventional practices of professions, including social work, 

have effectively colonized and disempowered Indigenous 

peoples and their communities. 

Similarly, people with disabilities, people from cultural, ethnic 

and racial minorities, and almost any other ‘client group’ have 

found their genuine lived experiences ‘colonized’ and devalued 

by mainstream professional practice (whether of social workers 

or others). 

The colonizing effect of mainstream social work has been seen 

historically in the often quite inappropriate imposition of social 

work formulations from the United States and United Kingdom in 

other cultural and national contexts, denying the validity of the 

local experience. This is the case both for social workers from 

minority groups who reside in the West and for countries at the 

receiving end of colonial constructs that have been imposed. 

There is a necessity for social work to recast Western theory and 

knowledge to fit local contexts; this generates practice theory by 

grounding social work in local cultures. 

From this point of view, the lack of awareness by social workers 
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of the processes and experience of colonialism is a major 

weakness in most social work education. Social workers who are 

concerned with practising from a human rights perspective need 

to work consciously to counter the effects of colonialism and not 

practise from a colonialist position. 
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10.Rights to Mobility

The difficulties people may be having with mobility and access to 

services raise the issue of accessible and affordable public 

transport, which involves a number of issues of rights: not just a 

right to mobility, but the rights that mobility allows us to 

exercise, such as rights to education, rights to health services, 

rights to exercise freedoms of speech and of assembly by 

attending community meetings. 

There is, to take just one instance, no effective right to freedom 

of assembly if one is prevented from attending the assembly of 

one’s choice through lack of adequate, affordable, accessible and 

safe transport. Lack of transport, therefore, can affect a number 

of human rights in a community, and a community work process 

that can frame, for example, a poor bus service as an issue of 

human rights can be energizing and empowering for local action. 

It provides a focus and a purpose for a campaign that goes well 

beyond the simple matter of improving a bus, tram or train 

service.
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11.Rights of Children

Children represent another group where human rights abuse 

occurs largely outside the public domain, in the private or 

domestic sphere. The place of children in society and in the 

family has changed with time and also varies in different cultural 

contexts and across time. 

Literature on the social construction of childhood encourages us 

to adopt a nuanced approach to the question of children’s rights 

with notions of childhood differing in contexts, cultures and 

beliefs. Because of this, the idea of the rights of the child, as part 

of an overall understand-ing of human rights, is controversial. 

In earlier times, the child was regarded as the ‘property’ of their 

parent(s), and there was no legitimacy for others to intervene to 

protect the child against physical, sexual or emotional abuse. 

This view has changed, but there remains a strongly held belief 

that treatment of children is the responsibility of the parent(s) 

and that other actors, such as the state (and social workers acting 

on the state’s behalf), have little role in determining how a child 

shall or shall not be treated in the home. This is clearly illustrated 

in attitudes to corporal punishment. 

In many Western countries, corporal punishment of children in 

the public location of the school is now strictly prohibited, and if 
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a teacher administers even the mildest slap to a child that teacher 

will be prosecuted and is likely to be dismissed and effectively 

banned from ever teaching again, however extreme the 

provocation may have been. By comparison, the sanctions 

against a parent assaulting a child in the privacy of the home are 

much less severe. 

Corporal punishment in the home is now also illegal in many 

countries, though this was much harder to bring into law than a 

ban on corporal punishment in schools. And there are some 

country contexts where parents who are loving and connected 

with their children believe that corporal punishment is a 

necessary component of parenting. 

The state will normally not interfere nor take any form of legal 

action unless the abuse was of a much more serious nature. 

Certainly, a single light slap would not be regarded as sufficient 

grounds for taking legal action against the parent, and would not 

be sufficient to justify that parent being ‘dismissed’ and 

prevented from ever being a parent again, as is the case with the 

teacher. 

A teacher hitting a child at school is clearly regarded very 

differently from a parent hitting a child at home, even though the 

latter may in reality be more emotionally damaging for the child, 

given the psychological importance of the parent–child 

relationship in comparison with the teacher–pupil relationship.
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This example illustrates the complexity of the issue of children’s 

rights and the conflict with the idea of parents’ rights. It is one of 

many cases where there are competing and conflicting claims for 

rights, and such conflicts occur whenever human rights are 

discussed and debated. 

The clash of the rights of children and the rights of parents has 

particular significance for social workers because child welfare is 

a major area of social work practice in any country or culture, 

and social workers often find themselves mediating between 

these competing claims for rights and being involved in decisions 

about whether a child should be removed from their parents ‘in 

the child’s best interests.’ 

What is important to recognise is that social workers practise in 

an arena where society has conflicting values (protection of 

children versus the integrity of ‘the family’), and they are 

expected to make difficult and controversial moral and 

professional judgments on behalf of society where a poor 

decision can have serious, even tragic, consequences. 

The two actors on whose behalf rights are claimed, parent and 

child, are in an unequal power relationship because the child is 

relatively powerless in most situations when compared with the 

parent. This alone suggests that there is a strong case for the 

rights of the child to be favoured rather than the rights of the 

parent, since social work has a clear value base that locates it as 
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working in the interests of the less powerful. Similarly, the child is 

likely to be less able to express their wishes effectively and is 

more in need of representation and advocacy than is likely to be 

the case with the parent. 

There is also a more fundamental reason for favouring the rights 

of the child over the rights of the parent. This is because 

so-called ‘parental rights’ are in reality the right of one person 

(or two people) to control, and exercise power over, another 

person, whereas the rights of the child are rights to 

self-determination and control over their own life. 

A strong case can be made, in line with various human rights 

agreements and conventions, that the right of self-determination 

should take precedence over a right to control another person, 

unless there are very exceptional circumstances to suggest 

otherwise. 

This is further strengthened by the principle of the priority of 

human rights over other claims of rights, and is also consistent 

with most child welfare practice, which insists that the interests 

of the child come first in any decision about a child’s future. 

There is, however, another side to the idea of practising ‘in the 

best interests of the child.’ There may be a strong moral case to 

justify such a stance, but how do we know that we are really 

acting in the best interests of another person? 
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Whenever we take on the role of speaking on behalf of somebody 

else, we are denying that person’s ability to speak for themself, 

and we run the risk of colonising and oppressive practice. Many 

of social work’s most regrettable practices have been justified on 

the grounds of ‘acting in the best interests’ of someone. 

The removal of Indigenous children from their parents in 

Australia, over an extended period, resulted in major trauma for 

both parents and children, and many shattered lives; many 

Indigenous people in Australia are today living with the tragic 

consequences of this policy, and indeed the impact of the ‘stolen 

generations’ on the wider Australian society has been significant. 

Yet this policy - now regarded as inhumane and a gross violation 

of human rights - was confidently justified at the time as being ‘in 

the best interests’ of Indigenous children. Many of the welfare 

officers of the time firmly believed they were doing the right 

thing and that the interests of the children were their primary 

concern. 

This is a cautionary tale for all social workers who confidently 

claim to be acting ‘in the best interests’ of somebody else. Who 

can say with certainty that today’s practice, accepted as meeting 

all the highest standards of professional conduct, will not in the 

future be similarly seen as oppressive? 

For example, ‘neglect’ is a category that has been applied to the 
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removal of Indigenous children. This may be equated with 

children moving between kin or living in large extended family 

households being considered grounds for removal without 

appreciation of the cultural context, including the positive 

nature of extended families.

Adoption practices that were seen as ‘well intentioned’ have 

resulted in what was later seen as human rights abuses. For 

Indigenous people, this did not occur just in Australia. There are 

similar stories from other countries with Indigenous populations 

(e.g. in North America), and in the case of the British ‘child 

migrants’ it was not even a question ofracism driving what is 

nowseen as utterly inappropriate and inhumane adoption 

practice. In the light of such experiences, any social worker 

should be very wary of the phrase ‘in the best interests of the 

child’ as a justification for action. 

How can social workers reassure themselves that their apparently 

justifiable interventions are not making the same mistakes, and 

that they will not earn the condemnation of future generations? 

We can never, of course, be fully confident in such matters, as we 

can never judge our current actions with the benefit of hindsight. 

But there are things that can be done to reduce the possibility of 

oppressive, if well-meaning, practice. 

One element that the above examples have in common is that the 

children themselves were not consulted and had no part in the 
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decision about what was to happen to them. Acting ‘in the best 

interests of the child’ does not mean that a worker is justified in 

ignoring the child’s wishes or has no responsibility to seek the 

views of the child in whatever way is possible. This of course is 

not possible with babies and young infants, but older children 

can communicate; indeed, not to take such wishes into account 

can be seen as a violation of the child’s right to 

self-determination. 

A human rights approach to social work requires that the client, 

especially one in a dependent relationship such as a child, must 

have maximum input into any decisions regarding their future, 

and social workers are required to make maximum effort to 

facilitate such input, through whatever form of communication is 

available to the person concerned. This includes providing 

interpreters for people who speak a different language, allowing 

people to communicate orally or in writing, through art or 

drama, by computer, or through any other relevant medium. 

Another safeguard against oppressive practice is for the social 

worker to be fully informed, not only about the situation with 

which they are dealing, but also about the broader social and 

cultural contexts within which social work practice is taking 

place. Welfare workers who were more aware of Indigenous 

culture and of cultural oppression would have been less likely to 

collude with removing Indigenous children from their families. 
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We may never know the full consequences of any action we may 

take, but the more we are informed about the context of our 

decision, and the more we take the trouble to find out about the 

likely outcomes of our actions, the less likely we are to make 

decisions which, however well-intentioned, result in reinforcing 

oppression or disadvantage. There is therefore a responsibility 

for every social worker, when making decisions ‘in the interests 

of’ powerless and vulnerable people, to be thoroughly informed 

about the cultural and social contexts of their practice. 

Child welfare has always been a major part of social work and it 

raises particularly difficult and sensitive questions around 

cultural issues, competing claims of rights and the potential for 

oppressive practice. These issues, however, extend well beyond 

the specific field of working with children and have implications 

for work with all vulnerable groups.


