
core values of social work

Core values of social work are foundational principles that guide social workers in their professional

practice, ensuring that they act in the best interests of their clients and the communities they serve.

These values not only define the ethical framework of the profession but also shape the perspectives

and actions of social workers in various settings. Understanding these core values is crucial for anyone

involved in social work, as they provide a roadmap for ethical decision-making and professional

conduct.

Introduction to Social Work Values

Social work is a profession dedicated to enhancing human well-being and meeting the basic human

needs of all people, with particular attention to the needs and empowerment of those who are

vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty. At the heart of social work are its core values, which

emphasize the importance of human dignity, social justice, and the importance of relationships. The

National Association of Social Workers (NASW) codifies these values into a set of ethical standards

that serve as a guide for social workers in their daily practice.

The Six Core Values of Social Work

The core values of social work can be summarized into six main categories, each of which plays a

critical role in guiding the actions and decisions of social workers:

1. Service

- Definition: Serving others is the primary goal of social work. Social workers strive to help those in



need and address social problems.

- Importance: This value emphasizes the commitment to assist individuals, families, and communities

to enhance their well-being.

- Application: Social workers often engage in activities such as counseling, advocacy, and community

organization to provide services that meet the needs of their clients.

2. Social Justice

- Definition: Social work promotes social justice by challenging social injustices and advocating for the

rights of marginalized populations.

- Importance: It compels social workers to confront systemic issues, including discrimination, inequality,

and poverty.

- Application: Social workers often engage in policy advocacy, community organizing, and public

education to promote social change and justice.

3. Dignity and Worth of the Person

- Definition: Social workers recognize the inherent dignity and worth of every individual, regardless of

their background or circumstances.

- Importance: This value underscores the importance of treating clients with respect and compassion.

- Application: Social workers practice cultural competence, actively listening to clients and valuing their

unique experiences and perspectives.

4. Importance of Human Relationships

- Definition: Social work acknowledges the centrality of human relationships to personal development

and well-being.



- Importance: Building trusting, collaborative relationships with clients is essential for effective practice.

- Application: Social workers often focus on strengthening relationships within families, communities,

and between clients and service providers.

5. Integrity

- Definition: Social workers uphold the integrity of the profession by adhering to ethical standards and

principles.

- Importance: This value emphasizes honesty, accountability, and professionalism in social work

practice.

- Application: Social workers are expected to maintain confidentiality, avoid conflicts of interest, and act

with transparency in their dealings with clients and colleagues.

6. Competence

- Definition: Social workers strive to maintain and enhance their professional knowledge and skills.

- Importance: Competence ensures that social workers provide the highest quality of service to their

clients.

- Application: This may involve ongoing education, supervision, and seeking consultation from

colleagues to improve practice.

Ethical Standards in Social Work

The core values of social work are further elaborated in the NASW Code of Ethics, which outlines

specific ethical standards that guide social work practice. These standards provide a framework for

ethical decision-making and help social workers navigate complex situations that may arise in their

work.



Key Ethical Principles

1. Client Self-Determination: Social workers respect the right of clients to make their own choices and

decisions.

2. Confidentiality: Protecting client privacy is paramount, and social workers must only disclose

information when legally obligated or with consent.

3. Cultural Competence: Social workers are committed to understanding and respecting cultural

differences and working effectively with diverse populations.

4. Professional Boundaries: Maintaining appropriate boundaries with clients is essential to ensure a

professional relationship and avoid conflicts of interest.

5. Advocacy: Social workers are advocates for social justice and work to empower clients and

communities to change oppressive systems.

The Role of Core Values in Practice

The core values of social work directly influence various aspects of social work practice, including

intervention strategies, policy advocacy, and community engagement. Here’s how these values

manifest in real-world scenarios:

1. Intervention Strategies

Social workers employ a variety of intervention strategies that reflect their core values:

- Empowerment: Helping clients build skills and confidence to improve their circumstances.

- Strengths-Based Approach: Focusing on clients' strengths and resources rather than deficits.

- Trauma-Informed Care: Recognizing the impact of trauma on individuals and providing supportive,

responsive care.



2. Policy Advocacy

Social workers play a vital role in advocating for policies that promote social justice and enhance the

well-being of vulnerable populations. This may involve:

- Lobbying for legislative changes that benefit marginalized groups.

- Participating in coalitions to address systemic issues.

- Engaging in public awareness campaigns to educate the community about critical social issues.

3. Community Engagement

Social workers often work within communities to build collaborations and strengthen social networks.

They may:

- Facilitate community meetings to address local issues.

- Organize resources and services for community members.

- Empower residents to take action on issues affecting their lives.

Challenges in Upholding Core Values

While the core values of social work provide essential guidance, social workers may face challenges in

upholding these values in practice:

- Limited Resources: Many social workers operate in environments with inadequate funding and

resources, making it difficult to provide optimal services.

- Systemic Barriers: Institutional policies or societal attitudes can impede efforts to promote social

justice and dignity for all.

- Ethical Dilemmas: Social workers may encounter situations where core values conflict, requiring



careful consideration and professional judgment.

Conclusion

The core values of social work are not merely abstract principles; they are practical guides that shape

the actions and decisions of social workers in their daily practice. By adhering to these values, social

workers contribute to the well-being of individuals, families, and communities, while also advocating for

social justice and systemic change. Understanding and embracing these core values is essential for

anyone involved in social work, as they provide the ethical foundation necessary for effective and

compassionate practice. In an ever-evolving social landscape, the commitment to these values

ensures that social work remains a vital profession dedicated to enhancing the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the core values of social work?

The core values of social work include service, social justice, dignity and worth of the person,

importance of human relationships, integrity, and competence.

How do the core values of social work guide practitioners in their

work?

These core values serve as ethical principles that guide social workers in their decision-making,

ensuring they prioritize the well-being of clients and promote social justice.

Why is social justice considered a core value in social work?

Social justice is a core value because social workers strive to challenge social inequalities and

advocate for the rights and opportunities of marginalized populations.



How do social workers uphold the dignity and worth of individuals?

Social workers uphold the dignity and worth of individuals by respecting their unique perspectives,

promoting self-determination, and advocating for their rights and needs.

What role does integrity play in the core values of social work?

Integrity is crucial as it requires social workers to act honestly, maintain professional standards, and

build trust with clients and communities.
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