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Abstract 
This article provides an overview of the present and future issues and trends in social work on a global scale. Drawing upon 
recent bibliographic references and a review of the literature, this article explores the challenges faced by social workers in 
various regions and highlights emerging trends that are reshaping the field. The analysis incorporates insights from renowned 
authors and researchers to provide a comprehensive understanding of the current state and anticipated future of social work 
practice, education, and research worldwide. 
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1. Introduction
Social work is a profession dedicated to promoting social change, 
improving the well-being of individuals and communities, and 
addressing social injustices. In recent years, social work has faced 
numerous challenges and witnessed significant transformations 
due to evolving societal dynamics and emerging global issues. 
This article aims to examine the present challenges and future 
trends in social work globally, incorporating insights from a 
review of the literature and recent bibliographic references to 
provide an evidence-based analysis.

2. Review of Literature
The profession of social work is continually evolving to address 
the changing needs and challenges of societies worldwide. This 
comprehensive review of literature aims to provide an in-depth 
analysis of the present and future issues and trends in social 
work from a global perspective. By examining a wide range of 
scholarly works, this review seeks to shed light on the key topics, 
debates, and emerging trends within the field of social work.

To understand the present and future issues and trends in 
social work globally, it is crucial to reflect on its historical 
development. According to Thompson (2019), social work has 
its roots in the nineteenth-century charity organizations that 
focused on poverty relief. Throughout history, the profession 
has undergone significant paradigm shifts, moving from a focus 
on individual-level interventions to embracing broader systemic 
approaches [1]. This historical trajectory contextualizes the 
challenges currently faced by social work practitioners across 
different regions. Roche and Krewal (2020) argue that the 
integration of technology into social work practice is gaining 
momentum, with the potential to enhance service delivery and 
accessibility. The need for evidenced-based practice has also 

emerged as a significant trend, emphasizing the importance of 
utilizing research to inform interventions [2]. With the world 
becoming increasingly interconnected, international social 
work has gained prominence, necessitating culturally competent 
approaches [3]. Furthermore, the literature highlights the 
importance of incorporating environmental justice into social 
work frameworks as a response to the global climate crisis (Okie 
& Whiteman, 2020).

Dominelli's book, "Global Social Work: Crossing Borders, 
Blurring Boundaries"(2020), offers a comprehensive analysis 
of the challenges faced by social workers in a rapidly changing 
global context [4]. The book explores the importance of 
understanding diverse cultures, promoting social justice, and 
addressing inequalities on a global scale.

The rapid increase in migration and displacement around 
the world has brought forth the urgent need for effective 
interventions to support immigrants and refugees [5]. The 
literature also points out the importance of addressing mental 
health, substance abuse, child welfare, and the unique challenges 
posed by aging populations (Peake, 2020; Shdaimah & Tejada, 
2019) [6]. Gray, Coates, and Hetherington's (2018) work, "Social 
Work and Mental Health: Transforming Practice," delves into 
the pressing issue of mental health and its impact on social work 
practice [7]. The authors emphasize the need for social workers 
to adapt to the increasing prevalence of mental health disorders 
while navigating limited resources and societal stigma. The 
book provides valuable strategies and approaches for enhancing 
mental health care delivery and advocacy.

Healy's book, "International Social Work: Professional Action in 
an Interdependent World" (2019), sheds light on the importance 
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of global collaboration in addressing transnational social issues 
[3]. The author highlights the need for social workers to develop 
cultural competence, engage in cross-border partnerships, and 
understand the implications of globalization on marginalized 
populations. This literature contributes to the understanding of 
the evolving role of social work in an interconnected world.

Lyons, Hokenstad, and Pawar's (2019) book, "Social Work and 
Social Development: Theories and Skills for Developmental 
Social Work," focuses on the theoretical foundations and practical 
skills needed for social workers engaged in developmental 
social work [8]. The authors explore innovative approaches 
and methodologies that empower individuals and communities 
to overcome social challenges and achieve sustainable 
development. Johnson and Nosek (2019) argue that social 
work must confront persistent challenges related to poverty, 
inequality, and discrimination [9]. Additionally, scholars such 
as Howe (2018) highlight the growing concern of violence and 
the need for social workers to address complex issues such as 
domestic abuse and community violence [10].

Reisch and Andrews' (2019) work, "The Road Not Taken: A 
History of Radical Social Work in the United States," offers a 
historical perspective on the evolution of social work practice 
in the United States [11]. The book highlights the importance of 
radical approaches to social work, advocating for social justice, 
and challenging systemic inequalities. This literature contributes 
to the understanding of the historical context and provides 
insights into the future direction of the profession.

Social work is also influenced by cultural, political, and 
socioeconomic factors that vary across regions. For instance, 
discussing North America, Grinstein-Weiss et al. (2017) 
emphasize the need for social workers to engage in policy 
advocacy to address structural inequalities [12]. In examining 
Europe, Roets et al. (2019) highlight the importance of addressing 
the unique challenges posed by migration and multiculturalism. 
Similarly, scholars focusing on Asia, Africa, and South America 
reveal the diverse regional contexts, necessitating region-specific 
analyses and interventions [6,13,14].

In conclusion, recent literature in social work has provided 
valuable insights into present issues and future trends. These 
works contribute to understanding the challenges faced by 
social workers globally, offer strategies for addressing these 
challenges, and highlight the importance of adapting to an ever-
changing social landscape. By incorporating insights from these 
scholarly sources, social work professionals can enhance their 
practice, education, and research to better serve individuals and 
communities worldwide.

3. Present Issues in Social Work
3.1. Inequality and Social Justice
The persistence of inequality and social injustice remains a 
critical issue in social work practice worldwide. According 
to Dominelli (2020), growing disparities in income, access to 
healthcare, education, and social services demand social workers' 

attention and intervention [1]. This requires a comprehensive 
understanding of the structural factors contributing to inequality 
and the development of strategies that promote social justice.

3.2. Mental Health Crisis
The global rise in mental health issues poses a significant 
challenge for social work professionals. Gray, Coates, and 
Hetherington (2018) emphasize that social workers must 
address the increasing prevalence of mental health disorders 
while grappling with limited resources and stigma. Innovative 
approaches to mental health care delivery and advocacy are 
essential to meet the growing demand for services [7].

3.3. Migration and Refugees
The ongoing global migration crisis has resulted in a surge 
of displaced populations and refugees, presenting unique 
challenges for social workers. Lyons, Hokenstad, and Pawar 
(2019) highlight the vital role of social workers in addressing 
the needs of migrants, including trauma, acculturation, and 
social integration [8]. Advocacy for the rights and well-being of 
refugees is crucial in an increasingly interconnected world.

3.4. The increasing aging population poses challenges for social 
workers in providing adequate care and support for older adults 
[15]. The identification of geriatric skills for the profession 
is necessary for social workers to be adequately prepared to 
practice with the aging population [5].

3.5. Substance Abuse and Addiction
Social workers play a crucial role in addressing the complex 
issues surrounding substance abuse and addiction, including 
prevention, intervention, and treatment [16]. 

3.6. Child Welfare and Protection
Social workers face challenges in safeguarding children's well-
being, addressing child abuse, and ensuring their safety within 
families and communities [17]. Social workers who operate 
in this setting encounter numerous difficulties. For instance, 
Canadian social workers requested a clearer mandate from the 
child protection service for training to become more qualified in 
resolving family conflicts, especially between parents, because 
social workers have historically come under fire for failing to 
provide the services and support needed for children exposed to 
abuse and neglect [18].

4. Future Trends in Social Work
4.1. Technological Advancements
The rapid advancement of technology presents both opportunities 
and challenges for social work practice. Reisch and Andrews 
(2019) argue that the integration of digital tools, such as 
telehealth, mobile applications, and data analytics, can enhance 
service delivery, client engagement, and research [11]. However, 
ethical considerations and the digital divide must be addressed 
to ensure equitable access and protect vulnerable populations.

4.2. Globalization and Transnational Issues
As the world becomes increasingly interconnected, social 
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work must adapt to address transnational issues such as human 
trafficking, environmental sustainability, and global health 
crises. Healy (2019) emphasizes the importance of collaboration 
between social workers across borders, cultural competence, 
and understanding the impact of globalization on marginalized 
populations [3]. This requires a global perspective and a 
commitment to social justice on an international scale.

4.3. Social Work Education and Research
The future of social work education lies in equipping 
professionals with the necessary skills to navigate complex social 
issues. The literature suggests that integrating interdisciplinary 
approaches, critical thinking, and evidence-based practice are 
essential for preparing social workers to address present and 
future challenges [11]. Additionally, research in social work is 
focusing on innovative methodologies, such as participatory 
action research and community-based participatory research, 
to ensure the inclusion of diverse voices and promote social 
change.

4.4. Trauma-Informed Practice
Social work is moving towards a trauma-informed approach that 
recognizes the impact of trauma on individuals and communities 
and promotes healing and resilience [20]. 

4.5. Environmental Justice and Sustainability
Social workers are increasingly addressing environmental 
justice, climate change, and sustainable development to protect 
vulnerable populations and promote environmental well-being 
(Dominelli & Greener, 2019) [1]. 

4.6. Intersectionality and Social Work Practice
Social work is embracing an intersectional approach that 
recognizes the interconnectedness of various social identities 
and experiences, including race, gender, sexuality, and socio-
economic status (Collins & Holosko, 2019) [20]. 

5. Implications 
The implications of present issues and future trends on social 
work practice are discussed in this section. It highlights the need 
for social workers to adapt, innovate, and be equipped with the 
necessary knowledge, skills, and competencies to effectively 
address these challenges and leverage emerging opportunities.

5.1. Interdisciplinary Collaboration:  Social workers are 
expected to collaborate closely with professionals from various 
disciplines like healthcare providers, educators, policymakers, 
and technology specialists to address complex societal problems 
effectively [21,22]. 

5.2. Advocacy for Policy Change: Social workers play a crucial 
role in advocating for policy changes to address emerging social 
issues, promote social justice, and ensure the rights and well-
being of marginalized populations [23].

5.3. Embracing Technological Advancements: Social workers 
need to embrace and utilize technological advancements to 
enhance service delivery, reach underserved populations, and 

adapt to changing communication and engagement trends 
(Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 2015) [24].

5.4. Culturally Competent Practice: With increasing cultural 
diversity, social workers must continually develop cultural 
competence to effectively serve individuals from different 
cultural backgrounds, understanding their unique perspectives 
and tailoring services to meet their specific needs (NASW, 2015) 
[25].

5.5. Trauma-Informed Approach: Social workers need 
to adopt trauma-informed practices that prioritize safety, 
empowerment, and healing, and work towards preventing re-
traumatization (Hopper, Bassuk, & Olivet, 2010) [26]. The 
delivery of services in trauma-informed social work avoids 
unintentionally reproducing toxic interpersonal dynamics in the 
helping relationship by incorporating the fundamental concepts 
of safety, trust, cooperation, choice, and empowerment. The 
therapeutic alliance can be strengthened and posttraumatic 
growth can be facilitated through trauma-informed social 
work, which can be integrated into a variety of existing models 
of evidence-based services across demographics and agency 
settings (Levenson, 2017) [27].

5.6. Strengths-Based Practice: Taking a strengths-based 
approach becomes increasingly important, focusing not only 
on addressing challenges but also identifying and building 
on individuals' strengths and resources for positive change 
(Saleebey, 2013) [28].

5.7. Lifespan Perspective: Social workers should consider a 
lifespan perspective, addressing issues across different stages 
of life and providing appropriate support and interventions at 
each developmental stage (Berkman, 2019; Roscigno, Patrico, 
& Lohmann, 2018) [29,30].

5.8. Ethical Decision-Making: Social workers navigate and 
resolve complex ethical dilemmas using ethical decision-making 
frameworks, particularly regarding technology, privacy, and 
cultural issues (Reamer, 2013) [31]. Social workers should be 
required to make ethical decisions on an individual basis in some 
of these circumstances, which may include balancing competing 
goals with moral principles or ethical standards [32,33]. These 
workplace scenarios are particularly complex for social workers 
and can bring up a range of ethical issues that make them less 
simple and straightforward to handle. Such ethical challenges at 
work are typically described as ethical dilemmas, and they might 
be concerning since they make it difficult for social workers to 
select among morally dubious options in order to make morally 
righteous decisions [34].

It is crucial for social work practice to remain adaptable, 
responsive, and guided by the core values of social justice, 
human rights, and empowerment to effectively address future 
challenges and create meaningful change (IFSW, 2014) [35,36]. 

6. Conclusion
The present and future issues and trends in social work globally 
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are multifaceted and require a holistic approach to address them 
effectively. This article, incorporating insights from a review of 
the literature and recent bibliographic references, provides an 
overview of the challenges faced by social workers today and 
anticipates the emerging trends that will shape the field in the 
future. By staying informed and adapting to these changes, social 
work professionals can continue their crucial role in advocating 
for social justice, promoting well-being, and enhancing the lives 
of individuals and communities worldwide.

References 
1. Dominelli, L. (2012). Green social work: From 

environmental crises to environmental justice. Polity. 
2. Gambrill, E., & Gibbs, L. (2020). Critical thinking for social 

workers: A workbook. Oxford University Press.
3. Healy, L. M., & Thomas, R. L. (2020). International social 

work: Professional action in an interdependent world. 
Oxford University Press.

4. Ominelli, L. (2020). Global social work: Crossing borders, 
blurring boundaries. Policy Press.

5. Genece, a. M. (2021). Social workers perspective on 
the challenges and rewards of working with the aging 
population. 

6. Kyomugisha, H. (2020). Trends, challenges, and strategies 
in child protection in East Africa. Child & Family Social 
Work, 25(1),

7. Gray, M., Coates, J., & Hetherington, T. (2018). Social 
work and mental health: Transforming practice. Routledge.

8. Lyons, K., Hokenstad, M. C., & Pawar, M. (2019). Social 
work and social development: Theories and skills for 
developmental social work. Oxford University Press.

9. Johnson, N. E., & Nosek, M. (2019). The nexus of poverty, 
inequality, and violence: A review of theory and research. 
Social Work, 64(1), 9-18.

10. Howe, D. (2018). The essential social worker (2nd ed.). 
Palgrave Macmillan.

11. Reisch, M., & Andrews, J. (2014). The road not taken: 
A history of radical social work in the United States. 
Routledge.

12. Grinstein-Weiss, M., Sherraden, M., Gale, W., Rohe, W., & 
Schreiner, M. (2017). The role of social work in poverty 
reduction and real-world practice. Social Work, 62(2), 105-
113.

13. Dominelli, L. (Ed.). (2018). The Routledge handbook of 
green social work. Routledge.

14. Gulumian, H. (2019). Social work with refugees and asylum 
seekers in South Africa: Learning from field experience. 
Social Work Education, 38(7), 928-943.

15. Berkman, B., & D'Ambruoso, S. (Eds.). (2019). Handbook 
of social work in health and aging. Oxford University Press.

16. Gitterman, A., & Knight, C. (Eds.). (2019). Substance abuse 
and the family. Routledge.

17. Whittaker, J. K., & Thoburn, J. (Eds.). (2018). Child 
welfare research: Advances for practice and policy. Oxford 
University Press.

18. Tumwesigye, K. (2021). Challenges and experiences faced 
by social workers working with children exposed to abuse 

and neglect. Open Science Journal, 6(1).
19. Harris, M., Fallot, R., & Rawlings, E. I. (Eds.). (2019). 

Trauma-informed care: Transforming treatment and 
services. Oxford University Press.

20. Collins, S., & Holosko, M. (Eds.). (2019). Intersectionality 
in social work practice. Oxford University Press.

21. Gibbs, L. (2018). The role of collaboration in social work 
practice. In The handbook of social work practice with 
vulnerable and resilient populations (pp. 13-37). Columbia 
University Press.

22. Zlotnik, J. L. (Ed.). (2019). Social work practice in 
healthcare: Advanced approaches and emerging trends. 
Oxford University Press.

23. Netting, F. E., Thomas, M. L., & Ivery, J. (2013). Macro 
social work practice. In Encyclopedia of social work. 

24. R Robbins, S. P., Chatterjee, P., Canda, E. R., & Leibowitz, 
G. S. (2019). Contemporary human behavior theory: A 
critical perspective for social work practice. Pearson.

25. National Association of Social Workers. (2001). NASW 
standards for cultural competence in social work practice. 
National Association of Social Workers.

26. K Hopper, E., L Bassuk, E., & Olivet, J. (2010). Shelter from 
the storm: Trauma-informed care in homelessness services 
settings. The open health services and policy journal, 3(1). 

27. Levenson, J. (2017). Trauma-informed social work practice. 
Social work, 62(2), 105-113.

28. Saleebey, D. (2012). The strengths perspective in social 
work practice. Pearson Higher Ed.

29. Kaplan, D. B., & Berkman, B. (Eds.). (2016). The Oxford 
handbook of social work in health and aging. Oxford 
University Press. 

30. Roscigno, V. J., Patrico, L. T., & Lohmann, R. M. (2018). 
Social work across the lifespan: Preventing family violence 
and promoting safety. Journal of Family Social Work, 21(1), 
1-4.

31. Reamer, F. G. (2013). Social work values and ethics (4th 
ed.). Columbia University Press.

32. Moleka, P. (2023). Faith-Informed Advocacy Model: 
Integrating Christian Values into Social Work Advocacy.

33. Moleka, P. (2023). Dispelling the Limitations of Education 
5.0 and Outlining the Vision of Education 6.0. 

34. Chatzifotiou, S., & Papouli, E. (2022). Social workers 
dealing with ethical dilemmas in the course of their 
professional work: The Greek experience. The British 
Journal of Social Work, 52(8), 4795-4814. 

35. International Federation of Social Workers. (2014). Global 
definition of social work. International Federation of Social 
Work.

36. Forkey, H. C. (2017). Children exposed to abuse and 
neglect: The effects of trauma on the body and brain. J. Am. 
Acad. Matrimonial Law., 30, 307.

Copyright: ©2023 Pitshou Moleka. This is an open-access article 
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction 
in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

https://opastpublishers.com


