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Editorial

Is It Possible to Be a “Radical Clinician”?
James G. Daley

that creates housing, expands medical coverage, changes public opinion on an

issue, reaches the forgotten, embraces the unacceptable, and perhaps even rec-
ognizes our profession as the stealth catalyst with a heart. The radical dreams call to us
like sirens sitting on the rocks of reality. We are drawn by our need, hungering for the
grand event.

Social Work is a profession that dreams of radical change. A noble, targeted effort

There have been concerted efforts to make the dream come true. Some authors have
advocated for a specialty called radical social work, most schools of Social Work have
concentrations that offer a “macro practice” choice. Authors have reminded us that all
of social work is “political.” Students face a fork in their educational path where they
often decide between “clinical” and “macro.” Some students assert from the beginning
the path they will choose. Courses often have content that remind students of their
need to advocate for change, not to “settle” for clinical adaptation for issues that reflect
social injustice. The radical or macro camp share stories of program development,
political change, and wrongs exposed that excite students. These endless efforts rein-
force the importance of radical change as a mandate of Social Work.

Social Work is also a profession heavily invested in the effective clinical interventions
that directly help our clients with psychosocial problems. Legends of Social Work stu-
dents and graduates strive to learn the trade and take great pride in offering ethical,
evidence-based practice with clients who are in great pain and confusion. | was a cli-
nician for 21 years and savor the memories of families who presented initially in pain,
anger, and confusion but were transformed into a nurturing, empowering support
system. | recall the entrenched client who finally committed to recovery. As a teacher,
I share my experiences in class. Each case, successful or heart wrenching, is part of
Social Work in action. Each story shared in class further ignites the passion in students
to help. The clinical camp continually strives to build better, clearer, more precise
methods for helping. | feel very comfortable as brethren of the camp.

Of course, there is no pure camp of either view. We must be both advocate and inter-
vener. | have experienced this tug of war (clinical change and societal change) both as
student and faculty member and heard endless faculty meetings strive to balance the
two issues. | have seen some very creative faculty efforts to blend the issues. | believe
that we recognize this dual role. | suspect that we discretely (or boisterously) slip into
the camp that best feeds our passion. Students assert, “I just want to be a clinician,” or,
“1 could never work with clients.” They sift through the course offerings seeking the
content that fuels that passion. Macro change overwhelms some, clinical encounters
scare others. And, | think this self-selection is healthy. Neither choice is the exclusive
path to a productive career. Neither choice is “better” or “worse.” Each choice is a best
fit for the person.

So, what does this discussion have to do with the concept of a“radical clinician?” The
two terms “radical” and “clinician,” when combined, seem weird. When you are a cli-



nician, you work in an agency defined by rules, reimbursement policies, and the social
construction of a person in pain called a“client.” Payne (1997) eloquently describes the
social construction of the client-social worker encounter. You are part of the “system,”
whether acknowledged or not. Making a diagnosis (either DSM or alternative frame-
work) commits the person/client to be part of a client-focused system. Supervision,
agency mission, and funding options are all mechanisms that reinforce clienthood
and a client-focused agenda. Social issues are distilled into intervention plans. Change
efforts are focused on resolving those plans. In other words, the clinician has a subtle
context to navigate in an effort to effectively help the client.

Can a clinician really be radical? Macro advocates firmly assert that the clinician is
tainted, even invested in the structure within which client issues are presented.
Radical change is best done by outsiders who can see the “real picture,” the whole con-
text, and are not seduced by being part of the agency. Clinicians argue that they have
power within the agency, can develop programs, or change policies. Clinicians can
translate client need into agency-ese, so that new programs are more likely to occur.
Outside agitators have less credibility than an established clinician. Macro advocates
shout that agitation is needed and the agency should listen rather than wait for trans-
lation. And the argument goes on and on.

What would a radical clinician look like? | assert that the radical clinician would be
highly versed in effective intervention choices and able to provide appropriate care
that empowers and builds on the strengths of the client systems. The radical clinician
must first be credible as a clinician to have power and influence within the agency.
Clinical competence is a major currency in agency politics, though obviously not the
only skill valued. The radical clinician must be an effective program developer. You
have to have the ability to transform an idea or need into a viable program to know
what to do with a radical need. Finally, a radical clinician is sensitized to social justice
and connected to the macro advocates who can voice the unmet needs. Frankly, all of
these skills are a basic component of an MSW program.

In summary, an ongoing debate rages about radical change agents versus clinically
skilled interveners, which misses an important point. Each camp is a valuable place to
learn the arena for which students have a passion to learn and implement. There is no
“right” way to do Social Work and each camp can be a partner in a jointly productive
endeavor. Radical clinicians are possible and can effectively challenge social injustice
and produce new programs to meet client and societal need. We can all dream of that
magnificent social change but radical clinicians may help navigate us past the rocks of
reality into the safe bay of social justice.

References
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A Portal for a School of Social Work: Going for the Edge

Robert Vernon
Cynthia Schultz

Abstract: This case study documents how one school of social work addressed the
growing complexity of distributing information by developing a state of the art por-
tal and website system to serve its many audiences and campuses. Preliminary find-
ings are discussed.

Keywords: Website, design, portal, social work

Many are nothing more than electronic brochures with little information on

programs, faculty lists, and perhaps a smattering of select details (Carlson,
2003). These websites are typically static with very few interactive elements, if any.
Some are more dynamic and offer prospective students the ability to apply online
or download program information. Many are “placeholders” crafted by non-social
work staff who know very little about the profession or the curriculum. Very few are
designed to meet the needs of the many different audiences who want information
about the profession, the school, or its features (Curl, Bowers & Bowers, 2003;
Vernon & Lynch, 2003). This case study is for colleagues who want to expand their
school’s website toward reaching wider audiences, supporting administrative rou-
tines, and enhancing the quality of teaching through building a more sophisticated
web presence.

S ocial work education websites often reveal design and functionality problems.

PROBLEMS AND NEEDS

Our school hosted a first generation website since 1995 and experienced the typi-
cal problems and limitations that developed as information needs and consumer
expectations grew:

 Lack of consistency. Visitors were more satisfied when a website had consistent
navigation and an attractive overall appearance, yet, navigation and design
inconsistencies had cropped up after several updates and revisions. What result-
ed was a main website that actually looked like several separate websites cobbled
together. A visitor could easily think that they were at a different website altogeth-
er rather than being in another part of the same one.
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e Outdated content. It had been easy to amass considerable information on the
website. Once posted, though, a conference announcement or other time-sensi-
tive item tended to become immortal, available long after the event had taken
place or the deadline had passed.

e Poor quality content. No one regularly reviewed the website for currency and
accuracy. Content sometimes had grammatical and spelling errors that conveyed
a lack of scholarship and professionalism.

e Linkrot. Hypertext links that lead nowhere are a common problem with websites.
We certainly had our share.

» Overburdened resources. Responsibility for development and maintenance fell
on administrative support personnel. Our one in-house technician was already
working at capacity. In addition, most administrative support personnel lacked
the advanced skills needed to develop and maintain online content.* The process of
transferring information was laborious. Text content had to be changed to HTML,
introducing errors, and frustrating staff. Long delays became commonplace.

» No uniformity between websites. The Indiana University School of Social Work is
completely centralized: We offer four different degrees on five different campuses
throughout the state. The Indianapolis campus is the flagship and all policies and
programs are centrally managed from this campus. Yet, we had five different web-
sites in place and none of them were similar in any respect. All had independent-
ly evolved and there had been no attempt to develop any content or design uni-
formity.

More subtle problems were emerging, too. As the web was maturing, the user’s
expectations were maturing as well (Powell & Gill, 2003). Users expected to find
information on the school’s website, and they assumed they would get an immedi-
ate response—24 hours a day, seven days per week (Spool, 2001). Our static website
with its “one style fits all” design was failing to meet visitors’ needs as reflected in
numerous informal comments and e-mails. There was a general consensus that the
school was rapidly outgrowing its static website and that we also needed to have a
system that knit all five campuses together. This problem was taken up by the
school’s Technology Committee, a faculty, student, and administrative group
charged with overseeing technology needs.

The Technology Committee conducted several hearings and interviews with key
constituencies and determined the following: All of our university’s doctoral appli-
cants had recently been required to submit their applications online, yet, our web-
site could not support this. Prospective BSW and MSW students wanted detailed
information and the ability to apply online, as well. Alumni wanted to keep track of
each other and know about upcoming events. Faculty wanted enrollment lists and
access to student information. Researchers wanted to work collaboratively and
share information. Staff wanted access to official calendars and detailed program
information. Enrolled students wanted class schedules, syllabi, and graduation
requirements. Administrators needed secure access to the financial management
systems and budget information. Everyone wanted a new, more interactive, and
robust web environment that would support these needs.



Vernon, Schultz/A PORTAL FOR A SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK: GOING FOR THE EDGE 67

Disability access was paramount. The Technology Committee worried that a cut-
ting-edge solution would limit access to users with special needs. We needed a solu-
tion that would seamlessly deliver content to all users no matter what type of com-
puting device they used to access the website. Different connection speeds,
browsers, and other universal design requirements would have to be taken into
consideration as well.

Finally, we were aware that the university’s many different computing networks
were changing, too, and that any solution we created would have to adjust to them.
The Student Information Transaction Environment or “Site”—already quite sophis-
ticated—was being replaced by a new system that promised to integrate everything
from enrollments and course scheduling to tuition and parking tickets. “Oncourse,”
Indiana University’s course management program that is similar to Web CT and
BlackBoard, was becoming universally available and students were starting to
demand it. Any solution we selected would need to be compatible with these other
initiatives.

GEARING UP

The chair of the Technology Committee convened a project task force to invento-
ry needs and recommend a solution. The task force consisted of representatives
from major constituencies: faculty, students, staff, alumni, and community lead-
ers. This group began to investigate how to transform our static website into a far
more adaptable one that would meet current needs and likely adjust to new
demands from the university. We decided we needed a central repository for all of
the common documents shared by all of the programs on the five campuses with-
in our system. For example, we needed a way to have the identical MSW Student
Manual universally accessible. We wanted a way to distribute centrally managed
syllabi.

We envisioned a portal—a large, integrated system with a main website for the
school and satellite websites for each of the five campuses? Each satellite would be
stylistically similar yet recognizably distinct so that visitors would visually know
that they were still within the same school but on a different campus. An underly-
ing portal structure would provide this visual continuity, assure uniformity when
needed, and support the individual needs and characteristics of the different cam-
puses and their programs while making management of the entire school’s system
far easier. We also envisioned a “distributed system” where authorized staff could
immediately post or update information without the bottleneck of converting
documents to HTML and waiting for technical support to get them on the server:.

One of the first jobs the task force accomplished was to identify and specifically
describe the audiences we needed to include. Unlike the current “one size fits all”
version, we wanted the new portal to accommodate as many different audiences
as possible (Nielsen, 1999; Vernon & Lynch, 2000). The task force identified six dis-
tinct audiences: potential students, current students, alumni, faculty and
researchers, administrative and support staff, and external constituencies such as
practitioners, agencies, and social service organizations. Each audience had dif-
ferent information needs.
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We then isolated 45 discrete sub-categories within the original six target audi-
ences. The faculty audience, for example, was divided into junior/non-tenured
faculty, senior/tenured faculty, visiting faculty, adjunct faculty, teaching practi-
tioners, associate faculty, field instructors, and potential faculty. We used this fine-
grained listing based on the assumption that different groups within each target
audience would have different information needs. Seasoned and tenured faculty,
for example, need access to advanced course resources, while associate or adjunct
faculty require far more basic help. A potential student looking for a Ph.D. program
would not be interested in BSW offerings.

The task force then crafted a mission statement along with specific goals and
objectives to guide us, based on this initial audience and needs inventory.

“The mission of the Indiana University School of Social Work Web task force
is to create an electronic, web based support system that promotes the school
in the preparation of knowledgeable professional social workers, through
teaching, scholarship, and service, and to support the pursuit of social, politi-
cal, and economic justice by IUSSW web community members. Through the
development of a user friendly, dynamic, and ever-changing school web site,
the task force seeks to streamline internal day-to-day school operations, and
to build bridges among faculty, staff, students, and the broader practice com-
munity in Indiana. Such connections are also intended to support the involve-
ment of IUSSW alumni in continuing social work education and the develop-
ment of best practices. The IUSSW web site design creates a portal for contin-
ued engagement with the broader community, and a gateway into the IUSSW
community. In building a web community, the task force seeks to generate
electronic resources for users that support the integration of technology into
teaching, scholarship, and service. To these ends, the IUSSW web task force
seeks to create a web based system that is responsive to the needs of the

IUSSW web community.”
IUSSW Website Mission Statement

Available at: http://socialwork.iu.edu/site/indexer/121/content.htm

Next, the task force chair made a prototype HTML webpage and shared it and the
mission statement with people from the six different audiences. Revisions were
made from the resulting feedback, and the task force introduced the refined mis-
sion statement and prototype at a full faculty meeting in the spring of 2001. The fac-
ulty were thoroughly dissatisfied with the current website and clearly understood
the benefits of this new approach. The faculty unanimously endorsed the portal
project and this proved invaluable. It validated the recommendations of the task
force and garnered broad-based support. Everyone was coming “on board.” We also
began to realize that a static website, perhaps a little more complex than our cur-
rent one, would never support our evolving needs. It was becoming clear that we
might be overwhelmed by the scope and complexity of this project. We realized that
we lacked the professional expertise and resources to advance the project success-
fully.

Fortunately, our dean had a progressive vision for the school that embraced tech-
nology. He was very aware of what a good web presence could accomplish and how
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it could advance our many activities. This, combined with complete support from
the faculty and staff, set the stage for seeking out the resources we needed.

We needed to expand internal capabilities. We sought out professionals experi-
enced in large-scale web projects. The university had a web services unit in the
Office of Communication and Marketing. We scheduled a meeting with their Web
Development Services (WDS) consultants and took hard copies of the prototype,
our mission statement, and our list of target audiences with us.

The meeting with WDS was both productive and frustrating. Their primary work
was with high-level strategic initiatives for the entire university system. They could
provide basic consultative services to schools, but this was not their principle func-
tion. It became apparent that engaging them to help develop our portal would
result in significant delays. We mulled over the idea of cobbling together various
parts of the portal from several other university sources. This, too, seemed equally
fraught with problems and potential delays. That left us with the all too common
dilemma—nbuild or buy? We needed to decide whether we would design and build
the portal ourselves or seek an external partner to complete the project. We asked
the WDS staff to help craft a concise Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that
would focus our choices®. This became the key working document. The MOU
included a vision statement, ranked target audiences, recommended solutions,
identified quantitative and qualitative metrics, and provided an estimated
timetable and costs.

The MOU outlined four possible solutions in increasing order of complexity and
cost. We could:

1. Redesign the current static HTML site with similar functional limitations to
the ones we had.

2. Build a website with some dynamic sections (news, calendar, etc.) and
include databases and several administrative tool features.

3. Undertake a completely dynamic website using templates and a database
repository. Robust administrative tools for content management of docu-
ments, images, audio, and video files with distributed publishing and work-
flow management capabilities could also be included. This would make it
possible to have many different people working on the website continuous-
ly without bottlenecks and yet have the ability to oversee and control what
was being posted.

4. Choose a robust solution with additional e-commerce, e-learning, and “push
and pull” features. In this context, push and pull referred to complete inte-
gration with the Oncourse course management system and other informa-
tion systems planned by the University.

Given the available resources and personnel capabilities, the first two solutions
could have been built in-house. The third and fourth would require external help.
The fourth solution was the most complex and would involve coordination with
major university-wide initiatives. We elected to pursue the third option and retain a
consultant.
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WPD recommended three firms that they had worked with in the past. We start-
ed by reviewing the firms’ websites and tested them for disability access with the
“Bobby” program (Watchfire, no date). “Bobby” allows you to analyze how well a
website conforms to the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C, 2002) standards for
disability access and the Federal Section 508 requirements. These are industry stan-
dards for website disability access (Wright, 2002). Only one of the three firms, Excel
Communications, Inc., passed these crucial tests. Next, we asked for references
from Excel’s customers and followed up on them. The recommendations were pos-
itive: Excel Communications had successful experience working with higher edu-
cation institutions and was quickly responsive to their customers. They understood
some of our more Byzantine organizational characteristics. In addition, they had
experience with portals and content management systems (CMS). Their past proj-
ects involved design, development, and implementation of “off the shelf” CMS
products. Most importantly, they had developed their own CMS solution in
response to client needs. The product was called Plexcor and was built using open
source Microsoft protocols—a common industry standard—that we felt would
have staying power. We began a relationship with Excel Communications. This pro-
duced a contractual agreement including planning and consulting services, cre-
ative services (design, development, and implementation), and the Plexcor appli-
cation. This was the most critical juncture—we had made a formal commitment to
the portal project and found the help we needed to pursue it.

PLANNING PHASE

We began the session by brainstorming with the Excel team to develop a common
vision of what success would look like if we looked back five years from now. We
used our mission statement as the basis for this discussion. Next, we went back
over the list of target audiences and reviewed the groupings. The Excel team
encouraged us to rank the audiences in order of importance. We then listed
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and possible threats that could result from
the new web presence. Once everyone was on the same page, we developed strate-
gies that would support our vision. We remained mindful that a portal was a
means to communicate and not a strategy in and of itself. During the discussion
we considered a broad range of topics. Not surprisingly, one of our main strategies
involved developing our portal as our primary communications, marketing, and
development tool.

At the same time, we compiled a list of possible sub-strategies and activities that
we could initiate: We wanted to showcase research activities, develop collaborative
teaching resources, convey what you can do with a social work degree, promote
prospective students, cultivate alumni, nurture current students, and develop new
relationships with organizations through hosting services.

We discussed the features and functions we wanted included in the portal from
the outset. It was time to take this knowledge and make it explicit. In collaboration
with the Excel consultants, we came up with the following features and functions:

* The people who would maintain the portal and websites would not need tech-
nical skills such as writing, converting files to HTML, or placing them on the
server.
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« Distributed publication would happen by as many people as needed rather
than merely relying on one person or office.

A workflow management process would be in place to control content by hav-
ing a review—approval feature—so that problematic files could be re-edited
before being made publicly available.

Security, including the ability to control different degrees of access to editing and
the uploading of documents and the ability to archive files and web pages taken
out of circulation.

Disability access at minimum compliance with W3C and Section 508 standards.

The hosting of collateral organizations such as social work practice associations
that need a web presence.

The ability to add e-learning, especially for continuing and distance education,
and e-commerce features if the school decided to pursue these in the future.

The final task of the planning phase involved the consultants developing a proj-
ect review website. This website became our central hub as the project evolved. It
was a convenient mechanism for storing documents, reviewing proposed designs,
and archiving project information.

DESIGN PHASE

Once this job was done, we disbanded the task force and moved oversight of the
project to the school’s standing Technology Committee. The committee’s first
order of business was to agree on the methodology for moving the project forward
with the Excel consultants. The User Centered Design approach (Norman &
Drapers, 1986), a dialog process for developing successful interaction between
people and computers, was in widespread use at our university. Excel was experi-
enced with this methodology, and the consultants had developed a project man-
agement matrix that could easily manage the project as it progressed from design
to construction.

Our consultants recommended an “Integrated Marketing Communication”
(IMC) approach (Schultz, Stanley, Tannenbaum & Lauterborn, 1993) noting that
the university’s marketing group had been employing it with success for several
years. IMC results in a seamless uniformity between media: websites echo printed
materials, televised messages, and all other media used for public communica-
tion. Taking this approach required us to consider development of the overall cre-
ative concept for the portal—the “look and feel” and primary messages—as a
cohesive whole (Percy, 1997). This would result in consistent designs and messages
in all of the school’s media including website, brochures and other promotional
and scholarly materials. The concept would begin with our portal.

To develop our key message, we listed the school’s attributes, which were unique
and of value. In marketing terms, this is referred to as the “unique value proposi-
tion.” We had strong brand recognition and an excellent reputation. As a result, we
developed this key message:

Indiana University School of Social Work...Shaping Leaders Since 1911
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Visual Design

We initially began working with the consultants to develop the visual look for the
website. This caused a fundamental change in our public relations documents.
Many of the school’s brochures for various programs, reports, and other public
documents had evolved at different times over the years. This resulted in a con-
fusing patchwork of many styles, colors, and layouts. The need for a uniform
coherence was obvious. We needed to embrace the integrated marketing
approach. As a result, apart from website development, Excel and the school
developed creative concepts that included a common color palette that would be
used both on the website and in paper publications. This crystallized the “look” for
the portal and satellites.

The portal now had a uniform design that would be mimicked by all five campus
programs. The colors would be unique for each campus but would still be from the
same palette. Visitors would know that they were still within the school but on dif-
ferent campuses. With a little practice, a regular visitor such as a student would be
able to immediately recognize where he or she was in the portal.

In the same manner, close attention was given to having some consistency with
our host university’s website through the use of visual cues. We portrayed the rela-
tionship subtly by re-using the same message, font, stylistic treatments, and logo
as our university does in its key marketing strategy.

Excel then provided us with three different creative treatments. We tested how
well the concepts resonated with users in all six target audiences during the pro-
totype testing that took place when the information design was complete.

Information Design

With the initial planning and most of the design phase now complete, we were
ready to begin designing the information architecture and navigational structure
details for the portal and one of the campus websites. We elected to tackle the
design and implementation of the portal, now called Indiana University School of
Sacial Work and would develop the main campus website first. Subsequent devel-
opment would follow for the other four campus sites. We deliberately decided on
this approach because we felt that changing the entire five-campus system all at
once would overwhelm us.

The first task was to design how the specified contents for the various audiences,
programs, and campuses could fit together into a reasonably navigable whole.
This proved to be daunting given the number of audiences and varied content
specifications. The process evolved into a dialog: our consultants would give us a
version of a sitemap. We would review it, give them feedback, and ask for an updat-
ed version that reflected our changes. When we got to the fifth version, we were
ready for user testing. We needed feedback from users in all six target audiences
before proceeding further.

Prototype Usability Testing

Usability is defined by The International Standards Organization (ISO) as the
extent to which a product can be used by specified users to effectively achieve spe-
cific goals efficiently in a specified context of use (ISO, 1998). We started to gener-
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ate authentic tasks using the frequently asked questions collected during the plan-
ning phase. For example, the directors from the Ph.D., MSW, and BSW programs
reviewed the questions and proposed tasks for their program area.

A paper mock-up was developed from text documents that represented poten-
tial web pages (Snyder, 2001). The pages were assembled into a loose-leaf binder.
Each page had a numbered tab and the numbers represented links to other pages.
This made it possible to simulate movement from one page to the next without
actually developing the website.

We selected 10 representative users from the six target audiences. We wanted
typical users, not people who were extremely enthusiastic, knowledgeable, or hos-
tile to using technology, and so they were screened for a moderate level of com-
puter experience and familiarity with the School of Social Work. The test sample
was weighted toward females, which represents the school’s population. Testing
was conducted at the school, one test subject at a time. One of us would read an
introductory script, then the test subject would try to accomplish 22 tasks and was
asked questions pertaining to the design. The tasks simulated actual activities
such as finding specific information about fieldwork in the BSW program. In
accordance with UCD methods, iterative changes in the pages were made as test-
ing progressed.

Findings

Observations and data from the paper tests were consolidated into a report. The
findings and recommendations were grouped according to template styles (portal,
campuses, and programs). The report listed 21 “Findings” and suggested 13
“Recommendations” for consideration. This produced a final sitemap when the
recommendations from the usability testing were resolved and adopted.

Taken together, the sitemap planning process and usability testing produced a
workable plan. The Excel technical staff developed an electronic prototype within
three weeks. The Technology Committee reviewed it and additional modifications
were made based on minor stylistic and content changes. We now had a clear plan
for constructing the portal and its satellites.

DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION PHASES
Hosting and Security

We had to decide whether to host the portal on our own server or enter into a fee-
for-service agreement with an internal university service. The school had its own
server at that time, but we had encountered security problems with it and main-
taining a vigilant presence was getting to be a drain on our school’s one technical
support person. While no system is completely immune from attacks such as peo-
ple attempting to store movie files, alter files as pranks, or worse, our university
could provide a far more robust environment. As a result, we decided to go with
the university’s hosting services. This decision gave us the advantage of not having
to worry about security and also provided the opportunity to host a test-bed web-
site for the prototype. We could populate the new portal and its associated web-
sites while keeping the old website in service. This would allow us to fine tune nav-
igation and content before rolling out the new portal and help with training.
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Role Assignments

Our consultants installed the prototype and we created a preliminary list of con-
tent managers, the people who would have responsibility for specific content
areas within the portal. For example, someone from the MSW field office would
need to develop and maintain content regarding practicum activities. “User
groups” could be created with different levels of access to the portal and the IUPUI
campus website. We initially created four groups, which included “owners,” the
people with complete access and decision control over all aspects of the website.
A “security” group consisting of the owners and our technical support person was
added to regulate access. A “managers” group was created for people with admin-
istrative responsibilities. Finally, an “editors” group was created. These would be
the people who would actually enter web content and the managers would be able
to approve that content. Assignments to specific groups were made by the school’s
“Administrative Team,” the group charged with oversight of all of the school’s pro-
duction routines. Group assignment was based on the staff person’s role and
responsibilities. Pass-worded access was given to each individual depending on
their assigned group.

Training

Our consultants then held two field-training sessions. The preliminary documen-
tation for managing the website was not adequate from a “read it-do it” viewpoint.
This was largely due to the fact that the Plexcor program is menu based, not graph-
ics based, making it sometimes difficult to understand where you are in the pro-
gram. This made it important to have hands-on training and experience in addi-
tion to the documentation. These sessions focused on the direct skills needed to
gain access to the system, how to upload different types of files, set navigation, and
edit web page content. In addition, Excel provided a lengthy technical instruction
session with one of us, who, as a site owner, would also have occasional instruc-
tional responsibilities.

Workflow

The initial workflow procedures, such as assigning who was responsible for pro-
viding and editing content, began to evolve as more people contributed to the por-
tal’s database. We discovered that overall management and navigation decisions
needed to be made by the site owners because of features in the Plexcor system.
The navigation features were too challenging for some staff. This resulted in a pro-
totype website that was both centrally managed and yet access-distributed on a
controlled basis: exactly what we wanted!

Launch

At this point we had to decide when to take the portal out of the test-bed and pres-
ent the websites to the public. We still had incomplete data files and occasional
gaps where content should have been available but was not. Yet, to delay longer
would simply continue dependence on our older, inadequate website.
Expectations had been raised and we needed to deliver on them, even if the prod-
uct was incomplete. We decided to roll out the portal and the IUPUI website at the
beginning of October, 2002, with the expectation that enough of the database
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would be complete by the end of the semester that people would start becoming
dependent on it for routine information.

EVALUATION AND ASSESSMENT

What worked and what did not? While a summative evaluation of the portal’s effec-
tiveness is premature, several issues concerning how well it has worked and
nuances around the development process merit discussion. These are based on
observation, experience, and discussion. One key issue is monitoring organiza-
tional change and management issues.

Change Management

Innovation often takes place outside of the organization’s official hierarchy. This
project was no exception. Many people with varying statuses had participated
throughout the formative stages of the project. This resulted in a wide degree of
buy-in and certainly fostered designs that addressed many needs. Yet, once up and
running, some administrative control over content became necessary. As a result,
oversight and policy finality was transferred from the school’s Technology
Committee to the school’s Administrative Team. This group consists of our dean,
the three directors for the different degree programs, the director of research, and
the director of development. With this policy established, the evolution of routines
and who would be responsible for them began to evolve. Since “no single quality
of management practice is more highly correlated with success than [participa-
tion]” (Deetz, Tracy & Simpson, 2000), it was fortunate that these individuals had
been keenly involved in the portal development and were very supportive of it
from the start.

Marketing and Promotion

Little energy was devoted to advertising and promotional planning for the portal
at rollout because the databases were incomplete. What would be accomplished
by attracting visitors to an incomplete website? We began to turn our attention to
promoting the portal and its content once people started to add content. While the
portal project began independently, the collateral efforts to create a uniform or
“branded” look and feel for all external communications collateral for the school
were in development as well. As a result, we missed an initial opportunity to cross-
promote between the various marketing and communication channels.

Assessment Metrics

Assessment metrics are included in the Plexcor module to help determine fre-
quencies and patterns of use. Unlike the rather useless logfiles from the older web-
site, this feature provides quantitative measures such as the number of hits per
web page per unit of time, page hit frequencies, and hierarchic relationships
between web pages. The measures show more visitors are regularly hitting the
IUPUI website than the portal page. This suggests that visitors look for campus-
specific information more than general information about the school. The visita-
tion patterns suggest targeted search. For example, information-laden web pages
about the MSW program have a high visit frequency followed by web pages with
more specific information, then by web pages on application information. This
suggests a pattern of inquiry, exploration, and commitment on the part of poten-
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tial students. The research section of the website enjoys high use as well. These
aggregate measures have been gratifying because they indicate that, at least for the
prospective student and research audiences, the portal is beginning to support
them.

Lessons Learned

The process we followed—initially envisioning what we needed, then consolidat-
ing it into a mission statement that was endorsed by the faculty—was probably the
most critical part of the planning process. The vision whetted appetites for what
could be. The mission was the foundation for our goals.

The initial efforts at defining the portal’s audiences, then conducting usability
testing, were most worthwhile. These efforts helped transition the mission state-
ment from general intentions to specific and concrete operational objectives. They
also clearly informed everyone about just how complex and how long the endeav-
or would take. This led to reasonable expectations. The fact that we put a great deal
of energy and effort into this—prior to writing a single line of code—clearly paid
off as very few user complaints were voiced after rollout.

Earlier attention to administrative structures and policies for the website would
have been helpful. We had occasional conflicts over just what content needed to
be placed within the portal and where it should be located. These conflicts tended
to be mechanical rather than philosophical, though, and did not impede progress.
Additional issues such as who would be responsible for them while initially
mapped out evolved into different personnel needs and patterns. In a sense, the
loose coupling of various constituencies during the design and implementation
process may have been helpful, but rationalizing the results earlier in the process
might have resulted in a more complete product at rollout.

Our decision to use professional designers and developers was invaluable. The
efficiencies gained were worth the investment. Had the school tried to develop the
portal with internal and intramural resources, the results would certainly have
been an inadequate portal way past deadline. The visual consistency among cam-
puses might not have emerged. The system for managing information on the web-
site would have been far more arcane.

Adequate financing was also very pivotal in our success. Our dean was extremely
supportive. Having a competitively bid price for the entire system rather than con-
tracting with technical personnel on an hourly basis was efficient and resulted in
more collaborative involvement with the consulting firm. Contracting with
numerous independent consultants instead for bits and pieces of the system
would have courted disaster. Coordination and compatibility would probably
have been a major problem had we chosen this alternative, plus the time drain on
staff would have been prohibitive. The planning of revenue streams to eventually
amortize investment costs and sustain the system in the future, discussed from the
outset but still on our horizon, was very helpful in generating support from key
administrative personnel.

Our security and currency concerns have been marginal. While we initially set up
a hierarchy where editors’ work would be reviewed and approved by the manager’s
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group, this was not necessary. The portal system fosters mutual oversight among
contributors. This has resulted in quick error correction and the elimination of
obsolete information.

Finally, the relationship between our vendor, Excel, and the school was instru-
mental in the portal’s current and growing success. Selecting a firm that could
guide development and extend support beyond rollout through maintenance
agreements was crucial. The spin-offs, such as gaining a uniform marketing strat-
egy and “look” where previously there had been far too much variation, were
invaluable.

PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE

Why go to the trouble of developing a complete portal system when individual
static websites have worked in the past? Why create an initiative when university
personnel are often willing to build “brochure” websites for programs? The portal
approach holds several distinct advantages.

First, people are gravitating toward the web as their first source for information.
This means that a recruitment-directed website will not serve other audiences
such as research colleagues, alumni, or current students very well. A more complex
environment, built from the ground up to meet the needs of multiple audiences,
is far more engaging. This advances the school’s mission. In addition, a dynamic
portal system can be adapted to computer applications that evolve within the uni-
versity. New campus-wide innovations such as additional online services and
information resources can be easily incorporated into the portal. This allows the
school to seamlessly integrate itself into the university’s computing environment
rather than just being an isolated source for information. The school, in return, is
perceived as a player instead of just an observer.

Next, a distributed system encourages “buy in” because many people are partic-
ipating in its ongoing maintenance and growth. A sense of collective ownership
generates enthusiasm. New ideas can be quickly implemented. A static website
maintained by one or two individuals cannot do this. This encourages growth and
innovation for the entire school. For example, rural social workers often have
problems finding supervision for licensure. We are considering a web-based serv-
ice that can mediate supervision online. A static website cannot do this. Online
training for licensure continuance or other continuing education activities can
also be supported by a dynamic system. A static website cannot do this. Our por-
tal’s ability to develop online surveys for research or marketing opens new hori-
zons for interacting with many audiences as well. Data solicitation and collection
is easy in a dynamic system. A static website cannot do this.

Schools also have the obligation to help support the practice community.
Specialized groups of practitioners often want websites. Some organizations have
volunteer-maintained websites but many of these are not well designed or main-
tained. Other organizations simply do not have the means to sustain a website on
their own. The portal approach offers the ability to create a sophisticated web
presence for these organizations. For example, we now host the Association of
Baccalaureate Social Work Directors (BPD) web site: http://bpdonline.org. Select
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members from BPD have password access to this website and the only skill need-
ed is to be able to upload text files. Behind the scenes, the template and manage-
ment shell for the BPD website is simply another extension of our school’s portal.
Support initiatives for affiliated organizations thus become possible, furthering
the mission of the profession. This type of hosting service works well without
draining the school’s resources.

Finally, the portal system fosters quality teaching. The classic problem of quickly
orienting new faculty or supporting adjunct colleagues can be eased through mak-
ing teaching resources readily available in secure parts of the portal. We are cur-
rently developing password accessible resources for faculty through our “Indiana
University Resource Online Collection” (IUROCS) initiative. The website will con-
tain syllabi, lists of media used in each class, testbanks, and voluntarily provided
teaching materials such as PowerPoint files and lecture outlines. This will help new
instructors, plus it has the added benefit of showing faculty what teaching materi-
als other colleagues are using. This should eliminate the problem of students
rolling their eyes in class because they have “seen this movie before.” In terms of
the Council on Social Work Education’s Educational Policies and Accreditation
Standards (EPAS), the initiative will directly support non-repetitive learning plus
horizontal and vertical integration (Council on Social Work Education, 2003).
Classroom management programs cannot do this well.

All of these benefits provide the flexibility to adapt to an ever-changing and
growing electronic world. Through creating portals, we can define and expand our
roles ourselves rather than being guided by others who understand little of the
social work education mission.

Endnotes

‘While generating a basic HTML page is relatively easy—most word processing programs can save a text
document for Web display—generating one that can be accurately rendered by many different browsers
that are running on many different platforms is considered more difficult. A good metaphor is photogra-
phy: Anyone can take a snapshot, but crafting a professional photograph takes far more considerable skill.

*The term “Portal” is not well defined. A “shopping mall” metaphor is often invoked. Common definitions
include one-point entry via a main homepage and easy use through extensive navigation aids including
sophisticated search engines, “breadcrumbs” that tell the user where they are in the website and how they
got there, and other features that facilitate easy access to vast amounts of information. Additional features
may include chat abilities, newsletters, online shopping, and many other services. A good overview is
available at About.com: http://compnetworking.about.com/library/weekly/aa011900a.htm.

At present, the main portal: http://socialwork.iu.edu has been developed along with one campus,
http://socialwork.iupui.edu. Two other campuses are under construction and the remaining two are
scheduled for development in 2004-2005.

“The complete Memorandum of Understanding is available at: http://socialwork.iu.edu/site/indexer/
121/content.htm
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An Outcome Evaluation of Competency Based Training
for Child Welfare

M. Elizabeth Vonk
W. Sean Newsome
Denise E. Bronson

Abstract: In response to the continuing need for competent child welfare profession-
als, a large mid-western university's College of Social Work collaborated with a pub-
lic child welfare agency to design and implement a one year, Title IV-E-funded train-
ing opportunity for second-year MSW students. Student outcomes, including knowl-
edge acquisition, attitudes about child welfare, and field of post-graduation
employment, were evaluated using a quasi-experimental pre-post comparison
group design (n=28). Results indicated that there were statistically significant differ-
ences between the two groups concerning attitudes about child welfare practice.
However, although trainees’ level of child welfare knowledge increased more than
that of the comparison group, the difference did not reach statistical significance.
Implications for practice and social work education are discussed.

Keywords: Child welfare, knowledge acquisition, evaluation, outcomes

topic of significant concern both for schools of social work and child welfare

institutions (Gleeson, Smith & Dubois, 1993; Hopkins, Mudrick & Rudolph,
1999; Jones, 2002; Larner, Stevenson & Behrman, 1998; Lieberman, Hornby &
Russell, 1988). Social work students are often reluctant to enter public child wel-
fare due to concerns about job stress, negative public perceptions, and working
conditions. Retaining those who do enter the field has also been an issue.
Retention rates in many child welfare agencies have been abysmal, resulting in a
workforce comprised mostly of young, inexperienced caseworkers handling some
of the most challenging and difficult cases. In addition, the cost of replacing work-
ers is enormous, especially in terms of orientation and training (Daly, Dudley,
Finnegan & Christiansen, 2000). Nonetheless, extensive training is crucial given
the increasing complexity of child welfare work (Gleeson, et al., 1993).

Recruiting and retaining social workers for child welfare careers has been a

Attracting and retaining a cadre of professionally trained child welfare workers is
complicated by a number of factors both within schools of social work and the
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child welfare work environment. Many social work students are reluctant to enter
public child welfare, even if they have a strong interest in serving children and
families. Public child welfare is often viewed as stressful, low status, and low pay-
ing (Jones, 2002; Pecora, Briar & Zlotnik, 1989). According to numerous sources,
these perceptions are not necessarily false (Curtis & Boyd, 1996; Larner, etal., 1998;
Lieberman, et al., 1988. Public scrutiny of the child welfare system by the media
and the recent death of a child welfare worker during a home visit in Ohio have fur-
ther contributed to social work students avoiding public child welfare service.

Criticisms of social work education as it relates to the field of child welfare have
also been voiced (Gleeson, et al., 1993; Lieberman, et al., 1988; Hopkins, et al.,
1999). Social work education has been criticized for its lack of relevance to the
actual skills and knowledge required for work within an agency. Another criticism
is that social work schools have shown a lack of commitment to recruiting and
educating social workers interested in working within the public sector.
Suggestions for competency-based education and greater collaboration between
educators and public agencies have been made in response to these criticisms
(Rycus & Hughes, 1998).

Problems within child welfare agencies also contribute to difficulties in recruit-
ing and retaining workers. Caseloads are typically high, supervision is often weak,
opportunities for promotion are limited, and policies are often changing and
unclear (Guterman & Jayaratne, 1994; Harrison, 1995; Pecora, et al., 1989; Rycraft,
1994; Vinokur-Kaplan & Hartman, 1986). As a result, worker burnout is not uncom-
mon and supervisors often recognize the problem too late to intervene (Anderson,
1994; Cicero-Reese & Black, 1998; Glisson & Hemmelgarn, 1998; Guterman &
Jayaratne, 1994). The result is that most child welfare workers do not have social
work degrees and, in some states, no pre-service training is provided (Larner, etal.,
1998).

Despite the obvious difficulties in attracting social workers to child welfare, the
evidence is clear that those with social work degrees are better prepared to serve
families and children in the child welfare system. Several benefits of social work
education for child welfare workers have been reported in the literature
(Lieberman, et al., 1988; Hopkins, et al., 1999; Olsen & Holmes, 1982). Those child
welfare workers with formal social work training report feeling better prepared and
more competent in the performance of their jobs than do non-professionally edu-
cated workers. Social work educated workers also have been reported to provide
higher quality services in child welfare. In addition, the social workers report
greater job satisfaction. Finally, social work education seems to increase retention
of child welfare workers.

Many schools of social work, in response to the issues described above, have uti-
lized Title IV-E money to support the training of social workers for work in child
welfare (Rose, 1999). In fact, at least 24% of respondents from a recent survey of
CSWE-approved (or in candidacy) social work programs indicated the use of Title
IV-E money for degree-related education (Zlotnik & Cornelius, 2000). Title IV-E
training money, made available through the Child Welfare and Adoption
Assistance Act of 1980 (PL. 96-272) is intended to provide education at the under-
graduate and/or graduate levels for students who plan to work in public child wel-
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fare agencies. Universities that utilize this money are expected to collaborate
closely with public child welfare agencies; and students who receive funded edu-
cation are expected to work in child welfare for one year upon graduation.

At least four reports have recently addressed the use of Title-IV-E monies by
schools of social work. Jones (2002) presented the results of a Title IV-E program
developed by the California Social Work Education Committee. She found that
those with social work training had longer periods of employment in child welfare.
Zlotnik and Cornelius (2000) have described the use of IV-E funding by schools of
social work utilizing survey methodology. Rose (1999) described the Title IV-E
Child Welfare Training Program at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee in rela-
tionship to adult-learning issues. In addition, they included qualitative data relat-
ed to the students’ evaluation of the program. Finally, Robin and Hollister (2001)
examined and reported on the career development in, and contributions to, child
welfare practice among 73 graduates of the University of Minnesota’s Child Welfare
Scholars Program. They concluded that Title 1V-E monies were well spent, result-
ing in committed, social work trained child welfare professionals who were mak-
ing many positive contributions to the field.

This paper briefly describes a Title-1V-E funded, MSW-level child welfare train-
ing program and reports on student outcomes related to knowledge acquisition,
attitudes toward child welfare clients and practice, and satisfaction with the train-
ing program. After a description of the program, the outcome evaluation method
and results are presented. Finally, implications for practice and social work educa-
tion are discussed.

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

The goal of the child welfare training program was to prepare a group of 14 mas-
ters-level social work students for postgraduate careers in child welfare through a
collaborative effort between The Ohio State University College of Social Work
(CSW) and a large, public county children’s services agency (CCS). Students
entering the second year of the MSW program at The Ohio State University were
eligible to apply for the program. Acceptance into the traineeship required that
students express a desire to work in child welfare after graduation, have an
acceptable grade point average, and possess a willingness to accept a field
practicum at CCS.

The organizing framework and foundation knowledge for this project came
from the Field Guide to Child Welfare (1998) developed by Judy Rycus and Ron
Hughes from the Institute for Human Services (IHS) in Columbus, Ohio. This is a
four volume set of materials that identifies and teaches the core competencies for
child welfare workers. These materials are distributed by the CWLA and are cur-
rently used as part of the Comprehensive Competency-based In-service Training
(CCBIT) system that has been adopted to train all child welfare employees in 24
states and six Canadian provinces. Typically, new workers are required to com-
plete courses on the core competencies during their first year of employment.
The CCBIT system focuses on 52 competencies in four areas that are deemed cru-
cial to current child welfare practice. For example, the core curriculum covers
competencies on (1) the legal aspects of child protection, (2) family-centered
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child protective services, (3) case planning/casework, and (4) the effects of abuse
and neglect on child development. Specialized competencies have also been
developed on several topics such as adoption/foster care, working with adoles-
cents, sexual abuse, intake/assessment, interventions, substance abuse, and oth-
ers. Despite the comprehensiveness of this system, however, it is still somewhat
limited in addressing transfer of learning issues and does not include the most
recent research in child welfare.

Although the CCBIT system is widely used by states to prepare child welfare
workers, social work programs that train MSW students who plan to enter the
child welfare field have not previously adopted these materials. The use of these
materials by The Ohio State University’s College of Social Work may serve as a
model for other social work programs interested in using the Institute for Human
Services/CWLA materials.

In addition to standard MSW requirements, a four-course series covering the
core competencies (Child and Family Policy, Advanced Child Welfare Practice (I
and I1), and an Integrative Seminar on Child Welfare) was required of trainees.
While the Field Guide to Child Welfare (Rycus & Hughes, 1998) provided a com-
petency-based foundation, course content was supplemented with recent empir-
ical work in child welfare and a critical analysis of current trends in child welfare
services. In addition, the curriculum was integrated with the field practicum
component of the MSW program to ensure that students acquired the knowledge
and skills needed to move quickly into child welfare positions upon graduation.
The field practicum experience was supplemented with quarterly meetings
including students, faculty members, and field instructors to discuss issues relat-
ed to the integration of classroom and field learning. Through these efforts,
trainees in the program were expected to increase their knowledge and skill com-
petencies for provision of child welfare services, begin to think critically about
current practices in child welfare, transfer their learning from the classroom to
applied settings, and obtain employment in child welfare after completing the
MSW program at OSU.

To ensure continued collaboration throughout the traineeship, an advisory
board was convened on a quarterly basis. The advisory board consisted of the
authors of the Field Guide to Child Welfare (Rycus & Hughes, 1998), county child
welfare administrators, staff members from private child welfare advocacy
groups, and university faculty members. The Board met quarterly to review the
program’s activities and discuss possible modifications to the curriculum or field
experience.

Other components of the program included devising and implementing an
evaluation of the training and disseminating information about the program to
interested parties. The trainees were evaluated in terms of knowledge acquisition,
skill development, attitudes about the child welfare profession, critical thinking
skills, sensitivity to cultural diversity, and post-graduation child welfare employ-
ment. Skill development was evaluated primarily through the field evaluation
process and is not reported here. Likewise, critical thinking skills were evaluated
primarily through graded classroom assignments. Evaluation of the trainees’ sen-
sitivity to cultural diversity is reported elsewhere (Vonk & Curtis, under review).
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The remainder of this report focuses on the evaluation of knowledge acquisition,
child welfare attitudes, and child welfare employment one year after graduation.

METHODS
Design and Selection of Students

This study utilized a quasi-experimental pre-test-post-test comparison group
design with a one-year follow-up. An additional follow-up interview with the
trainees was conducted in 2002 (three years after the program for the 1999 cohort
and two-years after the program for the 2000 cohort). The two groups used for ini-
tial pre-test-post-test comparison were second year MSW students selected for
the training program (n=14) and a group of second year MSW students not
involved in the training program who volunteered to complete the outcome eval-
uation instruments (n=14).

All eligible MSW students received solicitation letters describing the child wel-
fare-training program. The solicitation included information about the compo-
nents of the training program and the expectation that trainees would work in the
field of child welfare for one year upon completing the MSW degree. Interested
students were instructed to indicate ways in which the training program would fit
with their future study and career plans. Students were then selected for the train-
ing group based on application letters reviewed by three faculty members
involved with implementing the training grant. As a result, in each of the two
years, seven second year MSW students were selected to receive competency
based child welfare training.

Comparison group participants also were recruited through letters circulated to
all eligible MSW participants. The recruitment letters contained information
about the time commitment necessary for the study and a monetary incentive
upon completing the questionnaires. In each of the two years, seven second-year
MSW students volunteered for the comparison group that received only the tra-
ditional second-year MSW curriculum. Thus, the 14 trainees were compared to 14
non-trainees.

Measures

Measurement of the students’ child welfare knowledge was based on the training
materials developed by the Institute for Human Services (IHS) and the Child
Welfare League of America (CWLA). Knowledge acquisition was measured using
the 81-item questionnaire that was developed for training purposes by the
authors of the Field Guide to Child Welfare (Rycus & Hughes, 1998). Specifically,
the comprehensive 81-item child welfare knowledge questionnaire is divided into
four sections that correspond to the organization of materials in the Field Guide:
(1) “Family-Centered Child Protective Services”; (2)“Case Planning and Family-
Centered Casework in Child Protective Services”; (3) “The Effects of Abuse and
Neglect on Child Development”; and (4) “Separation, Placement, and
Reunification.” A variety of questions were used to gauge student knowledge in
each of the aforementioned areas.

Participant attitudes and beliefs about child welfare practice were assessed
using a 20-item questionnaire developed by the first author. The attitude and
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belief scale was designed to assess student attitudes and beliefs, both about child
welfare as a career choice and about working with child welfare clients. A five-
point Likert scale was used to assess student attitudes and beliefs (1=strongly dis-
agree and 5=strongly agree). Sample items related to working with child welfare
clients include, “Sometimes the general interests of the family should supersede
the interests of the child” and “Child abuse is basically caused by lack of parent-
ing skills or flawed thinking in the abuser.” Sample items about child welfare as a
field of practice included “It is highly unlikely that I will be working in the field of
child welfare 10 years from now.” and “Sooner or later most child welfare workers
become disillusioned with their jobs.”

Information about the post-graduate field of employment was obtained with a
survey mailed exclusively to trainees one year following graduation from the pro-
gram. Graduates of the training program were also contacted during the spring of
2002. In addition to questions about current employment, graduates reported
their perceptions of the relevance and satisfaction with the child welfare-training
program using the same Likert scale described previously.

Procedure

All training activities were offered during the second year of the MSW program.
The tests were administered to the trainees and students in the comparison
group at the beginning of training in the fall of 1998 and 1999 and at the end of
training in the spring of 1999 and 2000. Follow-up surveys were mailed to gradu-
ates of the child welfare training one-year following graduation in the spring of
2000 and 2001. Also, post-graduates of the training program were contacted via
the telephone in the spring of 2002.

Data were coded and entered into a database, and analyzed using SPSS 10.0.5.
In order to describe the data obtained from the group of trainees and contrast it
to the comparison group, univariate, bivariate, and multivariate statistics were
calculated. The rationale for using descriptive and inferential statistics was based
on uncovering statistically significant differences between the group of trainees
and the comparison group. In particular, it was hoped that those who participated
in the child welfare-training program would display greater gains in knowledge of
and attitudes toward child welfare practice.

RESULTS

There were no significant demographic differences between the groups for age
(X2 (2)=9.44, p=.66), gender (X2 (1)=.297, p=.58), race (X? (2)=2.62, p=.26), or years
of experience in child welfare (X? (3)=3.39, p=.33). A substantial majority of stu-
dents involved in the study were Caucasian women. The majority of the students
were in their twenties, with an age distribution that ranged from 22 to 58 years.
With respect to years of experience in the child welfare profession, 23 participants
reported no experience, while five reported having one to three years of experi-
ence.

Overall, descriptive data showed an increase in child welfare knowledge from
pre-test to post-test scores for the trainees and the comparison group using the
child welfare knowledge questionnaire. Specifically, the mean for the child wel-
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Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Characteristics n %
Gender
Female 24 85.7
Male 4 14.3
Age (years)
22-30 22 78.6
31-39 4 14.3
40-58 2 7.1
Race
White 21 75.0
African-American 5 17.9
Other 2 7.1
Years Experience
None 23 82.2
One Year 2 7.1
Two Years 2 7.1
Three Years 1 3.6

fare training group increased from 53.42 correct answers at pre-test to 60.46 at
post-test. This is an overall increase from 66% to 75% on the 81-item welfare
knowledge acquisition questionnaire. An increase in the number of correct
answers also occurred in the comparison group from pre-test to post-test. The
comparison group mean increased from 49.87 at pre-test to 55.08 at post-test,
resulting in an overall increase from 62% to 68% on the 81-item questionnaire.
Despite the greater increase in knowledge scores among the trainees, independ-
ent t-tests uncovered no statistical significance from pre-test to post-test for
trainee or comparison groups on the 81-item questionnaire, t (26)=1.08, p=.28;
and t (26)=1.06, p=.29; respectively. In addition, when controlling for the pre-test,
the one-way Anova procedure uncovered no statistically significant difference
between the two groups on child welfare knowledge at post-test, F (1, 26)=1.12;
p=.30. The differences among mean scores did not produce a large enough effect
to be detected within the limits of the statistical power.

Table 2:  Knowledge Acquisition Scale Scores for Second-Year MSW Students Before and
After Training

Pre-test Post-test
Knowledge Acquisition Scale n mean SD mean SD
Training Group 14 53.42 8.53 60.46 6.63
Comparison Group 14 49.87 8.82 55.08 17.74

Although there was no statistically significant difference for either group from
pre-test to post-test on the knowledge component of the study, independent t-
tests did uncover a statistically significant difference between the trainees and the
comparison group concerning their attitudes towards the field of child welfare
practice. Students in the training group had more positive attitudes about the
profession of child welfare when compared to those students in the comparison
group at post-test. On the other hand, there was no statistically significant differ-



Vonk et al./AN OUTCOME EVALUATION OF COMPETENCY BASED TRAINING FOR CHILD WELFARE 89

ence between the two groups on their attitudes towards child welfare clients at
post-test.

Table 3: Post-test Means for the Scales Measuring Attitudes About the Child Welfare
Profession and Attitudes About Child Welfare Clients by Training Group and
Comparison Group (N=28)

Measure CW Profession CW Clients
Training Group 3.08* 3.14
Comparison Group 1.72 3.07

Results of t-tests: *p<.01.

As expected, it was found that students in the training group were more likely
than their counterparts to actively seek positions in the field of child welfare at
graduation. In fact, all but one of the students in the training group, as compared
to only two of the students in the comparison group, reported the intention to
seek employment in child welfare.

At the one-year post-graduation follow-up, we were able to contact 11 of the 14
trainees, all of whom completed follow-up questionnaires. All but two were
employed in child welfare. At the two- or three-year follow-up, 12 of the 14
trainees were contacted by telephone. All but two of the 12 contacted reported
currently being employed in child welfare. Specifically, all those in the two-year
follow-up cohort were employed in child welfare; whereas, all but two in the
three-year follow-up cohort were employed in child welfare. For analysis purposes,
missing data were replaced by the mean of the distribution; an acceptable proce-
dure when the replaced data do not exceed 15% for a particular case and/or vari-
able (George & Mallery, 2001).

One-year follow-up also revealed favorable outcomes regarding the training
participants’ attitudes about the field of child welfare practice and child welfare
clients. In fact, comparisons from post-test to one-year follow-up uncovered that
training participants had sustained a positive attitude in each area over the 12-
month time period. To the point, training group participants reported a minimal
decrease of only 0.74 regarding their attitudes toward child welfare practice and a
minimal decrease of only 0.70 regarding their attitudes toward child welfare
clients. Thus, the trainees maintained moderate to strong agreement with posi-
tive attitudes toward the child welfare profession and clients.

Post-test to one-year follow-up comparisons also revealed favorable outcomes
concerning trainee satisfaction and trainee perception of relevance of the train-
ing they received. Specifically, trainee satisfaction remained very high, with only
a minimal decrease of 0.35. More importantly, the relevance of programmatic
training to child welfare practice also remained very high, with a decrease of only
0.44. Favorable outcomes were also uncovered at the two- or three-year follow-
up. In fact, t-test for paired samples uncovered a statistically significant improve-
ment on mean scores from the one-year follow-up to the two- or three-year fol-
low-up concerning the overall relevance of programmatic training t (13)=2.37;
p<.05, and overall satisfaction of programmatic training t (13)=2.34; p<.05.
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Table 4:  Satisfaction and Relevance of Programmatic Training (N=12)

Post-test One-year Two-year
Score Follow-up Follow-up
Measure M SD M SD M SD
Satisfaction with 292 201 257 173 3.50* .65
Training
Relevance of 285 1.95 241 158 3.71* .82
Training

Note: Comparisons between one-year follow-up and two-year follow-up
Results of t-tests: *p<.05

At the post-test and follow-up interviews participants were also asked their
opinions about the Field Guide to Child Welfare. The respondents consistently
reported that the books were clearly written, easy to read, relevant, and useful.
The limitations mentioned by the participants focused on the cost of the four-
volume set (about $120) and the difficulties they experienced transferring the
information from the books to “real-life” situations.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study suggest that although child welfare trainees gained
knowledge about child welfare practice, they did not do so at a rate statistically
significantly greater than a group of students in the standard MSW program. The
trainees did, however, show a more positive attitude toward the field of child wel-
fare as a career than did the comparison group. Also, at one year and then again
at either two or three years post-graduation, a high percentage of the former
trainees were employed in child welfare with the intention of staying in the field
for at least five more years. In addition, they reported the perception that most
aspects of the training experience were satisfying and, more importantly, relevant
to their current work.

Before interpreting the results further, important limitations of this study
should be mentioned. First, the small sample size seriously limits the ability to
generalize the results. In addition, bias in the non-random sample selection lim-
its the ability to draw firm conclusions about the effects of the training interven-
tion. Obviously, students in the training group indicated high interest in the field
of child welfare prior to training. Just as importantly, students in the comparison
group were exposed to information about child welfare through other classes in
the MSW program, or in a few cases, by electing to participate in one of the class-
es required of the trainees. Finally, the instruments lack standardization. As such,
the nominal increase in knowledge and the lack of statistical differences between
the groups may be the result of learning stimulated by the administration of the
pre-test, the overlap of knowledge acquired from other MSW courses taken by the
comparison group, or insufficient statistical power to detect differences. In spite
of these limitations, the results suggest additional support for training social
workers to work in the field of child welfare.
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Related to concerns about the professional and educational preparation of
social workers for child welfare careers (Gleeson, et al., 1993; Lieberman, et al.,
1988; Hopkins, et al., 1999), these results appear to have provided both a reason
for hope and continued concern. First, related to the perceived need for more
professionally trained social workers in child welfare, these results suggest that
the Title IV-E funding did support the professional education of 14 social workers,
the majority of whom were employed in the field of child welfare two to three
years after graduation. Similar to the findings of Robin and Hollister (2001), these
results were promising also in terms of the retention of child welfare workers
whose education was funded by Title IV-E money. All of those employed in child
welfare one year post-graduation reported the intention of staying there. The
interpretation of the results in light of the criticism that social work education has
not been relevant to the work of child welfare may also be seen in a positive light.
Most of those trained perceived the “training overall” to be moderately to very rel-
evant to their work even after two or three years had elapsed.

In spite of these positive findings, the students’ modest gain in knowledge
about child welfare remains a concern, both in terms of curriculum planning and
research methodology. Although this study did not address curriculum, per se, we
have given thought to this concern and speculate that curriculum might be
strengthened in several ways. First, trainees might benefit from a curriculum that
could be tailored to the individual’s needs based on pre-training testing of knowl-
edge and skills. Many of the trainees began the program with work experience in
child welfare. As such, they entered the program with varying levels of knowledge
about child welfare. Learning might be maximized by tailoring learning objec-
tives and related activities for each of the overall program goals according to the
needs of each student. For example, a student with a high baseline of knowledge
and skills in the area of adoptive placement may benefit from a greater focus on
other areas of child welfare such as child protective investigation.

Other curriculum changes might include those that focus on transfer of learn-
ing. For example, use of classroom time could place a greater emphasis on expe-
riential learning activities that require analysis and synthesis of information. In
addition, classroom instructors and field supervisors might collaborate to create
direct ties between field and classroom learning through the use of case-studies
and assignments that require integration of classroom knowledge and field expe-
rience.

Regarding future research on child welfare training effectiveness, while there is
accumulating evidence to support the effectiveness of training social workers for
the demands of child welfare work (Hopkins, et al., 1999; Robin & Hollister, 2001;
Rose, 1999), the studies, including this one, have all been exploratory in nature.
Furthermore, methodologically rigorous research is important in order to help
guide Title-IV-E appropriations and determine whether participants are ade-
quately trained to meet the needs of clients. Samples should be sufficiently large
that small effect sizes might be detected. Multi-site training projects such as one
currently in planning stages in the state of Ohio potentially would provide a large
group of trainees. A multi-site program would also provide the possibility of inter-
esting comparisons of the effects of various learning activities related to consis-
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tent goals among the sites. This would, of course, require careful operationaliza-
tion of the training interventions. Finally, future research must also include the
use of meaningful comparison groups. At the very least, the students in the com-
parison groups should not be exposed to coursework designed specifically for
trainees.

While this study found that a small cohort of Title-IV-E funded child welfare
trainees made modest gains in knowledge, maintained favorable attitudes about
the child welfare profession, and for the most part, remained employed in child
welfare for up to three years following training, it is clear that further evaluation
is needed. As others have observed (Gleeson, et al., 1993), the complexity of prob-
lems encountered by child welfare workers requires increasing levels of knowl-
edge and skills. Future child welfare professionals must be armed with the knowl-
edge and skills needed to meet the demands of their jobs. Competency-based
child welfare training curriculums and educational collaborations must be
strengthened and rigorously tested to determine whether those who participate
in training are better able to deliver child welfare services.
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Booked for the Week:
A Survey of the Use of Bibliotherapy by
Licensed Clinical Social Workers

Rich Vodde
Danny R. Dixon
Martha M. Giddings

Abstract: Despite its general acceptance, there has been no research exploring the
actual use of bibliotherapy by Licensed Clinical Social Workers (LCSWSs). This study
sought to determine the extent to which LCSWs, represented by a random sample
from one state, used bibliotherapy for specific problems, identified relevant vari-
ables that influence bibliotherapy use, and compiled a list of books currently used by
respondents. Results suggest that bibliotherapy is used for numerous specific prob-
lems and LCSW endorsement of bibliotherapy by LCSWs is similar to that of respon-
dents in other disciplines. Unlike studies involving other disciplines, LCSW usage
patterns were not related to gender and less related to employment settings.

Keywords: Bibliotherapy, self-help, clinical social work, behavior change

those who spend time in the burgeoning “self-help” sections of popular

bookstores. Likewise, an examination of recent lists of non-fiction best sell-
ers attests to strong consumer interest in self-help through reading. Individuals in
the helping professions have noted the value of therapeutic reading, otherwise
known as bibliotherapy (Riordan & Wilson, 1989). In fact, there appears to be an
increase in clinicians’ use of bibliotherapy (Riordan & Wilson, 1989; Starker, 1988)
both in a wide range of clinical settings and with a wide array of problems
(Pardeck, 1998).

Bibliotherapy has been defined as “using books in clinical intervention” (Pardeck
& Pardeck, 1984, p. ix), although the literal meaning of the term is “to treat through
books” (p. 241). Bibliotherapy can be described as the prescription and/or recom-
mendation of particular books to clients, followed by subsequent reading, for the
purpose of ameliorating the effects of particular problems. The technique can be
used “to provide information, to provide insight, to stimulate discussion about

The prevalence of books on the topic of self-improvement is apparent to
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problems, to communicate new values and attitudes, to create awareness that oth-
ers may have similar problems, to provide solutions to problems and to provide
realistic solutions to problems” (Pardeck, 1998, p. 5). Although bibiliotherapy is
sometimes used as a stand-alone treatment approach, it is used most often as an
adjunct to other forms of direct treatment.

Despite the popularity of bibliotherapy, there are few studies of its use by practi-
tioners and no studies that can be found in the area of clinical social work practice.
With this in mind, the authors have engaged in research to examine the prevalence
and usage patterns of bibliotherapy by licensed clinical social workers in a south-
ern state. There will be a brief review of the empirical literature on this topic, and
the results and implications of the current study will be presented. Appended to
the article is a list of books most commonly used by clinical social workers. This list
is divided according to specific problem area.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Effectiveness of Bibliotherapy

The efficacy of bibiliotherapy as an adjunct for helping individuals change their
behavior in a number of different areas has been amply demonstrated over the last
20 years (Pardeck, 1998). Bibliotherapy has been found to be effective in the treat-
ment of panic disorder (Lesser, 1991; Lidren, et al., 1994), relapse prevention in
panic disorder (Wright, Clum, Roodman & Febbraro, 2000), depression, (Cuijpers,
1997), depression in the elderly (Guirguis, 2001), children’s behavior (Klingman,
1985), health-related problems (Starker, 1992), cancer (Pardeck, 1992), insomnia
(Mimeault & Morin, 1999), childhood aggression (Shechtman, 1999), self-harm in
children (Evans, et al., 1999), the effects of separation and divorce on children
(Pardeck & Pardeck, 1983), agoraphobia (Gould, Clum & Shapiro, 1995), personal-
ity changes (Ellis, 1993), and attention deficit disorder (Long, Rickert & Ashcraft,
1993). Halliday (1991) reported that 43% (n=43) of adult clients entering psy-
chotherapy for the first time had read at least one self-help book prior to their first
appointment. Of this number, 86% (n=37) reported that they had benefited from
the readings.

After reviewing numerous studies of bibliotherapy, Riordan and Wilson (1989)
discovered mixed results regarding its use as a primary clinical approach to working with
clients. However, those same authors state that “bibliotherapy is a tool—among
many—to be used when it can contribute to overall satisfactory outcome” (p. 507).

More recently, a meta-analysis of 70 samples used in studies of bibliotherapy
revealed that bibliotherapy is as effective as therapist-administered treatment with
a mean effect size of +0.565 (Marrs, 1995). Such effect sizes fall within the range of
medium effect sizes as defined by Cohen (1988), suggesting that bibliotherapy is a
significant factor in treatment when used.

Use of Bibliotherapy by Professionals

Despite the attention given to the effectiveness of bibliotherapy, patterns of use by
practitioners have received less attention. Starker (1988) administered a question-
naire to psychologists in San Diego and Boston (n=268) surveying “attitudes, expe-
riences and prescriptive practices in the matter of self-help books” (p. 143). There
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was a 44% return rate resulting in a total of 119 usable questionnaires. Using a five-
point Likert-type scale (ranging from harmful to often helpful), on a global rating
of general helpfulness, 60.5% (n=72) reported that self-help books were somewhat
helpful as an adjunct to therapy and 5.9% (n=7) found them to be often helpful.
Sixty percent (n=73) prescribed self-help books to clients. Among the latter group,
53% did so occasionally, 7% regularly, and 9% often. Parenting was the area most
frequently reported for book prescription (54.8%), followed by personal growth
(39.7%), and relationships (38.4%).

Quackenbush (1991) examined books that were most commonly prescribed for
particular problems and created a subject index in order to survey 100 university-
affiliated counseling psychologists across the United States. Approximately 47
usable questionnaires were returned, enabling compilation of an extensive bibli-
ography of books organized by problem area. No further univariate or bivariate
analyses were reported.

Marks, Gyorky, Royalty and Stern (1992) investigated the use of bibliotherapy
among practicing psychologists (n=209). They found that the vast majority of psy-
chologists (88%) reported using bibliotherapy with at least 1% of their clients. Of
the group who reported using bibliotherapy, 55.5% (n=100) used bibliotherapy
only rarely (defined as ranging from 1% to 25% of clients), 19% (n=34) used it
sometimes (defined as ranging from 26% to 50% of clients), 10% used it often (with
51% to 75% of clients), and 3.4% (n=6) always used it. Additionally, the researchers
found that female practitioners were more likely to use bibliotherapy than males
and that psychologists in private practice were more likely to use bibliotherapy
compared to psychologists in other employment settings.

Santrock, Minnett and Campbell (1994) attempted to determine those books
that were most often used by practitioners and found to be most helpful. To do so,
they compiled an extensive list of specific book titles in a questionnaire format.
Approximately 4,000 members of the American Psychological Association (APA)
were asked to rate books that they used in practice. Only 600 (15%) fully usable
questionnaires were returned. The authors compiled the results of their survey in
a text that provided a comprehensive list of books according to subject area and
frequency of use.

Recently, Adams and Pitre (2000) assessed the use of bibliotherapy by mental
health practitioners. They surveyed all mental health practitioners within a rural
community (n=112) in order to determine reasons for the use of bibliotherapy and
also the types of books recommended. Among the 62 questionnaires returned,
68% of the practitioners reported using bibliotherapy. The authors anticipated that
counselors with larger caseloads would use bibliotherapy more frequently com-
pared to those with smaller caseloads. They also anticipated more use of books by
paraprofessionals than professionals. Neither hypothesis was supported.
However, counselors with more years of practice experience tended to be signifi-
cantly more likely (p<0.05) to utilize bibliotherapy with clients compared to those
with less practice experience. Counselors indicated that the major reasons for
using the technique were to encourage self-help, enhance therapy, and respond to
client requests for reading material.
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In an attempt to update a survey conducted by Santrock, Minnett and Campbell
(1994), Norcross, et al. (2000) developed a revision of the original questionnaire
thatincluded an updated list of self-help books with the addition of three new sub-
ject areas, Schizophrenia, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, and
Dementia/Alzheimer’s Disease. As with the original study, an attempt was made to
randomly sample psychologists who were current members of the APA. Two dis-
crete surveys, each with a different set of 15 problem areas, were mailed to groups
of 1,500 randomly selected psychologists comprising a total of 3,000 respondents.
Respondents were asked to evaluate specific books in each area using a five point
Likert-type scale ranging from extremely good to extremely bad. Researchers
reported a response rate of 22% and 25% for the two samples in which a total of
57% were male and 43% were female. Twenty eight percent (n=192) identified their
theoretical orientation as cognitive, 28% (n=188) were eclectic, 16% were psycho-
dynamic (n=107), and 10% (n=67) identified themselves as behavioral.
Approximately 42% (n=284) were engaged in private practice and 25% (n=166)
were affiliated with universities. Among respondents to both surveys, global rat-
ings of helpfulness indicated that 19% rated bibliotherapy as very helpful, where-
as, 74% found it somewhat helpful. No bivariate comparisons involving respon-
dents were noted. The complete ratings of individual books by subject area like-
wise were included.

As suggested by the review of the studies cited above, most of the bibliotherapy
research has focused on compiling and evaluating lists of books for use in specific
problem areas. Some attention has been given to exploring practitioners’ usage
patterns, including reasons for use, extent of use, and relations between demo-
graphic variables and use. Few of the studies reported bivariate data and none
reported practitioners’ reasons for excluding bibliotherapy. More importantly, the
research review indicates that the above studies have tended to sample clinical
psychologists, counseling psychologists, or generic mental health practitioners.

Use of Bibliotherapy by Social Workers

Pardeck (Pardeck, 1991; Pardeck & Pardeck, 1984) has been a consistent advocate
for the use of bibliotherapy within the profession and has pointed to the need for
continued research into the use of bibliotherapy (Pardeck, 1998). However, despite
the recognized prevalence of bibliotherapy, the authors were able to find only 14
citations for bibliotherapy in social work abstracts. Of these, eight were by the
same authors (Pardeck, 1991; Pardeck & Pardeck, 1984) and none presented evi-
dence of use by social workers obtained through inquiry.

Addressing the need for research on the deployment of bibliotherapy by social
workers, the authors undertook the present investigation. This inquiry: 1) deter-
mined the extent to which clinical social workers in one state used bibliotherapy;
2) appraised their perceptions of its effectiveness and value; 3) explored their pat-
terns of usage; 4) explored the effects of age, gender, practice experience, and prac-
tice setting on usage; and 5) compiled and classified volumes used by the practi-
tioners. In an attempt to add to the existing literature on usage and deployment,
the authors incorporated methodological strategies, variables, and research ques-
tions from previous research in this area.
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METHOD

In addition to demographic data, the survey included a combination of questions
requiring Likert-type responses, categorical responses, and written responses in
which subjects were asked to supply specific information regarding their use of
particular books or readings. Questions requiring Likert-type responses asked
respondents to evaluate the frequency of their use of bibliotherapy, the perceived
value of bibiliotherapy, and their perception of its effectiveness. Answers requiring
categorical responses highlighted demographic data including area of practice
specialization, employment setting, and problem focus. Similar to previous sur-
veys, the major body of the questionnaire presented respondents with 30 possible
problem areas such as depression, relationship problems, parenting, schizophre-
nia, developmental issues, career issues, personal growth, and physical illness.
Because the survey was designed to identify books that practitioners use rather
than evaluate particular books, researchers decided to omit a list of specific book
titles. Rather, each topical area was presented with sufficient space for respon-
dents to write in the names of books and authors that they used in the particular
area. Problem areas were determined using templates from previous studies and a
review of the literature. Completion of the questionnaire took from 25 to 70 min-
utes, depending on the number of books and categories that respondents reported.

Subjects were selected by using a randomly generated list of Licensed Clinical
Social Workers purchased from a statewide NASW database of licensed clinical
social workers. One thousand questionnaires were mailed to names on the listand
no follow-up mailings were used. One thousand surveys were mailed out, and of
these, 417 were returned as undeliverable. Of the remaining 583, 122 question-
naires were returned and 107 were usable. The low rate of response (21%) was of
some concern to the researchers. However, as is apparent in the aforementioned
studies, low response rates tend to be common in this area, and other studies on
bibliotherapy likewise have relied on samples within a similar range.

Of the 107 usable questionnaires, females completed 81, 23 were completed by
males, and three were of unspecified gender. In terms of race and ethnicity, 95
respondents were Caucasian (89%), 11 African-American (10%), and 1 Hispanic.
The age of respondents ranged from 30 to 67, with a mean age of 49 years and
median of 50. The average age for the males was 53.7 and 47.4 for the females. The
mean number of practice years was 19.1, with a median of 18 and average years of
clinical licensure was 10.8. For males, the average number of practice years was
24.8 compared to 17.7 for females. The most common area of practice was private
practice (40.2%, n=43), followed by mental health (23.4%, n=25), and medical
social work (9.3%, n=10). The values for age, gender, and race/ethnicity in this
sample are quite similar to those in the most recent samples of NASW members
(Gibelman & Schervish, 1997; NASW, 2003). However, the median years of respon-
dents' practice experience was slightly higher than the 16 years reported for NASW
members (NASW, 2003). Likewise, practitioners in private practice were over-rep-
resented in comparison with NASW reports of 25%, and mental health practition-
ers were under-represented in contrast to the 39% reported by NASW (NASW,
2000).
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ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Because the purpose of the study was to determine the extent to which social
workers in one state used bibliotherapy, areas in which bibliotherapy was used,
and identification of the most frequently used readings, data analysis was both
quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative analysis consisted mainly of univariate
data. Based on the literature review, the authors formulated only three a priori
hypotheses requiring bivariate analyses: 1) Female Licensed Clinical Social
Workers (LCSWSs) would value and use bibliotherapy more than males; 2) LCSWs
with more practice experience would use bibliotherapy more frequently than less
experienced workers; and 3) LCSWs in private practice would use bibliotherapy
more often than those engaged in other employment settings.

Usage, Value, and Effectiveness

Among all respondents, 86% (n=93) reported using bibliotherapy at least once.
Seven and one-half percent (n=8) rated using the technique almost always, 30.8%
(n=33) frequently, 33.6 % (n=36) occasionally, 13.9% (n=16) infrequently, and 12%
(n=13) never used bibliography. Among those clinical social workers using bibli-
ography infrequently or almost never, reasons for the low rate of use were exam-
ined. The major reason for the low use given by 38.4% of respondents (n=10) was
that their clients could not read the resources. A second reason given by 34.6%
(n=9) indicated that the social workers did not believe that their clients would read
the material.

Fifteen percent (n=16) of respondents reported bibliotherapy to be greatly effec-
tive, 51% (n=55) moderately effective, 21% (n=23) mildly effective, and 11% (n=12)
ineffective. Bibliography was found to be of unlimited value to 4.5% (n=5), 42%
(n=45) reported it to be very valuable, 45% (n=48) found it to be of limited value,
and 6.5% (n=7) found it to be of little or no value.

Patterns of Use

Thirty-one percent of respondents (n=32) used a single book in more than one
area. In other words, they used one book for at least two different types of prob-
lems. However, only 13 books were used more than once, indicating that more
than half of those using one book in more than one area were relying on the same
titles. In comparison, 18.5% of the respondents (n=20) used multiple books (rang-
ing from 2 to 7) in a single area. More than 30% of respondents used texts in each
of the following seven areas: 1) co-dependency and ACOA, 2) anxiety/anxiety dis-
orders, 3) non-specific relationship problems, 4) anger management, 5) intimacy
issues, 6) grief and loss, and 7) depression. Table 1 provides frequencies of respon-
dents using a book in each problem area.

Types of Books

The respondents listed a total of 229 different book titles. In surveys of this type,
there is typically no distinction among types of self-help titles. For example, some
titles may be more informative than prescriptive, whereas, others may be more
inspirational. The authors wished to attempt such a classification. To do so, two of
the authors independently examined all of the titles and their synopses using
existing comprehensive reviews of self-help books (Pardeck, 1998; Norcross, et al.,
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Table 1: Percentage of Respondents Using Books in Each Problem Area and Percentage
of Respondents Using More Than One Book in a Particular Area

Type of Problem Total % of Sample Used Percentage of
Addressed Book (Used at least one Sample Used
book in area) More Than One
Books Area
ACoA/codependency 34 (n=35) 13.6 (n=14)
Issues
Anxiety 34 (n=35) 4.9 (n=5)
Relationship problems 34 (n=35) 11.7 (n=12)
Anger management 33 (n=34) 7.8 (n=8)
Intimacy issues 31.1 (n=32) 6.8 (n=7)
Grief and loss 30.4 (n=31) 8.8 (n=9)
Depression 30.4 (n=31) 4.8 (n=5)
Parenting 29.1 (n=30) 12.7 (n=13)
Incest/shame/recovery 28.2 (n=29) 5.9 (n=6)
Child abuse 26.2 (n=27) 3.8 (n=4)
Self-esteem and/or self-worth issues 25.3 (n=26) 7.8 (n=8)
Alcohol and/or drug abuse 23.4 (n=24) 1.9 (n=2)
Personal growth 21.4 (n=22) 4.9 (n=5)
Divorce and/or separation 18.5 (n=19) 7.8 (n=8)
Assertiveness training 18.5 (n=19) 9 (n=1)
Bipolar illness 17.5 (n=18) 1.8 (n=2)
Rape/sexual assault 16.5 (n=17) 9 (n=1)
Career issues 15.5 (n=16) 3.9 (n=4)
Developmental issues 15.5 (n=16) 2.9 (n=3)
Family problems 14.6 (n=15) 4.9 (n=5)
Perfectionism and/or obsessive 13.6 (n=14) 3.9 (n=4)
compulsive behavior
Suicide 13.6 (n=14) 9 (n=1)
Values/goals 13.6 (n=14) 4.9 (n=5)
Women'’s issues 13.6 (n=14) 1.9 (n=2)
Men’s issues 12.6 (n=13) 3.9 (n=4)
Domestic violence 12.6 (n=13) 2.9 (n=3)
Care-giving 11.7 (n=12) 2.9 (n=3)
Sexual Dysfunction 11.7 (n=12) 2.9 (n=3)
PTSD 11.7 (n=12) .9 (n=1)
Aging 9.7 (n=10) 2.9 (n=3)
Academic issues 8.8 (n=9) 3.9 (n=4)
Weight concerns 7.7 (n=8) 9 (n=1)
Minority issues 5.8 (n=6) 1.9 (n=2)
Sexual abuse 5.8 2.9 (n=3)
Mental illness (including 4.9 (n=5) 1.9 (n=2)

Schizophrenia)
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Table 1: Percentage of Respondents Using Books in Each Problem Area and Percentage
of Respondents Using More Than One Book in a Particular Area (cont.)

Social skills training 3.8 (n=4) 0
Medical issues 2.9 (n=3) 1.9 (n=2)
Sexual identity issues 2.9 (n=3) 1.9 (n=2)
Adoption 1.9 (n=2) 0
Boundary issues 1(n=1) 1(n=1)
Empathy 1(n=1) 1(n=1)
Isolation/loneliness 1(n=1) 1(n=1)

2000). Those titles not contained in existing compendiums were further examined
through the use of a bookseller’s publication index on the World Wide Web
(www.amazon.com). The authors then compared classifications using a three-
group classification system, self-help, educational, and inspirational. Disparities
were resolved with consensus. One hundred and sixty-one of the books examined
appear to be practical, manualized, behavioral-oriented books, supplying pre-
scriptions and “how-to” information. Although providing material that was edu-
cational and informative, these books appeared to focus primarily on facilitating
actual change, with titles containing descriptors such as “how to,” “step-by-step,”
“guide,” “workbook,” “behavior,” and “practical strategies.” Fifty-three of the titles
were more generally “educational,” containing information and data on a specific
topic such as co-dependency or bipolar illness. Fifteen titles were determined by
the authors to be inspirational. These titles contained material that was typically
comforting, spiritually uplifting, or focused on overcoming adversity. Several of
these titles were autobiographical. Only nine of the 229 titles were fictional. Seven
were written for children on particular topics such as anger and were classified as
educational. Not surprisingly, the list contained numerous titles that were popular
bestsellers.

Hypotheses Testing

Males and females were compared on a number of demographic variables includ-
ing race and ethnicity, area of practice, problem focus, age, years of practice, and
years of licensure. They differed significantly only on the dimensions of age
F(47.4)=3.43 p=.001, and practice experience F(101)=3.75 p=.000, with males being
older and having more practice experience. For this reason, any gender group
comparisons on bibliotherapy were made controlling for both age and years of
practice experience. Results indicated that there were no differences between
male and female social workers’ use of bibliotherapy, their perceived value of bib-
liotherapy, or the perceived effectiveness of bibliotherapy when age and years of
experience were held constant.

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted comparing LCSWs in a variety of
employment settings including private practice. Comparisons were made among
LCSWs in the following employment settings: private practice (n=43),
medical/hospital social work (n=10), family and children services (n=12), mental
health services (n=25), and “other,” which includes corrections, school social work,
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EAP, and university settings (n=10). A significant difference was found among the
groups, F(4, 95)=3.00, p=.022. Post hoc pairwise comparisons were conducted
using a Bonferroni test that controls for overall experimental error by dividing the
experiment-wise error rate by the total number of tests for each comparison.
Despite homogeneity of variance, the differences in sample size required employ-
ing the harmonic mean of the two groups in each comparison as the sample size
estimate. Results indicated that the only difference was between those in private
practice and those employed in medical/hospital social work.

It was also hypothesized that social workers with more years of practice experi-
ence would find bibliotherapy to be more effective, more valuable, and would use
the technique more frequently than those with fewer years of practice experience.
Because age was found to have a significant interaction in the preceding tests of
difference, age was included as a second variable in the analyses. Not surprisingly,
age and years of practice were found to be significantly correlated, r=.623, p=.000.
For this reason, the researchers wished to determine which of the two predictors
had the greater predictive power on each of the three criterion variables. Multiple
regression analyses were conducted in order to predict the perceived effectiveness,
perceived value, and the degree of bibliotherapy use from the amount of prior
practice experience of the respondents. In these equations, years of practice expe-
rience was the predictor variable. The degree to which respondents found biblio-
therapy to be effective, valuable, and the degree to which respondents reported
using bibliotherapy served respectively as the criterion variables on the three
analyses. The results of the analyses indicated that previous years of practice expe-
rience was not a significant predictor of perceived effectiveness of bibliotherapy;,
perceived value of bibliotherapy, or the degree to which respondents used biblio-
therapy.

A second series of analyses were conducted to evaluate whether respondents’
age predicted perceived effectiveness, value, and use of bibliotherapy over and
above years of practice experience. Age accounted for a small but significant pro-
portion of the variance in the respondents’ perception of bibiliotherapy’s effec-
tiveness, R_=.077, R_change =.053, F (2, 100)=5.1, p=.018, and the degree to which
respondents valued bibliotherapy, R_=.078, R_ change =.06, F (2, 100)=6.5, p=.012.
Age accounted for only 3% of the variance in the degree to which respondents
used bibliotherapy, R_=.03, t (2, 100)=-1.7, p=.07. Perhaps more significant than
the predictive power of age is the direction of the relationship. Reverse slopes for
effectiveness, b=-.29, value, b=-.31, and use, b=-.22 indicate that younger workers
perceive bibliotherapy to be more effective, value it more, and use it more than
older workers.

DISCUSSION

Results suggest that bibliotherapy use, as endorsed by the LCSWs in this sample, is
perceived by respondents to be an effective and valued adjunctive tool in clinical
encounters. Reports of usage (86%) exceeded most other studies and were com-
parable to rates (88%) reported by Marks, et al. (1992). Notably, the reasons most
cited for not using bibliotherapy suggest that practitioners avoid using bibliother-
apy because of their doubts that the material will be read rather than doubts about
its usefulness.
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Frequencies of use according to problem area suggest that clinical social work-
ers use bibliotherapy for numerous problems. Not surprisingly, bibliotherapy use
for both anxiety and depression appears high, perhaps reflecting the pervasive-
ness of both problems and general awareness of the problems as well as the pop-
ularity of cognitive treatment approaches for both. Perusal of Table 1 also suggests
that bibliotherapy may often be used for problems that appear to be more inter-
personal in nature (such as co-dependency, relationship and intimacy issues, par-
enting, and grieving). The list suggests usage in areas similar to the findings of oth-
ers. It also appears to reflect usage in areas wherein consumer familiarity with
issues may be more common.

Findings also suggest that a moderate number of clinicians may judge a single
book to have utility and value in more than one problem area. In the future, bibli-
ography surveys might consider rating books on the construct of "impact."
Importantly, nearly 20% of the respondents (n=20) reported that they used from
two to seven books for a particular problem. This finding suggests that some prac-
titioners have considerable familiarity with numerous books in specific problem
areas. Likewise, a future construct for consideration in such a survey might be bib-
liotherapy “saturation” in a particular area. Overall, it appears that clinical social
workers endorse a preference for practical, action-oriented titles that promote
some form of behavior change. This type of use is similar to usage schemes that are
considered by others to be effective methods of bibliotherapy practice (Pardeck,
1998).

Unlike others’ findings regarding gender differences (Marks, et al., 1992), male
and female social workers appear to approach bibliotherapy similarly. Also, the
difference in use of bibliotherapy between social workers in private practice and
those not in private practice is accounted for solely by the difference between pri-
vate practitioners and those employed in medical/hospital settings. The finding
suggests that social workers employed in areas such as family and children servic-
es and mental health services may not differ from private practitioners in their use
of bibliotherapy. One suspects that the significant difference found between pri-
vate practice and medical/hospital settings may reflect a more narrow health-
related focus in the medical setting, wherein, many of the specified problems may
be encountered or identified less often. The lack of a relationship between practice
experience and bibliotherapy use in addition to an unanticipated inverse relation-
ship with age suggest that bibliotherapy use may be a more recent phenomenon
in clinical social work practice than in psychology. The paucity of studies on the
use of bibliotherapy by social workers, when compared to deployment studies by
psychologists, tend to support this conjecture.

LIMITATIONS

There are notable limitations to this inquiry. Although a random sample was
employed, it was drawn from a list of LCSWs in one southeastern state.
Furthermore, the response rate (21%) was quite low. Itis possible that the length of
the questionnaire and the inability to use any follow-up mailings to stimulate
response may have attenuated the response rate. However, the high number of
respondents who reported using bibliotherapy (86%) in conjunction with the low
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rate of response suggests a response bias favoring those who employ bibliothera-
py in their work. The percentage of respondents who found bibliotherapy to be of
great value (46.5%) would indicate that those who responded were fervent in their
opinions regarding its use. Also, the over-representation of private practitioners
and the under-representation of mental health workers, in comparison with
NASW membership, restrict generalizations and could indicate an inflated num-
ber of returns by those favoring bibliotherapy. Consequently, a major question that
remains unanswered is the degree to which the results of this survey reflect the use
of bibliotherapy within the general population of licensed clinical social workers.
Thus, generalizations are discouraged. Nonetheless, it is noted that other surveys
of this kind have used samples of this size and have also reported similar response
rates.

In addition, measurement of effectiveness is limited to the global perceptions of
respondents. This is problematic for several reasons: 1) Exclusion of treatment
recipients’ appraisals restricts any assessment of treatment effectiveness; 2)
Similarly, self-reports often tend to be biased favorably and perceptions are sub-
ject to distortion (Miller & Ross, 1975). In cases where practitioners favor a partic-
ular intervention, it is possible that the perceptions of the intervention’s success
are a function of a self-serving bias (Fiske & Taylor, 1991); 3) Empirical verification
or corroboration of effectiveness warrants the scientific rigor found in experimen-
tal designs, wherein, participants are randomly selected and bibliotherapy is ran-
domly assigned as an addition to a standardized treatment. As a result, the nature
of this study must be considered exploratory and the results considered prudent-
ly. More importantly, the lack of research on usage patterns of bibliotherapy in
social work underscores the need for additional studies of this kind and outcome
research.

CONCLUSIONS

This study sought to explore the use of bibliotherapy by clinical social workers and
compile the resources used in their efforts. Results suggest that the LCSWSs in this
survey strongly endorsed the use of bibliotherapy, its value, and its effectiveness. It
would appear that the general endorsement of bibliotherapy by LCSW respon-
dents in the study is similar to that of respondents from other disciplines repre-
sented in previous studies of this type. However, specific hypotheses regarding
usage patterns related to gender, practice experience, and employment settings
that are supported in other studies were not corroborated in this study. With the
notable exception of younger social workers using bibliotherapy more than older
social workers, the findings suggest that patterns of usage among LCSWs are more
evenly distributed between males and females. Bibliotherapy has been proven to
be a viable and effective adjunct in clinical settings. As with other practice inter-
ventions, it is important that there is more empirical data to support its use and it
is essential to learn more about its use within the profession. If more social work-
ers are to use bibliotherapy, they will require access to the practical knowledge and
resources of experienced colleagues.
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Social Work Practice Innovations: Helping Clients
Understand, Explore, and Develop Their Friendships
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Abstract: This article demonstrates the importance of helping clients understand,
explore, and develop friendships in social work practice. The nature of friendships is
explored. A cross-disciplinary analysis of the literature concerning friendships and
their relationship to human health and functioning is discussed. Case examples
illustrating the importance of friendships and examples of the conscious use of
friendships as a target of intervention are provided.
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growth, and change has been a central theme of social work practice

and research (Krill, 1969; Saleebey, 2001; Shulman, 1984). Families are
recognized as central to emotional health (Carter & McGoldrick, 1999; Janzen
& Harris, 1997; Werner, 1987), while supportive communities have been
shown to be of nearly equal importance (Homan, 1999; Netting, Kettner &
McMurtry, 1998; Weil & Gamble, 1995). While social work has done an
admirable job of highlighting the necessity of family, community, and other
social support relationships, the importance of friendships has been largely
ignored in social work practice literature. This is lamentable since supportive
friendships have been shown to be essential for psychosocial development
(Clark & Ayers, 1991; Hartup, 1979, 1983 & 1989; Hutter, 2001; Linden, 2003;
Roff, 1963), school and social functioning (Flannagan & Bradley, 1999), emo-
tional health (Asher & Paquette, 2003), and lead to resiliency in many client
populations (Berndt, 1989; Fraser, 1997; Miller & Fritz, 1998). As managed care
and privatization have led to sharp decreases in the number and scope of
services for many clients (Dorwart & Epstein, 1993; Dumont, 1996), social
workers must rely on different types of natural social supports in helping
restore clients to equilibrium and optimal functioning.

The importance of relationships as a crucial factor to human well being,
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This paper demonstrates the importance of helping clients understand,
explore, and develop friendships as social work practice intervention. This
will be accomplished in three ways. First, the nature of the client’s friendships
will be explored. Second, a cross-disciplinary analysis of the literature con-
cerning friendship and its relationship to human health and functioning will
be discussed. Third, case examples illustrating the importance of friendships
and examples of the conscious use of friendships as a target of intervention
will be provided.

WHY IS FRIENDSHIP IMPORTANT IN SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE?

In keeping with the profession of social work’s unique and historic dual focus on
person-in-environment, this paper advocates practices congruent with the eco-
logical perspective. This perspective enables one to simultaneously focus on per-
son and environment and their reciprocal relationship. According to Germain
and Gitterman (1996), social work interventions that adhere to the ecological per-
spective recognize that causality in social work practice is reciprocal rather than
linear in nature.

Beginning with the initial contact with a client, social work practitioners have
the distinctive ability to help clients understand, explore, and develop friendships
with individuals within their social environment in order to promote health and
well being and to prevent and/or resolve psychosocial problems. For example,
throughout the engagement and assessment process of working with individuals,
families, groups, and communities, the concepts of friendships, interpersonal
relationships, informal/formal networks, and social support should be explored
with the client. This process helps the client begin to understand that facilitating
friendships draws upon the strengths that exist within themselves and in their
homes, schools, neighborhoods, work environments, and larger communities.
Social workers already trained in tapping into the resources of family and com-
munity would be well served to increase their ability to help clients’ understand
and utilize friendships as a means of helping people meet their needs.
Friendships help people learn about and validate themselves and provide the
courage to face life’s challenges.

THE NATURE OF FRIENDSHIPS

In the United States today, nuclear family relationships are prized above all other
social connections. The expression “blood is thicker than water” demonstrates
the place of importance that such relationships hold. In spite of the centrality of
the family, close friendships may often be as or more important to people’s emo-
tional well being than are families.

Merely defining the concept of friendship is a difficult task. White and White
(1982) surveyed 300 adults age 18 to 82 years regarding friendships. They con-
cluded that there is little clear agreement about the definition of friendship; so
much depended on the experiences of participants regarding friendship itself.
Based on their interviews, White and White developed a model of the attributes
that form the building blocks of friendship. These include love, deep sharing, self-
sacrifice, encouragement, stimulation, loyalty, and fun. Fox, Gibbs and
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Auerbach’s (1985) conceptualization of friendship was comprised of slightly dif-
ferent variables, including altruism (mutually helping each other), companion-
ship (enjoying shared activity), and empathy (emotional closeness and sharing of
feelings). In spite of the difficulties, definitions have been developed. Burk (1996)
defines friendship as “a dynamic reciprocal relationships between two individu-
als” (p. 283). Wiseman (1996) defines friendships as voluntary relationships that
exist primarily for personal satisfaction and enjoyment rather than the fulfillment
of a particular task or goal.

In spite of the importance of friendships, they are very often undervalued in
modern American society. The idiom, “we are just friends,” aptly expresses a pre-
vailing social sentiment regarding the importance of friendships (Rubin, 1985).
Friendship is seen not only as qualitatively different from other types of relation-
ships, but of less value. Research often disproves these social stereotypes. Blyth
and Foster-Clark (1987) found that adolescent girls reported a same-sex friend as
the most intimate relationship in their lives. Boys ranked friends third for intima-
cy after their parents. Relationships with siblings and other family members were
consistently rated as less intimate than relationships with friends.

The nature of friendships change throughout the lifespan (Hymel, Wagner &
Butler, 1990). For example, Furman and Buhrmester (1992) observed fourth
graders reported that their parents were the most frequent providers of support,
but seventh graders listed parents and friends as being equally supportive. By the
tenth grade, friends were listed above parents for providing support. College stu-
dents still listed friends as important providers of support, but they trailed just
behind mothers and romantic partners. In an earlier study, Furman and
Buhrmester (1985) found that fifth and sixth graders identified friends as the
greatest source of companionship and ranked them equally with parents for inti-
macy.

Friendships are significant to many people, though they are viewed differently
from familial relationships. Davidson and Duberman (1982) provide an explana-
tion for the difference in perception between family and friends. They found that
both men and women said they did not feel dependent on their friends, yet were
often conflicted over dependency issues with families. Many participants recog-
nized the impermanence of friendship relationships compared to family ties.
They reported that as long as friends could be replaced, they would be satisfied.

Berndt, Hawkins and Hoyle (1986) found that intimacy—defined as a sharing of
personal information—was identified by eighth grade girls as being important in
their friendships. For both boys and girls, friendships characterized by high inti-
macy were the most stable. For adults, intimacy was found to predict the success
of newly formed friendships. Those with intimate interactions after six weeks of
meeting were more likely to develop close friendships. As the relationship con-
tinued, the closeness of the friendships depended on how intimate the interac-
tions were and not on how much time the friends spent together (Hays, 1985).

Similarity and proximity also seem to be important aspects of forming and
maintaining friendships. Hays (1985) discovered that the distance between where
people resided was negatively correlated to the successful development of new
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friendships. That is, the farther apart people lived, the less likely they were to
effectively form a friendship. Nahemow and Lawton (1975) conducted a study in
New York City public housing with a diverse mix of residents of various ages and
races. The closer people lived to each other, the more likely they were to be
friends. In fact, when asked to identify who their friends were, more than 80% of
the respondents first named someone who lived in their building—often on the
very same floor. Also, similar age and race were strongly associated with friend-
ship development. Although some friends were of different ages and races, they
always lived in the same building, so their proximity to each other seemed to mit-
igate those differences. Some did become friends with residents of other build-
ings, but only if they were the same race and were close in age. The authors sub-
sequently theorized that people are likely to make friends with those who live
close to them and reach out of their immediate space to make friends with others
who are similar.

Verbrugge (1977) also discovered a relationship between similarities and the
likelihood of developing friendships. He found that friends tended to be similar
on such factors as age, occupation, education, and political and religious prefer-
ences. Indeed, both women and men reported sharing similar values with their
friends and felt that having congruent values was important to their friendship
relationships (Davidson & Duberman, 1982). Even children tend to be friends
with those who are similar to them in terms of sex, race, and academic achieve-
ment (Tuma & Hallinan, 1979).

Researchers have sought to understand relationship dynamics that have an
impact on children’s friendships. It is important to note that these factors change
depending upon children’s age, pointing to the necessity of understanding friend-
ship from a developmental perspective. For example, Berndt, Hawkins and Hoyle
(1986) saw that competitive fourth grade friends were more stable and main-
tained their friendships longer than non-competitive friends, but the opposite
was true for eighth graders. Seventh graders placed more importance on empath-
ic understanding and less on mutual activities than third graders and felt that
they received more empathy from their friends. As children mature, they move
from competitive and activity-driven friendships to ones characterized by more
emotional connectedness and intimacy. Differences were also apparent between
the friendships of boys and girls. Boys were found to have larger social networks,
whereas, girls were more likely to limit the size of their friendship group
(Benenson, 1990; Berndt & Hoyle, 1985; Eder & Hallinan, 1978). Boys were more
concerned with status among friends and described their peers in relation to
their authority and achievements, while girls were concerned with affiliation and
described their peers in terms of how nice and reciprocal they were (Benenson,
1990). Girls also expected more conventional morality (not lying or cheating), loy-
alty, and empathic understanding and perceived that they received more of those
things in their friendships than boys. Despite those differences, both boys and
girls had the same expectations and perceptions of mutual activities (Clark &
Bittle, 1992).

The nature and structure of friendship relationships also differ by gender. The
commonplace view of male friendships paints a picture of relationships that
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often do not meet men’s psychosocial needs. Buckner (2001) maintains that
friendships between men are less intimate than are men’s friendships with
women or friendships between women. Elkins and Peterson (1993) discovered
that men reported more satisfaction with their friendships with women than with
men and had lower ideal standards for male-male friendships. It is argued that
patriarchy contributes to male competitiveness, whereby, men become less like-
ly to risk “the loss of power that closeness with another might create” (Rosen,
1999, p. 129). McAdams, Healy and Krause (1984) support this claim with their
finding that men who were “power-motivated”—that is, seeking friendships in
order to have influence over others—were much less likely to have dyadic (one-
on-one) friendships. They tended to have more group interactions where the
potential for power was greater. Men see each other more as playmates than
sources of emotional support (Fox, et al., 1985). When asked to describe what is
important in their friendships, men frequently emphasize shared activities
(Caldwell & Peplau, 1982; Parker & de Vries, 1993; Sapadin, 1988). Male friend-
ships tend to show less reciprocity (giving and receiving) than do women’'s (Parker
& de Vries, 1993). Davidson and Duberman (1982) found that men related to each
other primarily on a topical level, meaning that they discussed impersonal issues
rather than talking about their relationship or other personal subjects.

Women’s friendships, in contrast, are frequently characterized as expressive
and intimate (Caldwell & Peplau, 1982; Fox, et al., 1985). Women place great sig-
nificance on self-disclosure, empathic understanding, and connectedness in
their friendships (Parker & deVries, 1993). Davidson and Packard (1981) asked
women to discuss what aspects of their friendships were therapeutic for them by
contributing to personal growth, support, or change. Factors such as reciprocal
expression of feelings, altruism, and communion were rated as highly therapeu-
tic. Sapadin (1988) found that women rated their same-sex friendships higher for
overall quality, intimacy, enjoyment, and nurturance than did men and empha-
sized the interactions between friends rather than the activities. Although this
may seem to imply that women’s friendships are superior to men’s, Davidson and
Duberman (1982) discovered that men actually reported more trust in their
friendships than women, possibly because conversations between male friends
tended to be less personal and therefore less “risky.” In a more recent study of
adolescents with a relatively small sample, Benenson and Christakos (2003)
found that female friendships may be of shorter duration. Clearly, more research
is needed to clarify these discrepancies.

Despite these differences, both men and women identify some of the same fac-
tors as being important in their friendships. Parker and de Vries (1993) explored
people’s perceptions of friendships and what they valued most in those relation-
ships. Both men and women rated trust and authenticity as the most important
features in friendships. Sapadin (1988) also found similarities between men’s and
women’s beliefs regarding friendship. Both sexes reported that sharing and enjoy-
ing each other’s company are basic to friendships. When studying friendship
development, Hays (1985) found that men and women were equally as likely to
develop close friends after starting college. Although women may experience
more intimacy with their friends, men are just as capable of forming new friend-
ships. Men and women also report similar numbers of friends, similar amounts
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of time spent with them, and place similar value on intimate friendships
(Caldwell & Peplau, 1982).

THE IMPACT OF FRIENDSHIPS

Research on resiliency has sought to identify factors that help an individual with-
stand stressful events. Resiliency factors prevent the psychosocial problems that
social workers normally contend with in a remedial fashion. In her review of
resiliency literature, Norman (2000) noted that having a positive relationship with
at least one other person is the most important factor promoting resiliency
throughout the life-span. Indeed, various studies have demonstrated the positive
impact of social relationships on preventing psychosocial problems (Higgins,
1994; Rutter, 1979, 1987; Werner, 1987; Werner & Smith, 1992; Wolin & Wolin, 1993).

While often conceptualized as internal attributes, resilience may actually stem
from children’s environments (Fraser, 1997). Specifically, research has demon-
strated the importance of the ability to establish and maintain friendships in the
lives of children (Higgins, 1994). Children who master the ability to make and
maintain friendships have enormous advantages over peers without this ability.
These environmental resources serve as a protective factor against various psy-
chosocial risks. Being part of a social network was strongly related to overall peer
acceptance, especially for boys (Benenson, 1990). According to Clark and Ayers
(1988), middle school students with reciprocated friendships (meaning peers
they identified as friends also identified them) were viewed as more successful
and attractive by their peers. Cauce (1986) looked at African-American seventh
graders who came from families of low socioeconomic status. Those students
who had an extensive social network displayed more social competence.
Furthermore, in a study based on who children rely on when building a safety
plan to avoid violence in their schools and neighborhoods, Collins (2001) found
that children ages nine to 12 years stated that their friends often “stand up for
them” or “protect them” from bullies.

Research has shown that supportive friendships serve as a protective factor dur-
ing times of stress (Berndt, 1989). In fact, friendships might be more important to
decreasing one’s stress than familial relationships. Some people are more likely to
discuss stressful events with friends than families, as family members often have
more expectations and judgments than friends. For example, a person who is
experiencing stress over no longer being happy with his or her current work situ-
ation is more likely to receive uncritical support from a friend who has less per-
sonally at stake than from a family member who is dependent upon that person
for fiscal support. In addition, families are often the very issue about which one is
experiencing stress, thus, necessitating alternative social supports. Dunn, Davies,
O’Connor and Sturgess (2001) found that children who had experienced a
parental separation reported more positive feelings about moving between two
households if they had close friendships. Those who lived with a stepmother or
who were involved in conflicts between their biological parents confided in
friends more often than other children.

Friendships are valuable in meeting needs that have traditionally been met
within the family. As family structures have changed in American society over
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time, people often rely upon friendships to meet various psychosocial needs
(Bell, 1981). Wright (1978) identified various social rewards that friendships can
offer. First, a friend can be willing to help one meet needs and goals. Friends can
affirm positive ideas about oneself while providing ego support—helping a friend
see him or herself as a competent, worthwhile person. Friends can also introduce
new ideas and experiences while expanding knowledge and perspectives.

Researchers have explored how friendships affect students’ adjustment at
school. Studies have shown that children and adolescents often exhibit behaviors
that are similar to their friends—both positive and negative. Berndt and Keefe
(1995) observed that as the school year progressed, students became more like
their friends regarding disruption in class and grades. If a student had friends
who were not disruptive and received good grades (or vice versa), he or she would
tend to behave in a similar manner. Students themselves perceived that their
level of disruption in school was similar to that of their friends. Friends who
exhibit antisocial or deviant behavior are risk factors, while friends who are well
socialized and “normatively conventional” are positive factors in development
(Hartup & Stevens, 1997).

The quality of friendships may also affect students’ adjustment. Seventh and
eighth graders with “positive” friendships, characterized by self-disclosure, mutual
helping, and faithfulness, tended to not only have more stable, long lasting
friendships, but also showed desirable social behavior and good adjustment to
school. They reported more acceptance by peers and higher self-esteem (Berndt
& Keefe, 1995). In this study, students who viewed their friendships positively
were rated by teachers and themselves as more involved in school. Even kinder-
gartners tended to like school more when they perceived higher levels of aid from
their friends. When boys perceived conflicts in their friendships, they showed
more loneliness and avoidance and liked school less (Ladd, Kochenderfer &
Coleman, 1996). Seventh and eighth grade students who had conflict and rivalry in
their friendships showed poorer adjustment to school and rated themselves as
more disruptive and less involved (Berndt & Keefe, 1995). High school students
with friendships high in hostility and low in reciprocity showed more delinquent
behavior, alcohol use, and depression (Windle, 1994). Even for adults, those with-
out close friendships may be vulnerable to feelings of dysphoria and loneliness
(Elkins & Peterson, 1993; Williams & Solano, 1983).

THE PRACTICE OF HELPING CLIENTS UNDERSTAND, EXPLORE,
AND DEVELOP FRIENDSHIPS

Norman (2000) asserts that helping clients develop resiliency factors allows social
workers to implement the strengths perspective. The strengths based approach to
social work practice has been growing in influence over the last several decades.
Based upon the literature of resiliency, the strengths perspective challenges social
workers to help people utilize their skills and competencies in overcoming life’s
problems. The strengths perspective does not deny the existence of problems, but
asserts that maximizing the strengths and resources of individuals and groups is
the best means of helping them overcome life’s challenges. Saleebey (2001)
describes the strengths perspective in the following way:
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Practicing from a strengths orientation means that everything you do as
a social worker (or therapist) will be predicated, in some way, on helping
to discover and embellish, explore, and exploit clients’ strengths and
resources in the service of assisting them to achieve their goals, realize
their dreams, and shed the irons of their own inhibitions and misgivings
(p. 3).

Proponents of the strengths perspective recognize the importance of social
supports found in communities. Cowger (1997) recognizes the importance of
friendships in his strengths based assessment of clients. Workers are encouraged to
explore the nature of clients’ friendships, their ability to be understanding of and
make sacrifices for friends, and their ability to make friends. By exploring clients’
skills and resources pertaining to friendships, workers are able to help clients
maximize their support and their ability to withstand life’s pressures and problems.

In this section, case examples are presented in which friendships and friend-
ship systems were a primary target of change. This does not imply that friend-
ships were necessarily the problem but were utilized as solutions to various psy-
chosocial stressors. Social workers can help clients meet various needs by helping
them strengthen their friendship relationships.

Dan: Case Example One

Dan is a 37-year-old single male. He has worked as a computer repairperson for
the last several years. Dan sought treatment for feeling isolated and depressed. He
has been lonely much of the time and does not feel a sense of connectedness to
others. During a previous course of treatment, Dan was placed on medication
that decreased, but did not eliminate, his depression. He also was able to improve
his relationships with his family of origin and joined a book club that increased
his sense of connectedness to people. He also started to date a woman whom he
saw about once a week. In spite of these changes, Dan still felt somewhat
depressed. While his new social contacts were important, Dan longed for more
meaningful and intimate friendships.

As a child, Dan was often lonely and sad. He had few friendships and was the
youngest child in a distant, detached family. The friendships that he developed as
ayoung man in college and in the Navy provided his first reprieve from the lone-
liness that he felt in his life until that time. During therapy he began to realize that
the close friendship bonds that he experienced during these earlier years were the
missing piece that he needed in order to feel a sense of wholeness. In spite of this
realization, Dan was not certain how to go about making friends at this stage in
his life or whether he wanted to do the work necessary to start a relationship. Dan
was also deeply afraid of being hurt and rejected by others. Several years earlier,
Dan attempted to start a friendship with a coworker at a previous place of
employment. He and this other man began watching football together on
Sundays and started to talk about their lives, pains, and dreams. Just as he and his
new found friend were beginning to become close, his friend informed Dan that
he was “strange” and did not want to be his friend anymore.

Developing meaningful and supportive friendships became a primary goal in
therapy. One of the first early steps to help Dan work towards this goal was to
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point out his strengths regarding forming relationships. Collaboratively, we devel-
oped an inventory of his strengths that included being able to talk to people eas-
ily, having interesting things to say, being able to talk about his feelings, having a
history of making friends, being a loyal and kind person, and having a good sense
of humor. Helping Dan recognize his strengths was instrumental in helping him
become more invested in the process. By focusing on his strengths and not only
his deficits, Dan began to perceive himself as more socially competent and less
fearful of increasing his social contacts. Soon, Dan was able to ask a fellow mem-
ber of his book club out for coffee. After meeting several times for coffee, Dan
stated that he believed this man would become a friend. He reported feeling less
isolated and more hopeful.

During his final three months of therapy, Dan was able to explore difficulties he
experienced with reconnecting to friends. For example, Dan and the above men-
tioned new friend had an argument over which restaurant they would have din-
ner at. Dan gave in to his new friend’s demands but felt mistreated and resentful.
He believed that the friendship would soon be over and that he would go back to
being alone. Collaboratively, we explored alternative meanings for the conflict.
Dan decided that the struggle with his friend really was more about the both of
them being afraid of intimacy even though it manifested as being about control.
Addressing the issue with his new friend allowed both of them to develop a
greater sense of trust in their relationships. Dan and his new friend learned that
their friendship could survive conflict and that they could be closer for it.

Juanita: Case Example Two

Juanita, diagnosed with an explosive disorder and mild mental retardation, pre-
sented changes requiring a more direct, behaviorally oriented intervention.
Juanita, a 17 year-old young woman, lived in a residential treatment center for
troubled teens. She had been in placements of one kind or another for nearly six
years. Diagnosed with intermittent explosive disorder and mild mental retarda-
tion, she became aggressive in school and ultimately at home. Her mother, who
was addicted to cocaine, was not able to handle her. Juanita never knew her
father. By the time she began treatment, her social network consisted solely of the
staff in her group home. She was not able to make friends at her school and was
thought to have very poor social skills.

Juanita possessed very negative views of friendships. She recalled a long histo-
ry of experiences in group homes where other children would take advantage of
her. She reported the story of a girl she knew in a prior group home who befriend-
ed her as a means of taking advantage of her. This girl “borrowed” money that she
never repaid, took her belongings, and manipulated her into doing things that got
her into trouble. In her mind, peers and friends led to trouble.

In spite of Juanita’s negative feelings about friendship, she also desperately
craved companionship from her peers. In therapy, we explored what healthy
friendships were like. I utilized self-disclosure to help her believe in the possibil-
ity of healthy, supportive friendships. | also asked the counselors in the group
home to talk about their friendship. Over the next two or three weeks, Juanita
developed a sense of openness to the possibility of a friendship.
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Asked if there were any people currently in her life that she would like to
befriend, Juanita mentioned one girl in her class at school. She reported that
while she enjoyed this girl's company at times, they would often quarrel and
could not figure out how to get along. Juanita also mentioned that it was hard to
really get to know the other girl in the confines of a highly structured school set-
ting. With encouragement, Juanita decided that she would invite this girl (Amy)
over for dinner during the weekend, when many of the other teens who lived at
the group home were visiting with family.

I contacted the school social worker and found out that Amy lived in another
group home a few miles away. Juanita called Amy and asked her if she would like
to have dinner the following weekend. Amy said she would love to and that she
and Juanita would discuss plans the following day. Juanita put me on the tele-
phone, and | asked Amy if | could discuss arrangements and details with the
social worker in the group home. | informed Amy that | wanted to learn enough
about her and what she liked to help her and Juanita have a good experience. She
agreed.

The following day | spoke with Amy’s social worker, whom she saw for individ-
ual and group therapy. We discussed both girls’ likes and dislikes, their strengths,
and issues that might lead to conflict. We subsequently made specific travel
arrangements. Later that night, Juanita informed me that she and Amy decided
that they would like to have spaghetti and watch a movie about animals. Juanita
and | also processed the conflicts that she and Amy had in advance and worked
out ways of resolving potential disagreements. Before their evening together, |
met with Juanita to discuss potential problems that could occur. She was most
worried about not being able to share and compromise with Amy. We subse-
quently role played several scenarios, allowing Juanita to practice sharing and
compromise. She was able to do this easily. | validated her good communication
skills and helped her see that she indeed was able to do things she worried about
not being able to do.

On the evening that Amy was to come over, | made plans to be in the group
home but agreed to stay in the therapy room unless | was needed. The evening
that Amy spent with Juanita went smoothly. They had one disagreement during
which Juanita suggested they both come and speak to me. | was able to help them
compromise in regard to what games they would play and when and helped them
work on their negotiating skills. Amy and Juanita started to spend more time
together at school, and subsequently spent one or two days a week together. Over
time, Juanita began to learn that while friendships were often difficult and
demanded hard work, they did not have to end in her being manipulated. Over
time, her relationships with other children in the group home improved and she
felt less isolated and depressed.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE

We have highlighted some of the unique aspects of the importance of helping
clients understand and develop friendships in their social network. Increasing
research evidence suggests that individuals who have a sense of belonging with-
in their social environment through the use of friendships have greater self-
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esteem, stability, and well being. Consequently, social work practitioners should
routinely inquire about a client’s history of interpersonal relationships, their
motivation to continue or develop ties with others as friends and supporters, and
gain an understanding of how these relationships can benefit the client within
current and future life situations.

Often times, the intervention of helping clients understand, explore, and develop
friendships begins at the first meeting with the social worker. It is interesting that
in just about every “pop culture” magazine the topic of “how to be or make a
friend” is covered, yet social workers often forget the importance of exploring
skills within the interventions we provide in our service to clients. Social workers
teach clients how to network within their community to obtain appropriate serv-
ices and resources, but often do not help clients find and develop intimate and
supportive friendships outside of the social service or health systems. Social
workers can provide role modeling through using the unique skills of engage-
ment strategies such as empathic listening, attending, and being genuine with
clients. The “therapy office” is the microcosm of the broader society. However,
one must not confuse professional boundaries of the social support of the help-
ing professional as friendship. Social workers realize that, as a helping profes-
sional, it is of no use to our client to also be their friend if we are to maintain a
supportive, therapeutic alliance. Instead, we help to instill the skills of friendship
through problem solving on how/where to find friendships, role play on how
clients may engage potential friends or develop more meaningful relationships
with friends, and develop skills on improving communication patterns.

Social workers can teach families how they can help children and young adults
develop friendships. For example, parents/guardians may want to create a home
environment that is attractive to their family member’s social network by inviting
classmates, church group members, or club members to the home for an infor-
mal or formal function. Families can identify local community places where chil-
dren and young adults typically “hang out” and/or encourage youth to become
involved in community groups and activities with their peers. This will provide
repeated opportunities for children and young adults to become active and meet
new peers. Just as social workers can review the process of developing friendships
with adult clients, they can also use role-playing and problem solving for younger
clients.

Social service agencies may consider creating connections among clients and
between clients and community by implementing “club forums.” Club forums
are a way for community members to unite around particular issues or situations
within the community. This helps to de-stigmatize and de-mystify the mission of
social service agencies within the community while providing an opportunity for
interpersonal relationships and friendships to develop through a process of
mutual interest.

It is the hope of these authors that social worker practitioners and social work
educators have been challenged and inspired by this article to further explore the
ways in which friendships can help enrich the lives of our clients.
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