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SOCIAL WORKERS' PROFESSIONAL RESPONSIBILITY IN SHAPING 

SOCIAL POLICY 

This paper examines the roles which social workers presently play in social policy and 

those which they could and should be playing. Our focus is on the situation in Israel and 

its particular governmental, economic, social, cultural and physical context. We will 

discuss these questions within the context of two examples: 1)  the contribution that 

community social workers can and should make to spatial planning policy  2) the 

contribution that case workers can and should make to social policy that relates directly 

to a particular social service, in this case Social Services for methadonee users. 

 

COMMUNITY SOCIAL WORKERS AND SPATIAL PLANNING POLICY 

 

Presently, the ideals of sustainability and social and environmental justice are concepts 

that have become part of the vocabulary used in policy making and spatial planning. 

However, unfortunately, these concepts are not well understood by the politicians, the 

planners, the social workers or by the public, nor are they a common part of the actual 

policy-making process.  

In terms of governmental policy, a positive turn of events is that the concept of 

sustainable development defined as “The process of bringing three development processes- 

economic, social/community and ecological - into balance. Development that meets the 

needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations 

to meet their own needs. has become part of the discourse in various governmental and 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 3 of 15 

public offices and among planning professionals.  One of the central principles in the 

theory and the practice of sustainability is that of public participation. As a result, public 

participation has gained visibility and relative prominence in governmental and 

planning circles and with it has also come some degree of openness to public 

participation within various government ministries and local authorities.  

 

On May 14, 2003, a government decision determined that the policy of the Government 

of Israel will be based on the principles of sustainable development, that the 

government will promote the Plan of Implementation which was adopted at the 

Johannesburg World Summit and that each government ministry is to draft a strategic 

plan for sustainable development, which will relate to the period up to 2020 and will be 

updated every three years. The general declaration included 2 principles that relate to 

participation, one that talks of transparency and the other of participation.  As could be 

expected, there is great variability between the various ministries, as to whether or not 

they have taken steps to implement this decision and how seriously. 

One might assume that given this definition, which grants the social/community sphere 

equal status to the economic and ecological spheres, and the emphasis on public 

participation, the role of community social workers would be highly valued. However, 

the present situation in Israel is that social workers rarely have the possibility for 

contributing their values and knowledge to the policy discussion. One reason for this is 

that almost all policy decisions (including social policy and budget ones) are taken at 

the national level, with the local level expected to manage with what is allocated to 

them. Another problematic factor is that at this national level the Ministry of the 

Treasury is more powerful in the decision-making process than is the Ministry of 

Welfare or any other ministry that actually deals with the areas and programs involved. 

However, it is also true that the social work community does not always recognize the 

links between the issues and problems that they are used to dealing with and spatial 

planning.   In terms of spatial planning, community social workers could contribute 

their knowledge about the community and the needs of the different groups that 

constitute this community, both to the planning teams whose plans should express the 
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social policy needed in the particular situation and to the planning committees that 

evaluate these plans. They could and should also conduct processes that enable residents 

to participate in the planning decision-making process.  

The present climate in Israel towards public participation is ambivalent, since 

politicians and professionals find it politically correct to say that they are in favor of 

participation, while they do little to encourage the public to enter into their turf. We 

define participation as situations where individuals (or groups) who are not elected or 

appointed governmental officials and who are not professionals working for such 

officials, voluntarily take part in decision-making processes in order to influence these 

processes, change them, or improve them. We distinguish between participation, which 

is the activity of such individuals, and between involvement, which is the activity of the 

officials and professionals who initiate such a process (Churchman and Sadan, 2005). 

The following section presents the potential opportunities that the current situation 

affords for participation, together with the obstacles that exist concurrently. 

The legal basis for participation only requires that plans at all levels be deposited for 

public response after all of the relevant planning commissions have approved them, and 

then the public is given 60 days to study the plan and formulate their objection, should 

they have one. The law stipulates who can submit an objection, but the planning 

commissions and the courts have been very liberal and will allow anyone who feels that 

a plan will hurt him/her to do so. The law does not prevent participation from taking 

place earlier in the planning process, but because it doesn't require it, until now there 

have been very few instances where this took place. On the other hand, the Ministry of 

Interior has now begun requiring some sort of participatory process in all of the 

municipal outline plans that it initiates and funds. In addition, the courts have played an 

important role in supporting the efforts of individual citizens and groups to have a say in 

planning matters. The ambivalent nature of the situation is evident in the fact that the 

National Government has in the past few years made attempts at limiting even more 

the opportunity for the public to participate. Furthermore, even when a law of freedom 

of information was passed (Menuchin, 1999), which gives citizens the right of access to 

any information that public institutions have, basic information as to the existence of the 
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law and the rights it grants is not known to everyone, neither among the authorities nor 

among the public. In addition, there are circumstances in which the information does 

not exist at all and the authorities are not eager to make the effort to gather it 

(Churchman and Sadan, 2003). 

 

Another way to examine the position of public involvement is to compare it with the 

requirements for participation set by the OECD
1
, particularly given the fact that Israel 

has just recently been admitted to the OECD, and this requires the country to meet their 

standards. The demands of the OECD in this regard are very far-reaching and specific. 

They relate to issues of the availability to the public of environmental information, to 

the requirement that information be gathered and then that effective mechanisms be set 

up so that all stakeholders - the public, decision makers and the authorities - can obtain 

and understand this information. The Ministry of Environmental Protection conducted 

an early examination of how Israel stood with regard to all of the standards, and 

concluded that with regard to participation that Israel was not in a good place (Barzilai, 

2004). To quote from the executive summary of the report relating to public 

involvement:  

 The involvement of the public in the decision-making process relating to 

projects with major environmental implications is relatively late, only after the plan has 

been deposited.  

 The OECD calls for encouraging the participation of the public in the 

formulation of decisions with environmental implications – a process which does not 

exist in Israel. 

                                                           
1
 The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development is an international economic 

organization of 34 countries, founded in 1961 to stimulate economic progress and world trade. It defines 

itself as a forum of countries committed to democracy and the market economy, providing a platform to 

compare policy experiences, seeking answers to common problems, identifying good practices, and 

coordinating domestic and international policies of its members. Most OECD members are high-income 

economies with a high Human Development Index (HDI) and are regarded as developed countries. Israel 

was admitted to the OECD on September 2010. (Derived from the Wikipedia 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organisation_for_Economic_Co-operation_and_Developmen 19/4/2011) 
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 Israel only rarely operates on the basis of the uncertainty principle, and is also 

lacking the mechanisms for informing and consulting with the public that is required by 

the OECD.  

 

There is a change (one could argue whether it is a major or minor one) in the number of 

local authorities that have either initiated or willingly accepted participatory processes, 

in the number of professionals who are willing to accept them or who themselves 

initiate and conduct them, and in the willingness and interest of ordinary residents to 

participate in such processes and sometimes to initiate them. Many mayors argue that 

they are the legitimate representatives of the public, since they were elected in 

democratic elections. It has, however, become politically correct to say that you are for 

public participation, even though it is often obvious that the sentence contains a very 

large BUT that reflects the very real hesitations of the speaker. An interesting reflection 

of part of the problem is that there is no commonly accepted word for accountability in 

the Hebrew language. 

Until now the focus has been on the 'supply side' of the equation – what the authorities 

and the professionals offer in terms of participation. Now, the focus will turn to the 

'demand side' – the residents who could/should be participating in the planning process. 

The planning law and its institutions require special knowledge and know-how that 

residents often do not share. Furthermore, because much of this knowledge is implicit, 

even the professionals who wish to share their knowledge with others are not aware of 

what it is that others do not know. Complicating things is the fact that the information 

necessary to participate is not easily available and not easily understood – the language, 

the forms, and the professional jargon.   

People are left to find their own way through the bureaucratic planning system. They 

are not provided with any resources for individual or organized participation, even at the 

minimal level allowed by the law. In this regard the situation in poor neighborhoods is 

at times somewhat better – some of them have community organizers employed by the 

municipal authorities who organize residents, raise their awareness to local planning 

issues and train them in public decision making processes (Raviv, 2009). This support 
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leads to a somewhat paradoxical situation: Raviv's research indicated  that  the residents 

in the poor neighborhood, whose quality of life is worse than that in the better off 

neighborhoods, participate more in broader issues of the quality of the environment 

beyond some specific immediate projects seen as nuisances than do residents in the 

better off neighborhoods, because they have the guidance of the community organizers. 

Sadan’s practical experience supports these findings.  

Lack of knowledge of the importance that planning decisions have for everyday life: 

Many people do not know what decisions are taken within the planning system and do 

not understand how these decisions, whether to build a new housing development in 

their area, or to change the zoning rules, will have an impact on their lives.  This 

knowledge gap could be addressed by the community workers, by governmental 

agencies, by the planning professionals, or by NGOs. However, they don't usually 

realize what the problem is and do not see it as their responsibility to deal with it. At 

present in Israel only the community organizers, where they exist, and some NGOs have 

taken this upon themselves.  

Lack of respect for the knowledge that residents have: All individuals have knowledge 

about their lives and their environment (local knowledge). This knowledge is not always 

respected by the involvers. More disturbing, residents are often expected to be silent 

when issues considered to be the domain of the 'experts' (such as transportation 

engineers) is being discussed. However, participants also have other kinds of knowledge 

that may be relevant to the discussion, whether because they too are professionals in 

some related field or because they are interested in the subject (Sandercock, 2003).  

The six Rs of participation first proposed by Kaye & Resnick (1994) and further 

elaborated by Wolff (2003), are a useful tool for involvers who wish to evaluate their 

participatory efforts in terms of the actions that can improve the climate of participation 

in their planning effort. Since we are presenting them as tools for evaluation the 

important aspect at this point are the questions that one should raise. Clearly, the issues 

are too complex for us to elaborate on them here.  The criteria to be adopted in any 

given situation will depend on the particular social, political, cultural, economic and 

planning context.  
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The Six Rs of Participation are:  Recognition, Respect, Role, Relationship, Reward and 

Results.  Many of the discontents of participation can be solved by these Rs. They stress 

the need to develop people skills, especially social intelligence and "one-on-one" 

relationship building skills, and to pay attention to organizational provisions as well.  

The six Rs help circumvent the pitfalls of false cultural sensitivity. They stress not what 

is said, but what is done: the real way of doing and being with people.  

The Six Rs help raise involvers' awareness to how sincere their efforts to implement 

participatory procedures are. They encourage reflection on questions like:  

1. Recognition:  Have we recognized the contribution of participants? Did we praise 

members for the work they have done in meetings? Have we used our newsletter, or 

other communication tools to acknowledge the work done?  

2. Respect: Have we made people feel welcome to the process?  Are we making a real 

effort or just going through the motions, so we can say "we tried"?  Did we schedule 

the planning meetings at a time and place that take into consideration the constraints 

participants have?  

3. Role: Did we create meaningful roles for participants in the planning effort (such as 

chair of a committee, or speaker in a public meeting, or a role of outreach to fellow 

residents)?  

4. Relationship: Did we create opportunities for people to meet new people, make new 

friends and broaden their base of support and influence? 

5. Reward: Do the participants feel that the rewards of participating outweigh the costs?  

6. Results: Nothing works like results. An initiative that cannot deliver the goods will 

not continue to attract people and resources. Involvers should build in visible, short-

term successes to their planning process. Participants come into a meeting with a 

cost-benefit scale in their mind. They ask "Is it worth it on a Thursday afternoon at 

5.00 to sit for an hour and a half with this group of folks and try to make a change in 

our community?" The ultimate measure is whether anything gets done" (Wolff, 2003, 

p. 67). To many grassroots leaders and residents, visible projects and activities that 

directly affect conditions and issues in their communities are the results they want in 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 9 of 15 

return for their participation. They are usually tougher on this issue than agency 

people who are paid to sit in the room. They are giving their precious personal time, 

and they want to know that this is going to make their community better. 

 

The implications of the first five of the six Rs are that there has to be a major 

investment of time and effort in the process of participation, and not merely a focus on 

how the information gained can be used in the plan. However, at the moment the 

planning institutions and professionals in Israel are not process-minded (Sadan & 

Churchman, 1997). They are not aware of the importance of the process. They do not 

think it is necessary or possible to invest resources of time, money and staff to create the 

kind of organizational climate that recognizes and respects the participants. The 

involvers, if they are professionals or officials, do not have any training in the area of 

involvement or working with groups.  Where there are participation advisers they may 

have such training, but the time and money allocated to them do not enable them to 

devote the resources necessary to work on the participatory process per se.  

 Although planning authorities may agree about the necessity to engage residents and to 

ensure their participation in their processes, the results are often not impressive (Kaye, 

2001).  As has been shown by Raviv's research (2009), there is evidence in Israel that 

there is a difference in the quality and breadth of participation when professionals 

experienced in involvement are employed.  However, rarely do budgets of planning 

projects include a community organizer. It is assumed that a project director or some 

volunteer will somehow get people to meetings and mobilize a constituency to get 

involved.   

An organizer's work involves outreach and leadership development. S/he acts as a strategy 

coach and meeting facilitator and this work is central to creating real commitment to the 

process. Organizers can identify and mobilize credible community leaders to participate, a 

key step toward creating inclusion and credibility (Kaye, 2001).. 

In this section we have argued that community social workers have much to offer the 

spatial planning process – First, by using the special knowledge that they have about the 
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communities that they work with to increase the chance that the policy and planning 

decisions that are taken will contribute to the residents quality of life and meet their needs. 

Second, by conducting a participatory process that will enable the residents themselves to 

be part of the process and thus affect those decisions. This is not simple task for the 

community social workers; however, it is a very interesting and important challenge that 

for some popele requires learning new things and new ways of doing things. 
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CASE WORKERS'  POLICY PRACTICE 

As Weis-Gal & Gal (2011) indicate, studies undertaken in the last decades indicate that 

social work in Israel tends to emphasize direct practice with individual and families. 

Thus, the conceptual and practical tools Social case workers have are different then 

those of community social workers. It follows that they are in a significant way 

disadvantaged when the need to influence social policy arises, and it arises often, 

especially since the social services in Israel have undergone mostly cutbacks in the last 

30 years, social workers have been  confronted with the harsh realities of an ever-more 

unequal society in the span of almost two generations of professionals in the field of 

welfare (Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2011). This situation have contributed to the need to 

conceptualize policy practice as one of the tasks that professional -  skilled mostly in 

individual and group interventions – need to develop in order to obtain their objectives. 

They needed to organize when threatened by  recession and to advocate for their service 

and the welfare of  their clients.  

We would like to present here the struggle of the Social Workers employed as managers 

and case workers in The Centers for Methadone Users, as an example of how case 

workers confronted the  social policy that threatened to destroy their service and their 

life's work. In 2007 the Ministry of Health decided to farther privatize the services for 

Methadone users. These services functioned as NGOs since 1991, but were wholly 

supervised and financed by the Ministry  of Health. The understanding was that the 

money for the deployment of services came from the Government, but the actual service 

was managed by several independent NGOs, all working with the ministry and all 

collaborating professionally and clinically with each other in order to share knowledge 

and other resources when needed. In 2007, the Ministry of Finance intervened, and 

ordered the Ministry of health to issue a Public Tender for the management of the 

Methadone Services, and also to do that every three  years. The decision was publicized 

in 2007, and since then the Methadone Centers entered an era of uncertainty and protest. 

The Social workers in the centers were forced to fight for the continuation of their  

service, their livelihood and the welfare of their clients  (Levit, 2011).   

Weiss-Gal & Gal (In Press) count four strategies social workers can use when 

influencing social policy: Social Action; Use of Media; Parliamentary Advocacy and 
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Litigation in the courts of law. Indeed, all four strategies were used in the case we are 

discussing.  

Social Action: The social workers organized demonstrations  against the decision to 

privatize their service. One demonstration was held at the convention of the potential 

providers  for the Tender – social workers and their clients protested against the Tender. 

Another protest was organized outside the building of the Ministry of Health in 

Jerusalem. 200 people protested, and a big police force was sent to keep the order. Their 

slogan through their all strategies says: If it not  

Use of media: The manager of the Jerusalem Center and another Social Worker, were  

interviewed in a few News Networks on T.V. , especially after the public 

demonstrations that attracted the attention of the Media. 

Parliamentary Advocacy: Social workers presented their case in the Parliamentary 

Committee dedicated to fighting drug addiction. They argued that the New Tender 

policy initiated by th Ministry of Finance and backed by the ministry of health will 

destroy the service so carefully constructed through expertise, experience and research 

since 1991. they argued that the human capital accumulated in the service will be lost, 

when private entrepreneurs, motivated primarily by profit, will take over the services for 

three years at a time. The Committee listened and sympathized, they recommended that 

the field of Drug Addiction should not be privatized for obvious reasons. The Ministry 

of Health decided to give higher points to providers who will commit to keep the 

existing professional teams when and if they win the tender.     

Litigation:  The case in now litigated. The Association for Civil Rights in Israel 

appealed to the High Court of Justice in the name of the clients of the Methadone 

Centers. The appeal is on grounds of harm to the human rights of the clients due to the 

sudden break of the service and the frequent disturbances caused by the continuation of 

service for periods of three months each time the Tender was postponed since 2007. The 

appeal also asks the Court to order an investigation of the privatization policy and 

practice of the Ministry of health. In the Appeal there are citations by the Social Work  

professionals who work in the Centers, stating the critical importance of  the Working 

Alliance in the care of Methadone users. Of course, the social workers were deeply 

involved in encouraging their clients to apply to the Association for Human Rights with 

their case.  
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THOUGHTS ABOUT SOCIAL WORKERS AND THE WAYS THEY INFLUENCE 

PUBLIC POLICY 

Policy practice by Community Workers and by Case workers differs in some significant 

aspects. Although there are many common features to Community practice and Policy 

practice (as Weiss-Gal & Gal (In Press) explain), the circumstances of practice are not 

the same. Community workers, as seen in our discussion of their role in Spatial 

Planning, see their main role in transforming social systems to make them more 

participative and accessible to citizens. The changing of public policies is one important 

aspect of this change. But usually, community practitioners teach the tools of policy 

practice to their activists. They are not supposed to play the main role in the change 

process, if there is any chance that other citizens can be trained to tale the leadership 

position. Case workers enter the policy practice field – again, as our example shows – 

usually when they confront a harmful policy, or an injustice to their clients, or both, in 

the current or in a emergent policy. When they do so, they most often  act on it 

themselves. They are usually the ones who use the four strategies of Action, Litigation, 

Advocacy and Media illustrated above. They do not have the skills or the time , nor the 

role definition, to train and coach their clients in these skills.      

That is the main reason why our two examples are so diverse in the scope and in 

methods of practice. We may suggest that although the professionals belong to Social 

Work, they keep very different positions in the social services, and may have different 

goals and rationale to their need and will to influence Policy.    
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