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Stream n.12- Social Work and Social Policy  

Social Work and Social Policy- The Italian Case 

Abstract 

This paper will explore the relations between social work and social policy in Italy. 

In the first part we will present a brief analysis of the role played in the past century by social 

workers in influencing social policy and establishing community-based social services, open to 

everybody and characterized by a non-discriminatory attitude. Some examples of the de-

institutionalization process in different fields (eg. Mental health, children, disabled, elderly 

people) and how the socio-political engagement of the social workers influenced some very 

important laws, will be discussed. 

In the second part, we will present some of the results collected in research involving 1000 

social workers in Italy, conducted in 2009. The aspects considered will be the work contexts the 

social workers operate in and the evaluations they give of the changes in regulations and 

organization now occurring in the social services.  Finally we analyze how new trends at a 

political level, such as neo-liberism and consequent managerialistic approaches, are affecting 

social work practice.  
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1. Premises 

This paper will explore the relations between social work and social policy in Italy. 

In the first part we will present a brief analysis of the role played in the past century by social 

workers in influencing social policy and establishing community-based social services, open to 

everybody and characterized by a non-discriminatory attitude. Some examples of the de-

institutionalization process in different fields (eg. Mental health, children, disabled, elderly 

people) and how the socio-political engagement of the social workers influenced some very 

important laws, will be discussed. 

In the second part, we will present some of the results collected in research involving 1000 

social workers in Italy, conducted in 2009. The aspects considered will be the work contexts the 

social workers operate in and the evaluations they give of the changes in regulations and 
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organization now occurring in the social services.  Finally we analyze how new trends at a 

political level, such as neo-liberism and consequent managerialistic approaches, are affecting 

social work practice.  

 

2. Social work in the context of the specific welfare system in the country.  

 

Social work was developed in Italy straight after the Second World War with an orientation 

which, aspiring to values of democracy and solidarity, aimed at repairing the material and moral 

damages that civil society had to face. In the Tremezzo convention, which might be defined as 

the moment the Italian social service was founded, the political foundations of social work are 

recognized (Dellavalle, 2008) and an animated debate ensues on the different interpretations 

proposed by representatives of the different orientations present in the field.  A historical 

analysis of the professional commitment of some of the first Social Workers shows an 

interesting correlation between their involvement in the anti-fascist movement and the 

awareness that work in social assistance should aim at acquiring knowledge of the social causes 

underlying problems. 

The profession, although always informed by the values of the centrality of the subject and by 

the principles of self-determination, in this initial period found its real expression in 

interventions essentially of a remedial type.  

 In line with the discussion carried on in the USA (Jansson et al., 2005) between an 

individually-focused micro practice versus organizational and reform-focused macro practice, in 

Italy criticism of the methods of social work by students and professionals, and in particular of 

the method of case-work, underlined the derivation of this intervention from a Parsonian-type 

functional logic (Toren 1974), more oriented towards adapting people to society than to making 

the social context more suitable for people‟s lives. The emphasis was thus shifted to the need to 

develop a level of intervention centred on the collective dimension. 

The strong political engagement, more than a technical one, was oriented towards activating the 

participation of the citizens for general social change at a structural level. As a result of this 

period we see the closure of many “total institutions” such as hospitals for the mentally ill 

(Donnelly, 1992), institutes for children not recognized by their parents or with family 

problems, and special schools for disabled people (Bergeny, Martens, 2007). The social services 

changed their organization from a central national structure to a community-based one, from 

services tailored for people with special needs and conditions, to universal services, open to 

everybody (Fasol, 2000). 

This period of change undoubtedly had positive effects. It has brought original contributions on 

the part of the social services in the organization of new solutions and new services. Many laws 

in the social field have been approved by the Italian parliament due to the effects of a deep 

cultural change in the way of dealing with social problems, and experimental intervention 

provided by social workers in some areas became the point of reference for structuring new 

guidelines for social policy. 

This is the period that gives us the laws on the social integration of the under-privileged 

(L.118/71), on the institution of family planning centres (L.405/75), on the treatment of 

addiction and alcoholism (L.685/75) and on psychiatry (L.180/78), to name just a few of the 

important stages in the organization of the social services and to which the profession made an 

essential contribution, with a focused political orientation.  Another extremely important law 
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regards health reform (L.833/78), by which a universalistic logic guarantees healthcare for all 

citizens and emphasizes the need for healthcare and social care to be integrated. 

The eighties saw a first phase of consolidation of the services, organized almost everywhere on 

a territorial basis, with a strong commitment to reaching the integration of social and health 

services. The transformation process of the Local Health Units (D.502/92) into companies and 

the reform of local autonomies (D.517/93), accompanied by the progressive withdrawal of 

delegations by the Municipalities, led to a period of transition in the social services and a 

situation of difficulty in reorganizing the activities of social workers belonging partly to the 

local authorities, partly to the National Health service (Campanini, Fortunato,2008). 

Subsequently, new challenges were to be faced. On the one hand the appearance of new 

problems related to material and relational poverty, to the ageing society and an increase in the 

number of non-independent elderly people with health problems, to adults with chronic 

diseases, HIV, to unemployment, to the increase in immigration from non European countries; 

on the other hand, the economic crisis that led to a withdrawal of the public sector and the use 

of outsourcing as a means to maintain some social services in an apparently more economic way 

(Campanini, Fortunato 2008).  

In this scenario the general reform of social services that had been so eagerly awaited for 

decades as to become a kind of "myth" for social workers, was approved in 2000 (L. 328/2000), 

taking into account a series of reflections and debates that took place during those years in 

society in general and in the world of social services. The same title that defined it as "Law for 

the realization of the integrated system of social service interventions," gives a glimpse of what 

its historical and innovative importance might be, as welfare “for families and social policies” 

(Turco, 2000) with the objective of "preventing disadvantage, opposing poverty, helping 

whoever is in difficulty, improving the quality of life for everyone: finally fully implementing 

the Italian Constitution” (Turco; 2000: 1). In this context the role of social workers was foreseen 

as one of primary importance: professional social workers were considered a key point and a 

basic level of intervention in the organization of social services. Alongside the development of 

personalized projects for people in need, social workers were asked to play an active role in the 

community, to facilitate participation by citizens, to activate social platforms to discuss the 

needs of the population and to create plans to enhance well-being and to support families, 

networking with all the social actors involved in the community. In these activities we can 

recognise a different way of interpreting the political role that characterized the 70s. 

Immediately after this law the change in the political climate, the approval of fiscal federalism, 

the worsening economic crisis, which in Europe led to a process of privatisation or, as some 

authors state, a process of liberalization of the social services with the introduction of 

managerial criteria in their organization, affected the implementation of this law in all Italian 

regions (Gori, 2005).  

In comparison with other European countries, the reaction to the economic crisis had distinctive 

features that resulted not in the market assuming a more important role but in the greater 

involvement of non-profit organizations (e.g. charity groups, social co-operatives, foundations, 

non-profit organizations of social utility (Onlus), self-help groups, and social associations) 

which fall within the category known as the third sector (Ascoli, Ranci 2003 ). 

The model resulting from this situation has been defined as the negotiation model (Pavolini, 

2003) or even social market of services, “based on reduced financial effort by the state and on 

its ability to identify families‟ needs for services, in order to direct them towards a private offer 

coming from accredited organizations, increasingly structured and formalised and in 

competition with each other.” (Paci, 2005: p.140). In practice this implies a move from the 
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traditional top-down logic of government to the bottom-up one of governance (Mayntz, 2003) 

,where several, independent actors (public, private and non-profit) can contribute with their own 

resources to solving problems in a collaborative and horizontal process. In this way the social 

partners working at local or community level can take up the challenge of co-designing the 

system of social policies and evaluate the results in delivering social services.  

The specific nature of the Italian welfare mix is probably related to both social and economic 

reasons. First of all Italian culture, which is deeply oriented towards social solidarity (typical of 

the so-called „caring societies‟), along with the key role played by families, which in Italy 

represent the main care givers (Saraceno, 2002), is defined by Naldini (2003) as a 

family/kinship solidarity model. Secondly, there is the specific nature of social services (low 

productivity and labour intensive) which means that they are not profitable enough for private 

entrepreneurs. As Ferrera (2005) argued, the spread of particularism also played a central role in 

the transformation process, contributing to stressing the peculiarity of the Italian case even 

further when compared to other European countries.  

 

3. Overview of the social work profession: operational context and work carried out.  

 

The development of the social services that took place in Italy, especially from the „60s 

onwards, and led to the laws previously mentioned, has gradually normalized the presence of 

the social workers, assigning them the work of front office, dealing with demands for support 

from people in situations of socio-economic disadvantage, as well as the responsibility for 

specific sectors of the population in need and the management and control of a range of 

interventions and services of a social- assistential nature. By the end of the „70s the social 

services were thus already present in the municipalities, in the family consultancy centres, the 

psychiatric services and in those dealing with addiction but also in important sectors such as 

healthcare and prisons, due to the awareness that social intervention needed to be accompanied 

by specific treatment or rehabilitation (Diomede Canevini 2005).  As an indicator of this 

development, it is suffiicent to remember that the number of social workers has doubled from 

the early 1960s up to the present (from approximately 3, 500 to over 35, 000). 

The wide range of different operational contexts affects not only the typology of users the 

social workers have to deal with, but also their roles and functions.  In the municipalities, for 

instance, particularly small and medium-sized ones, or in social-health structures, the role and 

function of social workers are mainly to cope with the many different demands from those who 

request intervention or support of a social-assistential nature, by suggesting and managing the 

most suitable responses.  In the services dealing with childrens, mental health, addiction and 

prisons, it is, instead, a question of identifying and monitoring strategies aimed at prevention 

and social reintegration.  In other cases, such as in the „Uffici di piano‟ (Offices of Planning), 

the functions are mainly those of coordinating complex interventions and, by networking, 

promoting preventive or rehabilitative work to support the weaker sectors of the population.  Or, 

as in the ASLs (the Local Public Health Centres), or in the provinces, it is rather a case of 

verifying the adequacy of the services offered by providers who are in more direct contact with 

users of the social services, and formally accrediting them. 

The result of this range of operational contexts, user sectors, problems dealt with and 

functions carried out marks social workers as the crucial “hub” of the welfare system and as 

professional figures of considerable importance in the Italian Welfare system. 

As no national Obeservatory of the social professions exists, we do not know exactly how 

many social workers operate in the various services: for overall reference purposes, however, 
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we can use the number of those enrolled in the Order of Social Workers
1
.  In order to delineate 

the operational contexts and roles actually assumed by SWs, we can also take advantage of data 

emerging from a national research project
2
  carried out in 2008/09, on a sample of 1 000 social 

workers
3
, drawn at random from the lists of those enrolled in the various regional orders (4% 

from each region)  

Let us now analyze the areas in which social workers intervene.  Their most frequent 

collocation is with the Municipalities (in which 45% of the interviewees are placed), followed 

by Local, and other Health Centres (24.4%).  Fewer are placed in other contexts such as the 

Ministeries of Justice, Home Affairs, Work (6%), in social co-operatives (8.2%) or in hospitals 

(4.5%) and even less frequently in the Provincial and Regional authorities (2.7%), in IPAB 

assocations or residential homes for the elderly (which together account for fewer than 10%). 

Although the most frequent context is the public sector, considerable differences are to be 

seen according to the cohorts the graduates belong to.  As shown in Table 1, the younger 

cohorts (with fewer than 7 years of service, who constitute a little over one fifth of the sample), 

operate more in the Municipalities and in the private social sector, whilst placement in the ASLs 

(Local Health Centres) and in the Ministeries is more common amongst those who have a 

longer working career. 

 

Table 1. Main work context * Length of service 

 < 3  3-6 7-12 13-18 19 e + total 

Local authorities 53.4% 65.7% 56.6% 44.1% 38.3% 48.8% 

Asl and Health 

Services 

10.3% 12.7% 17.6% 36.4% 47.2% 30.3% 

Ministeries - Inail 3.4%  7.1% 11.0% 7.8% 6.7% 

No Profit 27.6% 18.6% 15.9% 7.6% 5.2% 11.9% 

Other 5.2% 2.9% 2.7% .8% 15% 2.2% 

Tot % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

                                                           
1 

  On 31/12/2010 there were 37 972 registrees.  In order to practise as a professional Social Worker, after the 

BA in SW a specific State examination must be passed.  The examination is sat in University, the Head of the 

Examining Commission is a Full Professor, whilst 3 of the other 4 members of the Commission are Social Workers. 
2 

  The research was carried out with funding from the Ministery of Education, Universities and Research 

using telephone interviews (CATI methodology) and addressed various issues, from motivation for the choice of 

studies to the evaluation given of the training received, from the job context to salary, from evaluations of the 

changes taking place in the services, to perception of the role and causes of stress.  The overall results were 

published in a volume edited by C. Facchini (2010), “Tra impegno e professione. Gli assistenti sociali come 

soggetti del welfare”, to which the reader may refer for a complete account of the methodology used.    
3 

  Of whom 730 actually working as Social Workers; the others, instead, are occupied in other social 

professions (e.g. as educators) or are newly graduated. 
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Data base n. 58 102 182 118 269 729 

 

This trend is to be traced back to the changes that have occurred in the past few decades 

in the balance of the services, and the responsibilities attributed to the various bodies involved.  

One point of reference is the fact that the social services become more deeply rooted in the 

Municipalities, partly encouraged by Law 328/2000, and the social functions of the ASL are re-

dimensioned; on the other hand, private social services become more widespread as a 

consequence of the outsourcing process taking place in the service sector and the growing 

importance attributed to the third sector and to associations, particularly in some regions. 

The context of operation is closely connected to the user sector.  The most varied is that 

of local authorities and non-profit organisations (10-20%, to which 30% relating to family and 

children can be added). Nonetheless, in 50% of cases, in these areas, too, specific user 

categories are involved: first and foremost the elderly (20-23%), adults and immigrants (8-9%), 

and the disabled (6-9%).  Instead, the user category most prevalent in the ASLs shifts to 

addiction (30%), although there remains a fair proportion of both elderly people (15.5%) and 

mixed users (13.1%). The user category of the Ministery of Justice is clearly more closely 

connected to the field of prisons whilst in the remaining situations, which comprise small, 

heterogeneous categories, there is an increase in both the incidence of disability and of families 

and children (both equal to 31.3%). The fact that most social workers work for local authorities 

means that the user categories they most come into contact with are those of families, children 

(25,6%) and the elderly (19,3%), whilst situations in which they come into contact with mixed 

user categories (15.2%), with addiction and mental illness (11.4%), with disability (9.2%) and 

with people who have problems with the law (6.7%) are less frequent.  Lastly, there are very 

few cases in which there is no contact at all with users. Overall, when considering the main user 

categories, it is evident that these workers come up against a mixture of varying problematic 

dimensions, though each having their own particular characteristics:  the more specifically 

socio-economic, that of health and situations deriving from difficulty in family relations and 

poor inclusion in social networks.  Thus, in overall terms, these are situations requiring complex 

interventions and relational modes characterised by considerable attention towards the subjects 

and their areas of reference. 

We shall now analyse the tasks actually carried out, using for this purpose, a breakdown 

of working hours.  The activities under examination regard the tasks of the front office, work 

directly with and for the users, administrative work and documentation, networking and 

community work, coordination and planning, research and training (Facchini, 2010b). 

The work to which most time is devoted is work directly with and for users, which 

accounts for around 40% of total working hours, thus proving to be by far the most important.  

Less time is devoted to the community, to planning and documenting the work done (these 

account for around 15% of total working hours) and, above all, time devoted to training and 

research (less than 5% of the total).  Certainly this breakdown corresponds to the basic 

motivation for undertaking social service and, presumably, the same motives lie behind the 

choice of training (Facchini, Tonon Giraldo, 2010); nonetheless, we should not underestimate 

the risks that this breakdown may imply, on the one hand as regards coordination and 

networking, in terms of the difficulty of implementing preventive or at least wide-ranging 

measures, and on the other, with regard to the scarce time devoted to training, thus implying less 

opportunity for developing the reflection and systematic elaboration of professional experience 

that is, instead, fundamental in this type of work (Schön, 1983), particularly in consideration of 
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the great changes taking place both in terms of social demand and in terms of the new situation 

in the services 

The profession of social worker thus tends to assume a markedly relational dimension 

(Fargion, 2008), presumably corresponding to the actual expectations of those who undertake 

the training route. However, this overshadows other aspects regarding organization, research 

and evaluation of the overall impact of work carried out, or reflections and theoretical 

elaboration.  These are issues to which the Italian and international literature on social services 

attributes great value (Dominelli, 2004; Lorenz, 2006; Kessl, 2009) and, above all, themes that 

are increasingly important in the logic of governance that seems to preside over the complex 

reorganization going on in the social services (Bifulco and Vitale, 2006; Campanini et al., 

2008). 

 

4. Changes over the past ten years.  

 

The research previously quoted aimed partly to explore how social workers perceive the 

changes that have come about over the past ten years by using two sets of questions.  The first, 

relating to the overall situation in the social services and how successfully they meet the 

demands of citizens included the following items: ability to respond to needs; professionality of 

operators; organization of the service; regulations.  For each of these areas, interviewees were 

asked to indicate whether the situation over the past ten years had improved, remained the same 

or worsened.  They could also answer that they were unable to evaluate the changes. 

The second set of questions, instead, focused specifically on Law 328/2000 in order to gauge 

how social workers perceive the actual implementation of the law.  The items submitted 

regarded: transparency and information on the work of different figures in welfare; greater user 

involvement; attention to quality evaluation in the management of the services; promotion of 

measures to prevent social hardship; greater involvement in the planning of intervention; 

boosting networking; implementation of new information tools (service charter, front office, 

etc.); systematic evaluation of work carried out.  For each of these items, regarding objectives 

either explicitly declared or implicit in the law, interviewees were asked to indicate whether, in 

the past few years, the changes had been radical, quite considerable, modest, almost non-

existent.  Obviously in this case, too, interviewees could answer that they were unable to make 

an evaluation.  

As regards general aspects (Table 2), it appears that in the past 10 years a substantial 

improvement has been perceived, both as regards the organization of services (46%) and as 

regards the extent to which they respond to needs (60.6%), but even more so in relation to the 

normative framework (63.1%) and, above all, the professional competence of the operators 

(73.4%).  The predominance of positive evaluations obviously does not exclude there being 

some critical areas.  In particular we notice that around one quarter of those interviewed 

consider there has been a decline in the organization of services and around one fifth a decline 

in the extent to which needs are met. 

 

Table 2: Evaluation of changes in own service over the past 10 years 

 

 Legal 

Framework 

Service 

organization 

Competence of 

Social workers  

Capacity to 

respond to needs 
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Greater 63.1% 46.0% 73.4% 60.6% 

Same 19.8% 23.9% 13.2% 15.8% 

Less 13.0% 25.8% 7.7% 20.3% 

„don‟t know‟ 4.1% 4.4% 5.7% 3.3% 

Total % 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Data base n. 729 729 729 729 

 

When analyzing the data in relation to the number of years of employment in the services, we 

can observe that whilst „older‟ workers express criticism by judging there to be a decline, even 

though they are in a minority, younger people (with fewer than 7 years of work experience) tend 

either to give positive evaluations or state that they do not have enough knowledge to evaluate 

the change.  This result may perhaps be due on the one hand to the fact that colleagues with 

more experience have conveyed to their younger colleagues the impression of an overall 

improvement, and on the other hand to the enthusiasm that tends to mark the initial phase of 

employment (Trivellato, Lorenz, 2010). 

In addition, it can be seen that there are more positive evaluations amongst those working in 

Municipalities, particularly as regards the normative framework: in fact 64% consider it has 

improved, as against 57% of those who work in any of the other services. 

The clear perception of a positive change in the normative framework amongst social workers 

working in Municipalities is confirmed by an analysis of the answers given on the impact that 

Law 328/2000 has had on the services. As Table 3 shows, evaluation of the changes introduced 

by Law 328/2000 proves on the whole to be positive. 

 

Table 3: Evaluation of changes linked to Law 328/2000 

 

 Transparen

cy 

User 

involvement 

Attention 

to Quality 

Evaluation 

Promotion 

preventive 

interventio

ns 

SW 

Involvement in 

Planning 

Processes  

Enhanceme

nt of 

networking 

New 

information 

tools 

Evaluation 

of 

interventions 

a lot 8,9% 18,0% 14,0% 11,0% 18,7% 23,0% 18,7% 8,9% 

quite a lot 42,1% 48,0% 39,1% 35,3% 37,0% 41,3% 38,7% 34,0% 

only a 

little 

30,0% 20,4% 30,2% 33,5% 21,1% 18,7% 25,2% 35,8% 

not at all 10,4% 6,3% 9,5% 12,8% 13,4% 8,2% 8,5% 11,7% 

„don‟t 

Know‟ 

8,5% 7,2% 7,1% 7,5% 9,7% 8,8% 8,9% 9,6% 

Total % 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Data 

base n. 

729 729 729 729 729 729 729 729 
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It can be seen that there is a distinctly high proportion of those who consider there have been 

radical or quite considerable changes.  They vary from the 46% regarding the promotion of 

preventive measures, to the 50% regarding transparency, right up to the 54 and 57% regarding 

atttention to quality and the use of various tools in programming, as well as the preparation of 

various tools for giving information to citizens and the 64% regarding enhancement of 

networking. 

It should, however, be noted that there is also a fair number of respondents who consider that 

the changes have been quite limited (around 20/30%), as well as those who believe that the law 

has changed the situation of the services very little. 

However, the evaulations of the social workers are very much influenced by their work context.  

Indeed, the percentage of those who believe that Law 328 has had a considerable impact is 

higher amongst social workers working in local authorities, who are more strongly affected by 

the changes brought about by the law.  Considering the latter only, the percentage of those who 

consider that the law has brought about radical or considerable changes is, in fact, 10 percentage 

points higher than those working in other contexts.  Whilst the evaluation of those working in 

local authorities can certainly be considered highly positive, we should not underestimate the 

effect that this shift has also had on social workers working in  

other institutions.  Lastly it can be seen that the percentage of those who consider that Law 328 

has made real changes is higher in the regions of southern Italy; this result is due to the fact that 

in the northern regions some innovations introduced by the law had generally been previously 

implemented, whilst in the southern regions, which had been further behind, the implementation 

of the new legal framework brought about a greater change.     

 

5. Closing remarks.  

 

Considering the data emerging from this picture, some further, ongoing trends can be noted.  On 

the one hand we can advance the hypothesis that, especially in Municipalities, there is a 

progressive adaptation to operational models in line with the provisions of Law 328/2000 and 

that there is, in particular, a consolidation of the changes recognized in the research, particularly 

with regard to networking and the involvement of the various social actors present on the 

territory.  In this context, an important experience in almost all the regions of Italy are the „Piani 

di Zona‟ (Area Plans), which involve in the planning of services and evaluation of quality both 

the political decision-makers and the bodies providing services (public and private-social), as 

well as representatives of civil society and the various user sectors (Bifulco and Centemeri, 

2008). 

On the other hand, it seems reasonable to believe that implementation of Law 328 is likely to 

meet with some difficulty, in view of the lack of a clear definition of LIVEAS due to the 

modifications to Title V of the Constitution, giving responsibility for social assistance to the 

Regions.  These modifications have made it hard to imagine the achievement of a homogeneous 

evolution in the national framework, which is characterised by considerable differences – 

differences that may increase even further due to tax federalism (Ferrario P., 2009).  In a situation 

like Italy‟s, characterised by large gaps between economic conditions in different parts of the 

country, this type of federalism can only tend to accentuate existing gaps in the resources 

devolved to the social services and social work. 

All this takes place in a context of general economic crisis and neo-liberist and managerial 

impulses, leading to the weakening of a direct connection between the provision of services and 

State commitment (Lorenz, 2010).  Some regional legislation also seems to be heading in this 

direction (such as Regional Law 3/2008 in Lombardy) and tending towards processes for 
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accrediting service units, contemplating contracts being signed between these units and the 

Public Authority, which shifts from being a direct provider to programming and verification 

activities (Colombo, 2008; Carabelli and Facchini, 2011).  These service units cover a wide range 

of services: more on the social side are those for children – from educational and family 

communities to different types of nursery schools, to youth centres; more on both the social-health 

and social side are those for the disabled – from residential communities to day centres for the 

disabled, as well as training centres in self-sufficiency; and most prominent is the social-health 

area addressing the elderly – resident health-assistance centres, integrated day centres, integrated 

home care.  Nonetheless – and this is a limit that should be emphasized – these are all units 

providing specific individual services.  

Social workers may find itself operating in contexts that are increasingly marked by regional 

policies, which reinterpret the organization of social services according to their own logic. 

The growing and increasingly acknowledged presence of a wide range of actors from 

different spheres, including civil society, with the assumption of different responsibilities, 

contributes, if we wish to see it in this light, to delineating a different structure in the welfare 

State (Kazepov, 2008). The idea of a plurality of welfare, as suggested also by Law 328/2000, 

can no longer be ignored nowadays in order to keep the idea of welfare alive.  The greatest risk 

comes when citizens are increasingly seen as consumers, while those who offer social services 

are turning into producers, and increasingly for profit (see both the transformation of many 

cooperatives into authentic business companies and the recent rapid expansion of investments of 

financial capital seeking profit), accredited by local authorities. 

If, on the one hand, social workers are asked to improve the life quality of citizens and 

demands for help from the community are on the increase, the resources available continue to 

diminish. More attention is thus concentrated on aspects such as efficiency, management control 

and services outputs.  Managerialism, which has certainly encouraged better accounting for the 

use of resources and seems to offer citizens greater freedom of choice, has not, however, been 

able to recover the resources for responding adequately to the needs of the community 

(Dominelli, 2004).  It is, in fact, in danger of forcing the profession of the social workers 

towards intervention that has little respect for their social mandate and professional 

independence, and is more directed at providing packages of standard services than committted 

to a process of help, to support of the individual in his or her effort to overcome difficulties and 

plan life anew.  The value of empowering people is in danger of being impoverished when 

confronted with a system of social assistance with diminishing funds, greater demands for 

control,and more procedures to be respected (Bode, 2006). 

In this context professional social workers does not seem to fit the position foreseen for it by 

Law 328/2000, as the key role and hub of a services network.  More importantly, what is 

missing is the specific role of acceptance, listening, guidance, accompaniment in a relation of 

empancipatory aid, which can also take the form of personalized projects (Dal Pra, 2010). 

The administrative type of government control mechanism (Degrassi & Mozzanica, 2011) 

seems to pre-determine set paths of intervention in the face of a wide range of objectives to be 

pursued.  Moreover, the declared logic emphasizing the citizen‟s freedom of choice by means of 

vouchering, in reality, risks leaving him or her quite alone to deal with critical issues. Whilst it 

is true that the individual or individuals together are “potentially able to face up to a 

community‟s needs and satisfy them,” (Brugnoli e Vittadini, 2008), it is also true that this 

potential is not always able to realize itself without adequate support and that it is isolation and 

loneliness, rather than a sense of community, that characterize our contemporary society 

(Baumann, 2001).  In this context, failure to make the best professional use of the social worker, 
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treating this figure as a mere administrative terminal in the provision of pre-packaged services 

seems to be a truly short-sighted and losing policy (Campanini, 2011).  
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