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The central claim of this paper is that policy practice is an emergent form of social work 

practice in Israel yet, to a large extent, it remains relatively marginalized in the field. 

Following a brief description of the context in which social workers operate,  the Israeli 

welfare state and the social work profession in Israel, the place that policy practice plays 

in contemporary social work discourse, education and practice will be examined and 

explained.  The paper will conclude with a brief summary of the trends identified.  

 

The Israeli Welfare State 

Israel is a welfare state in the sense that both among decision makers and the public as a 

whole there is acknowledgment of the fact that the state has a responsibility to ensure 

the social rights of individuals in society.  In other words, there is explicit recognition of 

the role of the state in providing an acceptable standard of living for all and furthering 

redistribution of societal resources.   This recognition is, of course, tempered by diverse 

views on both the actual standard of living that should be ensured and the manner and 

degree to which resources should be distributed.   Nevertheless there is a large body of 

legislation and diverse institutions in Israel through which welfare state goals are 

furthered and the benefits and services that comprise it are provided.  In expenditure 

terms, a half of the state budget is devoted to social services though this comprises of 

only 15.6% of the country's gross domestic product, an expenditure level that is 

significantly lower than that in most welfare states (Bendelac, 2010).   
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Initial efforts to establish social protection institutions in Israel were undertaken 

immediately after independence in 1948.  Despite the need to deal with an ongoing 

military conflict and mass immigration during much of its short history, Israel managed 

to establish a welfare state in the early 1970s.  To a large degree the Beveridge model, 

with its emphasis on universal, social insurance based benefits, served as the 

fundamental model for structuring major social security programmes.  In addition, 

categorical noncontributory universal benefits have traditionally played a major role in 

the Israeli welfare state, these serving as a means of compensating victims of the Arab-

Israeli conflict and of dealing with immigrants’ needs and their integration into society 

(Gal, 2008). Finally, a nationally administrated social assistance programme was 

introduced in the early 1980s.  Universal health and education, housing assistance and 

social care complement the social security system.    While the Israeli welfare state 

appeared to moving towards a more social-democratic model during its formative 

period in the mid-1970s, with the introduction of more universal services, greater state 

involvement in welfare, wider coverage of needs, the introduction of more wage-related 

and better indexed benefits, from the 1980s onwards efforts to privatize social services, 

to target benefits, to move benefit recipients into work and to cut social spending have 

been common. These efforts peaked during a period of recession and neo-liberal 

political dominance in the initial years of the new millennium. 

Seen as a whole, the Israeli welfare state is a relatively comprehensive system 

that offers benefits and services which provide support and resources to deal with a 

wide range of needs and contingencies.  However the generosity of the benefits, the 

quality of the services and access to them are often limited.  As is the case in other 
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Mediterranean welfare states, the family remains a major source of welfare provision in 

Israel and clientelism still plays a major role in the social welfare system (Gal, 2010). 

Despite its comprehensiveness, the Israeli welfare state has been relatively 

unsuccessful in overcoming income inequalities created within an ever more polarized 

labor market, in reducing differential access to social services which have undergone a 

rapid process of privatization and commercialization, and in dealing with poverty. 

These are exasperated by the relatively low levels of social protection and specific 

demographic and ethnic characteristics of Israeli society (Hemmings, 2010).  In 

particular, large families among the Arab and the orthodox Jewish communities and the 

low level of labour market participation among members of these communities create 

large pockets of social exclusion. Existing discrimination within the labor market of 

Arabs and unequal distribution of state resources intensify this social problem.  As a 

result, poverty levels in Israel remain high with nearly a fifth of all families and a third 

of all children living below the poverty line.  Clearly the Israeli welfare state has not 

managed to deal effectively with poverty and to offer sufficient protection to diverse 

segments of the population.   

 

Social Work in Israel: An Overview  

Social work has existed in Israel for more than eight decades and its development is 

closely linked to that of the Israeli welfare state. Social work was formally established 

in 1931, when the National Committee, the governing body of the Jewish community 

prior to the establishment of the state, established a Social Work Department 

(Loewenberg, 1993). Headed by Henrietta Szold, this department sought to transform 

voluntary social work activity into a paid occupation that required formal and 
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systematic professional training. The department initiated the development of local 

social assistance departments in various cities and towns, which rapidly became the 

main employers of social workers. Formal social work education began in 1934 with the 

establishment of the first school of social work, under the auspices of the Social Work 

Department, which offered a one-year training program (Deutsch, 1970).   

Ever since, the social work profession in Israel has undergone a substantial 

process of professionalization (Weiss, Spiro, Sherer & Korin-Langer, 2004). The 

academization of social work was a prime manifestation of this process.  The social 

work education system developed from two small non-university social work schools in 

the 1930s, through the establishment of the first university-based social work school at 

the Hebrew University in 1958, to five university-based schools of social work in the 

following two decades (Spiro, 2001).  With the establishment of these schools, licensing 

for social work practice was now fully dependent upon undergraduate training within 

academic institutions (Spiro, Sherer, Korin Langer & Weiss, 1997). An additional 

development in this process during the 1990s and 2000s, was a substancial increase in 

the supply of social work education with the opening of five college-based schools of 

social work.  During the 1970s and the 1980s MSW program and PhD programs were 

established at the university-based schools. These programs offer a growing number of 

social workers advanced training, specialization and research opportunities. During the 

last decade, MSW programs were also introduced in two public colleges (Levin & 

Weiss-Gal, 2011).  

This academization process has also been reflected in the production of 

knowledge within social work.  This has taken the form of an impressive volume of 

research undertaken within social work academia and its publication in Israel and 
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outside the country.  One outlet for this knowledge is a peer- reviewed quarterly social 

work journal, established in 1978 on the basis of a Ministry of Welfare journal, initially 

published during the late 1950s  (Bargal, 2008).    

A second aspect of the professionalization of social work in Israel is related to 

the public recognition of social work in the Israeli society (Weiss et al., 2004; Spiro et 

al., 1997). This recognition is manifested in the role of legislation in the definition of 

social work's task. Pieces of legislation adopted over the years have identified a number 

of statutory functions in the fields of protection of at-risk population groups, probation, 

and long term care that can be filled solely by licensed social workers.   

The professional status of social work is also based on the 1996 Social Workers 

Law. This stipulates that a license to engage in social work will be granted only to 

individuals holding a Bachelor of Social Work degree granted by an institution of 

higher education, and prohibits the employment of anyone lacking these credentials in 

positions earmarked for social workers.  The law grants formal status to the Social 

Work Council, a body comprised of representatives of the profession, social work 

schools and social services, which recognizes levels of professional competence and 

expertise.  Finally, the law authorizes the Minister of Welfare Social Affairs to issue 

regulations that identify positions which are intended exclusively for social workers.  

These include a large number of managerial and supervisor positions in social care, 

hospitals, probation and other services.  

A third aspect of the professionalization process that has characterised Israeli 

social work relates to its professional organization (Weiss et al., 2004; Spiro et al., 

1997).  The Israeli Association of Social Workers (ISASW) was established in 1937, at 

a very early stage in the development of the profession (Deutsch, 1970). In contrast to 
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many other countries (Weiss & Welbourne, 2007), this organization serves as both a 

professional association and trade union.  Membership of the ISASW is relatively high 

with approximately 75% of all active or retired social workers members.  The 

association has played a major role in efforts to further the licensing legislation and 

those laws that determine a social work monopoly over fields of practice.  It also 

developed a code of ethics in 1978 that was reformulated in 1996, and established 

mechanisms for dealing with complaints.  Parts of the code were recognized in 

regulations incorporated in the 1996 Social Workers Law. 

Despite these advanced processes of professionalization, as is the case in other 

countries the remuneration of social workers in Israel remains relatively low and 

working conditions are often difficult.  These issues have been the subject of growing 

dissatisfaction among social workers and indeed led to a bitter labor dispute in 2011.  

Social work in Israel is a very diverse profession in terms of the welfare sectors 

and social services in which social workers are employed, the populations they serve, 

the problems they address and the methods they adopt (Spiro et al., 1997). Most social 

workers are employed by local government in social care services and by the state in 

probation services, adoption services, hospitals and mental health medical centers. 

Outsourcing of social care in the last three decades has also led to a dramatic increase in 

the numbers of social workers employed by non- state organization in the for-profit and 

non-profit sectors.  A growing number are employed by non-profit service providers 

and advocacy organizations, and to a lesser degree by for-profit organizations, mostly in 

the long-term care field (Bar-Zuri, 2004).  In terms of problems and populations, the 

social work profession deals with  people living in poverty and social exclusion, 
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children and women at risk, families in distress, the elderly, adult and juvenile 

delinquents, people with disabilities, immigrants, and asylum seekers.   

Social workers in Israel engage in wide range of methods: clinical social work, 

counseling, group work, social casework, case management, child care and protection, 

community work and policy practice. However studies undertaken in the last decades 

indicate that social work in Israel tends to emphasize direct practice with individual and 

families. This reflects the fact that the Israeli profession is still based, to a large degree, 

on an individualistic-model of social work, with macro forms of practice still on the 

sidelines (Buchbinder, Eisikovits, & Karnieli-Miller, 2004; Weiss, 2001; Weiss-Gal, 

2008).  

 

Policy Practice: Discourse, Education and Practice 

Discourse  

A review of the social work discourse in Israel, as it is reflected in the professional 

literature, conferences, and documents such as the code of ethics, as well as formal 

government documents drawn up by social workers, shows that the place of policy 

practice in this discourse has undergone major changes over time. These include 

increasing calls for greater involvement and changes in the perception of who can, and 

should, be involved in policy practice.  Moreover the focus of the discourse has 

widened and moved beyond calls for involvement in policy practice to the 

conceptualization and study of this type of practice which enhances the knowledge base 

of policy practice in Israel.  

Though a small minority of social workers, most of whom served as high-level 

government officials in the Ministry of Welfare and the social security system, had been 
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involved in the social policy formulation process previously, the demand for greater 

social work involvement in the policy process was initially raised by social work 

academics and community social workers in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Korazim, 

1978; Rosenfeld, 1975).  In a watershed address to a congress of the Association of 

Social Workers that convened in 1975, a leading social work professor called on the 

association to play a more active role in furthering social reform (Rosenfeld, 1975).  

The demand that social workers engage in social policy formulation grew stronger 

during a period of welfare state retrenchment in the 1980s (Doron, 1989; Korazim, 

1985).   

Calls for greater social work engagement in the policy process then intensified 

significantly in the first decade of the new millennium (Eytan, Aran, Khamra, & Obed, 

2009; Kaufman, 2005; Meidaos, 2003; Weiss-Gal, 2006; Weiss-Gal & Ben- Arieh, 

2009). These calls stressed the involvement of diverse types of social workers in policy 

formulation, including caseworkers. This trend probably stemmed from major processes 

in the Israeli welfare state and in the social work profession. First, while the Israeli 

welfare state has grown over time, during this period retrenchment of the welfare state 

intensified and the ongoing process of privatization of social care accelerated.  Not 

surprisingly, wider social work involvement in the policy process can be linked to 

professional frustration over major cuts in social spending during an extended economic 

crisis at the time.  Notably these developments in the welfare state were accompanied 

by a widening of economic gaps and growth in poverty levels among social work's 

client groups and a consequent increase in demand for services provided by social 

workers.   
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Apart from being confronted with the harsh realities of an ever-more unequal 

society, Israeli social work was influenced by ideas prevalent in the more general social 

work discourse, particularly that in North America, Europe and Australia.  This is 

particularly true of the growing development of critical perspectives in social work in 

Israel (Mansbach, 2005; Weiss, 2005; Weiss-Gal, 2009) which greatly emphasize the 

role of social workers as agents of social change, social justice and human rights.  

The actual usage of the term "policy practice" in the Israeli social work 

discourse first emerged in an article entitled “Policy Practice: A Conceptual Framework 

for Action in Social Work” published in 2006 (Weiss-Gal, 2006). Drawing on 

conceptualizations and definitions of policy practice, as developed in the United States 

since the 1990s (Fauri, Wernet, & Netting, 2000; Figueira-McDonough, 1993; Haynes 

& Mickelson, 2003; Hoefer, 1999; Iatridis, 1995; Jansson, 1990;  McInnis-Dittrich, 

1994; Schneider & Netting, 1999; Wyers, 1991) and upon Israeli case studies, this work 

sought to introduce the notion of policy practice to Israeli social workers.  In particular, 

the article underscored the idea that policy practice is a practice that can and should be 

employed by all social workers as an integral part of their practice and as an important 

vehicle through which they can fulfill social work's unique mission.  

In the years since, policy practice has enjoyed growing attention in the social 

work literature in Israel. One focus of this literature has been on an ongoing effort to 

better conceptualize this practice and its strategies, analyze its underlying rationale, and 

describe and examine case studies in which social workers (including caseworkers) 

were involved in policy practice, and to employ theoretical developments in public and 

social policy in order to better understand its relevance to the policy formulation process 

(Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2011; Weiss-Gal & Filosof, in press). Another component of this 
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burgeoning scholarship consists of initial efforts to construct an integrative explanatory 

model that can identify the factors that contribute to the involvement of Israeli social 

workers in policy practice (Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2008; Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2011).  

Growing attention has also been devoted to policy practice training and its 

evaluation.  Here the focus has been upon undergraduate- and graduate-level programs 

in addition to advanced training courses for practicing social workers (Eytan et al., 

2009; Kaufman, 2005; Weiss-Gal & Savaya, in press).  

Additionally the literature has sought to examine the degree to which social 

workers are engaged in policy practice. In this case, quantitative tools have been 

developed in order to determine the level of involvement of social workers in policy 

practice (Weiss-Gal, 2008), and the degree to which engagement in policy practice is 

incorporated in social work job descriptions (Weiss-Gal & Levin, 2010).  

 Evidence of the growing recognition of policy practice in the social work 

discourse can be discerned in professional and official publications.  Formal recognition 

of the role of social workers in social policy formulation is to be found in the revised 

Israeli social work code of ethics published in 1994.  In the first code of ethics of the 

Israeli Association of Social Workers published in 1978, the sole mention of policy 

goals was a preamble that determined that social work seeks to develop resources in the 

community and awareness of the need for social change (Israel Association of Social 

Workers, 1978).  By contrast, the revised and much enlarged version of the code of 

ethics published in 1994 reflects a much clearer understanding that social workers have 

a responsibility to further wider social goals and that policy involvement is a means by 

which these can be attained. One of the chapters of the code (Ch. 2.A) is devoted to the 

social role of social workers and states that the social work is required to further social 
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welfare.  The chapter contains both explicit and implicit demands for engagement in 

policy-practice on the part of Israeli social workers.  Social workers are called upon "to 

support policy and legislation aimed at improving social services and furthering social 

justice” and to encourage service users and the public at large to participate in policy 

formulation.  Alongside these more explicit calls for policy involvement, the code 

identifies a number of social goals that imply that their achievement require, among 

others, social worker participation in the policy process.  These social goals include 

ensuring enhanced access to public goods and opportunities, particularly by vulnerable 

social groups.  Similarly, the code identifies dismantling discriminatory structures and 

practices as a desired goal that social workers should seek.  In another chapter of the 

code of ethics that focuses upon the relationship between social workers and their 

employees, social workers are required to improve the policies of the organization 

(Israel Association of Social Workers, 1994).   

Indicative of the acknowledgement that the policy practice function of social 

workers has become better integrated into the way in which the profession is defined in 

Israel can be found in a recently published report of the State Commission on Reform of 

Local Social Care Services (State of Israel, The Ministry of Welfare and Social 

Services, 2010).  This commission, which was comprised primarily of social workers, 

was established by the Minister of Welfare and Social Services in order to identify 

changes required in the structuring and in the functioning of local social care services 

andof  the social workers employed in them. Discussing the various goals and 

intervention strategies of local social care services, the report notes that the goals of 

social care can be best served if social workers adopt diverse intervention methods.  

Policy practice is identified specifically as one of these.  The report goes on to state that 
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social workers "should engage in the formulation of social policy of other social 

services, local authorities, and the state" (p. 36).   

 

Education  

Changes in the perceived role of policy practice can also be found in social work 

education in Israel. Here again policy practice is enjoying growing attention. 

Unlike some other  nations (such as the UK and the USA), in Israel there is no 

official body that sets required parameters of social work education or the content of 

curricula.   As such, schools of social work have a large degree of discretion over their 

training agenda.   

Prior to the early 2000s training in policy practice, as distinct from social policy, 

was absent in social work education in Israel.  In a study of the social policy content in 

courses in the five university-based schools of social work operating in Israel during the 

late 1990s (Gal & Weiss, 2000), it emerged that no explicit policy practice courses were 

offered. Rather, the programs included social policy courses that sought to elucidate the 

context in which social workers and service users lived and worked, the impact of social 

policy, and policies in specific fields, such as social care and social security, that were 

identified as being of particular relevance to the social work profession.  These courses 

offered theoretical and conceptual knowledge on social policy but did not offer tools to 

actually engage in policy practice. Given that the accepted wisdom of the time was that 

generic social workers did not need to engage in policy practice, the courses that did 

focus upon engagement in policy formulation were offered primarily in community 

social work specializations. 
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The marginal role of policy practice in social work education may be one of 

the factors that shaped the professional preferences and attitudes of social work students 

during this period.  Findings of longitudinal studies on the professional ideologies and 

preferences of Israeli social work students at two universities undertaken in the 1990s 

and the first half of the 2000s indicated that, while identifying with welfare state goals 

and universal services, the students' willingness to engage in policy practice was only 

moderate and far weaker than their willingness to engage in direct practice.  This was 

the case both at the beginning (Weiss, Gal, Cnaan, & Maglejlic, 2002) and completion 

of their studies (Weiss, Gal & Cnaan, 2004).  An additional analysis of the 136 

graduating students at one university in Israel identified three distinctive clusters of 

students based on their willingness to engage in six modes of social work practice 

(direct work, family therapy, group work, community organization, social policy 

formulation, social service management) (Weiss, 2006).  The study revealed that only 

7% of the students could be identified as belonging to a macro practice cluster.  Those 

in the macro practice cluster were students who preferred social policy formulation and 

social service management over the other modes of social work intervention.  

By contrast, over the last decade policy practice has begun to be better 

integrated into social work education.  Following calls in the literature within Israel 

(Weiss, Gal & Katan, 2006) and in the wider social work world (Pierce, 2000) to adapt 

social work training so that it convey the understanding, knowledge, and skills that will 

encourage students to engage in policy practice, it is possible to discern movement 

towards the introduction of more applied policy practice courses in most social work 

schools in Israel on both the bachelor (Kaufman, 2005) and the masters levels  (Weiss-

Gal & Savaya, in press). In addition, policy practice is now incorporated, to a certain 
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degree, in in- service training for social workers (Eytan et al., 2009). The following 

table describes the results of a survey undertaken by the authors of the curricula of the 

bachelor and master level programmes at all ten schools of social work in Israel in the 

2010-2011 academic year.  

Table 1:  Policy Practice in Schools of Social Work in Israel (by number of schools) 

Schools of Social Work  that offer: BSW
 

MSW
 

A compulsory course for all students and policy courses 

that includes policy practice content 

 A compulsory course and elective courses 

 

3 

1 

 

 

1 

Include policy practice contents in policy courses only 3 3 

Elective courses and includes policy practice contents in 

policy courses 

 

1 

 

1 

No courses 2 2 

Total 10 7 

  

As can be seen in Table 1 over a third of all schools of social work in Israel 

offer a compulsory course on policy practice to all BSW-level students.  Of these, three 

also offer policy practice content in other courses. An additional school offers a single 

elective course.  In three schools, there are no compulsory or elective courses on policy 

practice but policy practice components are included in policy courses.   Two of the 

BSW programmes do not include any policy practice content.   

Although advanced social policy courses are included in the curricula in all 

seven schools which offer master level degrees, these courses tend to be theoretical in 

nature. Nevertheless in three of the schools policy practice is a substantial component of 
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these courses.  In one of the schools there is a compulsory policy practice course and 

elective courses, and in an additional school there are elective courses in addition to the 

inclusion of policy practice content in social policy courses.  In two schools, there is no 

policy practice content in the MSW programme. 

In short, there is clearly a tendency to integrate training in policy practice in 

social work education in Israel. However, in marked contrast to the growing place of 

policy practice in the social work discourse in Israel, the extent of this training on the 

BSW and MSW levels still remains limited.    

 

Practice 

An analysis of social workers` involvement in policy practice in Israel over the last six 

decades reveals both an increase in involvement and greater diversity with regard to the 

characteristics of the social workers engaged in policy practice and to the strategies they 

have adopted.  

As noted above, social workers were involved in the social policy formulation 

process ever since the establishment of a social welfare department in 1931 by the 

Jewish community in pre-state Palestine.  A small number of social workers, most of 

whom were immigrants from the United States and Germany and who held lead roles in 

this department, played a major role in the formulation of social welfare institutions 

during this period. With the establishment of the state in 1948, responsibility for social 

welfare services was transferred to the newly formed Ministry of Welfare. But, to a 

large degree, the same small group of social workers remained the prime source of 

professional knowledge in the ministry and they continued to play a major role in the 
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policy formulation process, primarily with regard to local social welfare provision 

(Doron, 2004).   

By contrast the social work impact upon wider issues of social policy was very 

limited. This was partly due to the extremely centralized nature of decision-making in 

Israel at the time and the sharp differentiation between narrowly-defined social welfare 

issues which were the domain of the Ministry of Welfare and hence of the social worker 

leadership of that ministry, and wider issues of social security, work and disability, 

which were dealt with by the more powerful Ministry of Labour, in which the social 

work presence was minimal.  

Moreover, during this period social workers were an integral part of a social 

welfare system engaged in a rapid process nation-building that focused, in particular, 

upon the absorption of immigrants and the development of a social welfare 

infrastructure throughout the country.  The dominant professional ethos during the 

initial decades after statehood viewed social work as a profession that sought to deal 

with the social distress of individuals, families and communities in a newly emerging 

immigrant society that lacked sufficient social services. This ethos was also 

undoubtedly linked to an effort on the part of social work to achieve greater 

legitimization and to consolidate the professional status of social work among decision-

makers and the public at large. As such, social workers tended to regard themselves as 

faithful agents of the state engaged in these tasks and as case workers far removed from 

the policy formulation process.  Not surprisingly, engagement in policy practice was 

limited to a very small number of social workers who held high-level positions within 

the Ministry of Social Welfare, while critical challenges to existing policies and the 

consequences of these were virtually nonexistent.  Reflecting this approach, the Israel 
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Association of Social Workers (ISASW) focused exclusively on occupational rights and 

refrained from taking stands on policy issues. The absence of any reference to policy 

involvement in the first version of the Social Work Code of Ethics, as noted above, was 

indicative of this perception.     

Change in the pattern of social work involvement in social policy formulation 

began during the 1960s and 1970s. Within the Ministry of Welfare, a new generation of 

social workers with Ph.Ds from universities in the United States, began to play a 

growing role in the decision-making process within the state bureaucracy.  At the same 

time, academics from the Hebrew University school of social work (the only school 

operating until the ends of the 1960s) were integrated into the policy making process, 

often as the heads of state commissions that set social welfare policy.  Finally, 

community social workers influenced by activist trends in the United States and 

elsewhere, sought to have an impact on social policy.  This was particularly the case 

during the early 1970s when public attention to issues of poverty and inequality grew 

following a wave of unrest and protests by the poor (Itzhaky & York, 1998).    

Despite the rise in policy involvement on the part of academics and 

community workers, there was growing criticism within the ISASW of the limited 

engagement of the association and of social workers, in general, in social policy.  This 

pressure, change in the  ISASW leadership, and a period of welfare state retrenchment 

and economic crisis during the 1980s, led to a more activist stance by the association 

and to greater involvement of social workers in the policy process, particularly at the 

local level and as part of advocacy organizations (Kadman, 1988). 

Over the last three decades, social workers in Israel have diversified and 

extended their involvement in policy practice. This not only reflects the evolving policy 
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practice discourse and an emphasis on policy practice in social work training but also 

transformation in the structure of  the social welfare labour market and in its social 

welfare governance.  In particular, the growth of employment in non-state agencies and 

the widening of the social policy formulation process beyond its traditionally narrow 

boundaries, have facilitated the participation of social workers employed within the 

state bureaucracy, of those working in advocacy organizations, and of social workers 

employed by local social care services and other social services in this process (Gal & 

Weiss-Gal, 2011; Weiss-Gal & Filosof, in press). Policy practice in Israeli social work 

takes diverse forms among them policy analysis, legislative advocacy, social action with 

both internal and external (the use of the mass media, active involvement in diverse 

protest activities) foci, and reform through litigation at multiple policy levels 

(organizational, local and national) (Kaufman, 2005; Meidaos, 2003, Maymon et al., 

2008; Weiss-Gal & Filosof, in press).  

 The changing nature of policy practice among Israeli social workers is 

reflected in a recent study of the involvement of social workers in the deliberations of 

parliamentary committees in the Knesset, Israel's parliament (Gal & Weiss-Gal, 2011). 

The findings indicated that, during the period studied (1999-2006), social workers 

participated in 14% of parliamentary committee meetings.  Notably social workers were 

party to between a third and a half of the meetings of six different parliamentary 

committees, such as committees dealing with the status of women, the rights of 

children, and immigration issues.  A content analysis reveals that their participation 

focused upon social problems and policy issues. The input of the social workers showed 

that these generally took the form of agenda setting, the provision of information, 

expressions of opinions and explanations.  The organisational affiliation of the social 
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workers that participated in the parliamentary committee meetings reflects the breadth 

of social worker involvement in policy practice in Israel. Though a significant 

proportion (30%) of the social worker participants in the parliamentary committee 

discussions were civil servants, a large proportion was affiliated with organisations and 

agencies outside the traditional social policy formulation realm.  28% of these were 

employed by local authorities and 31% represented diverse non-profit organisations.  

However, despite these trends policy practice involvement still remains a 

relatively marginal aspect of the professional activity of most social workers in Israel.  

A recent study of 400 social workers from different social work organizations revealed 

that the social workers attributed the greatest importance to professional aims that seek 

to protect group at risk and enhance individual inner resources and lesser importance to 

social justice (Weiss-Gal, 2008). The respondents reported engaging most in direct 

practice with individual and families, followed by activities protecting at-risk groups. 

Social and community development and policy practice were at a considerable distance 

from those two. When questioned as to the degree to which they engaged in different 

levels of social work practice (individual, family, couple, group, community, 

organizational and social policy formation), social policy formation was ranked last 

with an average of 1.52 (on a scale of 1 to 5). 

The marginality of policy practice within social work in Israel can be traced to 

trends in the social work profession. Operating within a strongly neo-liberal context, the 

social work profession in Israel is still dominated by an individualistic ideology that 

understands distress, be it that of individuals, families or, communities, primarily 

through intra- psychic, psychological processes (Buchbinder, et al., 2004; Weiss-Gal, 

2008).  This reflects both the ongoing impact of the therapeutic model dominant in 
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American social work and alongside it the intensive professionalization process (Weiss 

et al., 2004) that has sought to link Israeli social work to more prestigious clinical 

profession such as psychology and psychiatry.  One consequence of this is a growing 

demand among social workers to specialize in clinical aspects of social work rather than 

in social change and community action. 

This marginality would also appear to be influenced by the nature of the 

workplace environment of many social workers.  Local social care services are 

underfunded and understaffed and, as a result, social workers are overwhelmed by large 

case loads (Lavee, 2008; Ofek, 2009). Moreover, due to the adoption of protective 

legislation, they are often occupied by statutory activities that leave little time to move 

beyond casework.  As policy practice has not been identified as an integral part of the 

tasks of most social workers employed in social care (Weiss & Levin, 2010), nor has it 

been encouraged by management, motivation to engage in this type of practice has been 

limited.  

 

Conclusion 

During the initial decades after Israeli independence in 1948, social worker 

involvement in the policy process was limited primarily to a small group of social 

workers holding high level positions in the government and later to a handful of social 

work academics. This began to change in the 1970s.  The impact of ideas and concepts 

from abroad coupled with frustration with the rise of inequality and poverty contributed 

to a growing readiness on the part of Israeli social workers to engage in policy practice.  

This involvement intensified during the early 2000s due to a growing incorporation of 

the notion of policy practice in the social work discourse and in training, and as a 
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consequence of changes in the labor market structure and governance of social welfare 

in Israel.  

However, this chapter has indicated that although policy practice in Israel has been a 

growing area of practice, education and knowledge development over the last three 

decades and, in particular, during the 2000s, it still remains, to a large extent, on the 

margins of the social work profession.  In other words, despite its enhanced profile in 

the social work discourse and in training, social workers generally devote most of their 

efforts to casework, focusing on individual change.    

Enjoying growing legitimacy, policy practice in Israel is now at a critical 

juncture.  Its future development and wider integration into social work practice depend 

on ongoing efforts to continue expansion of its place in education, research and in-

service training, in order to influence social workers perceptions about their roles in 

policy processes.   
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