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Abstract 

There is a growing literature on the link between social work and social policy and to 

what degree social workers take part in policy practice as a professional responsibility. 

The overall aim of the paper is to discuss various aspects of Swedish social workers’ 

engagement in social policy formulation and implementation. 

 

Professional social workers play a significant role in the implementation of social policy 

in the Swedish welfare state, but it is unclear whether they engage in policy practice 

activities. Although social policy is part of most social work programs, it is not evident 

how professional social workers’ utilize their social policy knowledge in their practical 

work. In fact, it is argued that social workers are relatively unengaged in policy practice 

activities attempting to influence social policy. Such professional passivity creates a 

remarkable situation, as social workers traditionally have been active in transforming 

and shaping social policy. It is also argued that social workers are not efficient in 

current policy debates, which also limit their opportunities to participate in policy 

practice tasks.  

 

In this paper we will discuss the social workers’ present engagement in policy practice 

in Sweden. The aim is to examine what knowledge and tools social workers have in 

order to participate in policy practice engagement. In this paper, the following 

questions will be explored; What is the importance of policy practice in the social work 

discourse in Sweden? To what degree do social workers engage in policy practice in 

order to influence social policy? Does social work education in Sweden prepare social 

workers to engage in policy practice, and, if so, in what way? What are the factors that 

influence social workers' involvement in policy practice and what are the implications 

of this?  

 

Keywords 

Social work, social policy, Sweden,  

Introduction 
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In order to understand how social workers influence social policy in a given country 

one must first understand the specific welfare system in which they operate. The 

Swedish welfare system is known as a comprehensive and redistributive welfare state, 

with several public support system and social services. Although, this broad welfare 

system it is less known to what extent social workers currently are active in reforming, 

changing, or affecting social policies in Sweden. In this paper we will present the role 

of Swedish social workers and their involvement in such policy practice activities as a 

part of their professional work. 

 

This contribution highlights the Swedish case, often unreflectively seen as an example 

of an interventionist and universal welfare state. Professional social workers play a 

significant role in the implementation of social policy in the Swedish welfare state, but 

it is unclear whether they engage in policy practice activities. Although social policy is 

part of most social work programs, it is not evident how professional social workers’ 

utilize their social policy knowledge in their practical work. In fact, it is argued that 

social workers are relatively unengaged in policy practice activities attempting to 

influence social policy. Such professional passivity creates a remarkable situation, as 

social workers traditionally have been active in transforming and shaping social policy. 

It is also argued that social workers are not efficient in current policy debates, which 

also limit their opportunities to participate in policy practice tasks.  

 

In this paper we will discuss the social workers’ present engagement in policy practice 

in Sweden. The aim is to examine what knowledge and tools social workers have in 

order to participate in policy practice engagement. In this paper, the following 

questions will be explored; What is the importance of policy practice in the social work 

discourse in Sweden? To what degree do social workers engage in policy practice in 

order to influence social policy? Does social work education in Sweden prepare social 

workers to engage in policy practice, and, if so, in what way? What are the factors that 

influence social workers' involvement in policy practice and what are the implications 

of this?  
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The Swedish welfare state and social work context 

The Swedish welfare system creates the broader boundaries for both the social work 

field and social workers’ possibilities to engage in “policy practice”. In the Swedish 

context, social workers have a relatively high status and social work education has a 

long tradition in the country (Meeuwisse & Svärd, 2008).  The welfare system in 

Sweden has its roots in the early 1900s when visions of national welfare policies, basic 

financial security, and of the right to social services on equal terms were developed.  In 

the forming years of the Swedish welfare state, social workers were active in reforming 

and changing social policies.  

 

From the 1930s and onwards, Sweden created a rather generous and wide-ranging 

welfare system and the “Swedish model” has often been used as an example of an 

ideal type of a welfare state model.  It has been considered universal with many public 

benefit systems and social services that supported large groups in the Swedish society. 

The Swedish welfare model is founded on a combination of two strategies of social 

policy. The first is that the welfare system is broad and comprehensive and the second 

is that it is based on an income related system of social insurance for pensions, 

sickness benefits, parental insurance, etc., linked to the individual’s employment on 

the labor market.   

 

Social work has been an integral part of the Swedish welfare system, with formal policy 

regulations and several public organizations in which social workers have an important 

role.  Since the end of the 1970s the Swedish model has been questioned on both 

political and ideological terms.  Economic recessions in the last decades have amplified 

the critique of the well-known welfare system.  A result of these economic hard times 

the welfare system experienced many serious cutbacks and institutional changes. 

Several social services are moving away from institutional regulation and predictability 

towards increased flexibility, local adaptation and individualization (Johansson & 

Hornemann Möller, 2009; Sunesson et a. 1998).  There are also attempts to renew the 

public sector in terms of efficiency, freedom of choice, and privatization with an aim of 
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creating competition (Sos-rapport 1993:6).  This development has affected the role of 

social workers as well.  Many social service organizations are facing shrinking resources 

and selected services are increasingly being contracted out to private providers, 

especially within care of older people, drug abuse treatment, and institutional care for 

children and young people.  In Sweden this type of privatization is often based on a 

purchaser/provider model where the municipalities pay for the services, but private 

organizations produce the services.  Although a growing field, it is pertinent to know 

that the voluntary sector, the non-profit sector, and the private sector are still rather 

small in the Swedish welfare system (Lundström, 2000).  The most common areas 

classified as social work fields are social services, the health care system, schools, 

residential care, social care work with older people and people with disabilities, 

correctional services, social insurance, employment services, and immigration services. 

Thus, social work is performed in both public and private organizations and companies, 

but with the most significant share in the public sector, especially within the municipal 

social services. But the social work field extends increasingly to private organizations 

and companies, both non-profit and for profit organizations (Bergmark et al., 2008). 

 

The social services are decentralized to the municipalities in Sweden, where they are 

arranged in local welfare offices that targets a number of broad areas. For example, 

child and family welfare (voluntary child and family services and custody 

investigations), substance abuse treatment for adults (voluntary or by coercion), 

mental health services, and social assistance (means-tested financial support).  The 

municipal social services are, in general, staffed with professional and trained social 

workers in Sweden. The municipal social services are also the largest organizational 

arena in which “social work” is conducted in Sweden (Lundström & Sunesson, 2000; 

Bergmark & Lundström, 2007).  Social work within the social services is based on 

ideological values with a holistic view of each individual and their personal 

circumstances.  The professional aim is to liberate and develop the innate resources of 

individuals while also consider the personal responsibility for their social situation.  A 

fundamental starting point for social work is the focus on the needs of the individual 
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and that the social services must take a broad view of the individual’s situation, 

problems, and resources.  The social services are primarily regulated by the Social 

Service Act (Socialtjänstlagen, SoL) which is a “framework” law that grants each 

municipality a great amount of autonomy to organize the social services.  They have a 

dual role as both controllers and helpers and their work is performed within the 

administrative boundaries of the Social Service Act. In its initial main paragraph, the 

Social Service Act also spells out that clients’ self-determination and individual 

preferences should be respected and taken into account within the social services.  

The social services are headed by a “social service board” which is a political body 

constituted by local politicians.  The social service board directs larger budget decisions 

and the general financial trends of the local social services.  The daily work and 

casework decisions are delegated in a hierarchical order from the management level to 

the street-level social worker level.  Street-level social workers are eligible to make 

their own decision within a “normal” range for each case, but the more expensive a 

service or treatment is the higher in rank order the decision must be taken.  

  

In relation to social workers engagement in policy practice, it is worth noting that most 

Swedish social workers work within the municipal social services. This fact means that 

many social workers work in organizations that are heavily influenced by political 

decisions, and where politicians are ultimately responsible for their practices. This type 

of organization of the social work practice  would require that social service employees 

have an ability to understand politically-driven social work activities. Furthermore, it is 

clearly indicated the social service work is influenced by both political decisions and 

structural changes, which may impact on social structure and orientation and hence 

social work practice (HSV, 2003). This means that social policy has both direct and 

indirect relevance to social work in practice. First, social policy can be something as 

practicing social workers to work directly and an indirect effect through the 

organizations and agencies that social workers usually work within. 
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It is often argued that social workers have double roles were they use both the carrot 

and the stick to “transform” the clients. In the Swedish context this is true for the 

social workers themselves as well. A majority of the Swedish social workers works 

within organizations that are political and that means that their boundaries and 

possibilities to affect and transform social policy is constrained and complex. “Don’t 

bite the hand that feeds you”. The literature on social work theory clarifies the 

traditional conflict between help and control (Handler & Hollingsworth, 1971), i.e. 

contradictions between social policy goals and social work principles.  Conflicts 

between policy goals and professional values place social workers in a difficult 

situation when they deliver social services to clients.  First, social workers must follow 

policy directives, and second, they want to provide clients with support and help from 

a social work perspective.  In the Swedish context, social workers are the “instrument” 

to delivery social policy. 

 

Dual structure for social workers 

Exit,voice, loyalty discussion (Hirschman) 

 

Overview of the social work profession and its education structure. 

In the Swedish context, trained social workers should be guided by a professional 

knowledge, skills, and values.  The majority of social workers in Sweden have at least a 

bachelors degree in social work (socionom).  The major professional social work 

organization (SSR) has an code of ethics. 

INSERT SSRs CODE of ETHICS –“POLICY PRACTICE PARAGRAPH” 

 

Social policy occurs in virtually all social work programs in Sweden and few question 

whether social workers should have such knowledge base in their education. Thus, 

social policy courses are prevalent in most Swedish social work curriculum and there 

are courses in the area at both undergraduate and graduate levels. This shows that 

social policy is an area of knowledge that is often included in future social workers 

basic skills along with other knowledge areas such as call and investigative techniques, 
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law, economics, psychology, various therapies and their effects. But the direction and 

content of social policy courses to some extent vary between universities both within 

Sweden and abroad. However, it is important to note certain educational and 

occupational differences between Sweden and other countries in regards to the 

concept of social policy. In Sweden, social policy, but it is usually a subject that is 

included along with other topics in social work education and a number of other 

different courses. Other differences that are significant is that in the US, for example, 

divides the many training programs in social work in two directions: a focus on clinical 

social work with the guide to treatment and therapy of individuals and a focus on 

social policy, which typically works with issues societal and organizational level. The 

latter focus means that you often work in various voluntary and non-profit 

organizations seeking to influence political issues at local and national level. This type 

of work is also found in Sweden but less so in comparison with many other countries. 

There is no division of social work education in respect of “clinical social work” and 

“social policy”, as the social work program in Sweden is a broad social science 

education entailing both clinical social work and macro/meso-oriented social work 

knowledge.  

 

In Sweden, there is virtually no specific Swedish social work literature relating to the 

subject of policy practice. Internationally, there is significantly more literature that 

direct the studies dealing with socio-political knowledge conveyed in the teaching of 

social work. Before we elaborate on how social policy as a practical subject is conveyed 

in social work education in Sweden, we will discuss some of the basic issues and 

problems surrounding the substance itself and its educational issues in particular. It is 

unclear how social workers make use of their social policy knowledge when they 

graduate and become active social worker. It is also known that social workers are 

relatively uninvolved in the larger socio-political issues and that they have, in many 

cases abandoned issues about poverty and inequality, or other issues also associated 

with social problems and marginalization (Dellgran, 2008). This can be seen as a 

remarkable development because these are issues that social workers have 
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traditionally been very involved and influential in. Very few social workers are 

currently powerful and effective participants in social policy debates in Sweden and 

internationally (Mendes, 2003) 

 

In relation to social work, social policy is mainly linked to how the different social 

problems can be solved for different individuals and groups. There are no clear 

descriptions, definitions or explicit targets on how social policy issues should be driven 

in social work. However, the most basic descriptions of social work are that it should 

work against inequality, social exclusion and poverty, which in turn are the classic 

issues in social policy (Meeuwisse et al., 2000). Early social work was such a great 

commitment to social policy issues and social reforms to reduce inequality, poverty 

and other injustices in society (Aronsson, 2008; Holgersson, 2008; Pettersson, 2001). 

Even in an international perspective, this traditional issues of social work. Weiss et al 

(2006) writes that "though social justice is a central role of the social work profession, 

the actual involvement of social workers in social change is very limited" (p. 789). 

 

For a long period these issues have increasingly been overlooked in practical social 

work. A reason for this trend may be that this type of activity has given way to a social 

work that focuses more on therapeutic and treatment oriented activities at the 

individual level (see Specht & Courtney, 1994 for a U.S. comparison). Although such 

development, it is still expressed that social work means that social workers in 

different ways should take a stand and get involved in the social policy issues directly 

related to the individuals and groups they work with (Adams, 2003; Krumnevo et al., 

2009; SSR’s ethical guidelines, 2009). These fundamental ideas and the ongoing 

development of matters concerning the training of social workers and how the 

teaching of the subject social policy is conducted and what it should contain. 

To further clarify the close relationship between social work and social policy is to say 

that social work is organized activities with a focus on vulnerable social categories are 

intended to prevent social change and other conditions of oppressive, or otherwise 

problem-creating social or psycho-social consequences for communities and 
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individuals. Although these descriptions and definitions of social work does not 

explicitly say that social work is an active political engagement includes the still some 

macro-and community-oriented perspective on social problems. Another result of the 

above reasoning would be that the learning experience of social policy issues should 

be a central task in the training of future social workers. In the international literature 

(Davis & Wainwright, 2005; Gibbons & Gray, 2005; Mendes, 2003, Weiss et al., 2006, 

2005), it is also clearly made to students in social work, should possess the knowledge 

and practical skills related to social policy. 

 

The social work organization SSR in which most social workers are affiliated, founded 

in 2008 a specific project (Projekt Välfärd) with in an attempt to raise interest in socio-

political debate among politicians and social workers. This project highlights the social 

problems in society and the difficult working conditions that many social workers face 

in their work. This project also seeks to demonstrate the need for social workers 

themselves call for a political attention for their own work situation and the people 

they encounter in their work. Another recent example is also a demonstration in 

December 2009 in Stockholm, which was conducted by a large number of social 

workers in the various social service administrations in the city. The cause of the 

demonstration was that the politicians in the City had proposed a major cut in social 

services before 2010 and the demonstration was against the cuts. In connection with 

“Projekt Välfärd” a book entitled "In Search of Social Policy" has been written (Rolfer, 

2009). In the book, various stakeholders in social work such as a practicing social 

workers, professors, politicians, union representatives give their views on the lack of a 

socio-political engagement in society in general and in social work. These individual 

petitions indicates that social policy has a rather marginal role in both policy debate 

and practical work in Sweden today. As an educator, it then also a question and 

challenge to show the need for a socio-political engagement and then try to create an 

interest in this topic and demonstrate the relevance of it in the future practical work 

for students of social work. 
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The main question is what kind of socio-political knowledge to be communicated in the 

context of social work education and how it should be conveyed to the students. In 

this regard, it is impossible to forget that social policy is strongly associated with 

different political values and attitudes that are quite distinct from an "objective" 

scientific knowledge, which in part purports to be free from subjective values and 

normative position. However, it argues a number of authors (Mendes, 2003; Pawar, 

2004; Weiss, 2006, 2005; Zubrzyci & McArthur, 2004) that social work is fundamentally 

about creating justice and equality of life chances, which they believe requires some 

form position in fundamental values and certain political activity. But with one 

significant difference from party political activity and commitment of the authors. The 

English term 'policy practice' is used to talk about the practical work that can be 

politically sensitive and it is something that many authors believe that social workers 

should have knowledge of and skills in order to perform in their practical work. Such 

reasoning also highlights that there is a certain balance between pure factual 

knowledge and more value-based positions in the teaching of social policy. Values and 

position based in the fundamental values that social work is rooted in the form of 

professional guidance. 

 

In general, the goal of teaching at the social work courses to help students acquire 

knowledge, skills and professional values that they need as a practicing social workers 

and help them in working towards social justice in society. Social policy is a part of this 

body of knowledge, but despite this, it is often a great discrepancy between the 

practical work at the individual client level and more socially oriented policy work. If 

social workers can influence and make a difference in relation to social justice is an 

integration of "policy practice and the individual-oriented social work necessary. Thus, 

a clarification of what the topic social policy and how it can be implemented in social 

work teaching is pertinent. This means that the social policy education must change 

from simply being a purely theoretical course to also provide practical skills on how to 

participate in the social policy debate as a social worker. The aim of such change is to 

help social work students to understand the connection between policy and practice 
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and for practitioners to be able to see how structural and political factors influence the 

social context in which the work in, and to give them the opportunity to develop 

'policy practice skills to achieve social policy change. One of the major challenges for 

professional social workers in Sweden is to focus on structural policy issues, since an 

individualized approach to social work and social problems is currently dominant and 

the practical social work in Sweden.  

 

Discussion to be continued…. 
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