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Social workers in political
office: conceptual framework and
research agenda

Klaus Stolz and Sigrid Leitner

When Britain installed its welfare state in the wake of World War II, the
British government was run by somebody who knew a thing or two
about social policy and social services. The establishment of the free-to-
all National Health Service, the expansion of the social insurance system
(providing benefits for unemployment, sickness, maternity and retirement),
the introduction of family allowance and the inception of a massive social
housing programme were all overseen by Prime Minister Clement Attlee,
the leader of the Labour Party at that time, who was also a former social
worker and social work lecturer (Reeves and Mclvor, 2014; Dickens,
2018). How did Attlee make the transition from social worker to elected
professional politician? How important was his social work background
and expertise for the formulation, advocacy and implementation of these
social policy measures? Which other social policy programmes, in other
times and national contexts, have benefited from elected politicians with a
background in social work?

Social workers” impact on social policy is a burgeoning field of research
at the interface of social work studies, social policy analysis and political
science. The field 1s differentiated by various strands investigating not only
the different ‘stages, levels, modes and types of policy’ but also the different
‘routes that social workers choose to take in order to do so’ (Gal and Weiss-
Gal, 2023, p 29). Arguably, the most direct route into policy engagement
for social workers is running for and eventually holding political office.
This route entails participation in the authoritative decision-making process
and thus provides social workers with the opportunity to directly influence
decisions in favour of service users and the profession. Unlike other forms
of social worker policy engagement, though, the route of holding elected
office has only recently become the focus of academic scholarship (Weiss-
Gal, 2017).

As this field of study is ‘still in its infancy’ (Gal and Weiss-Gal, 2023, p 29),
empirical studies cover only a few countries: Canada (McLaughlin et al, 2019;
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Greco, 2020), Germany (Leitner and Stolz, 2022; Loffler, 2023), Israel
(Binder and Weiss-Gal, 2021), Switzerland (Amann and Kindler, 2021; 2022;
Kindler and Amann, 2022; Demircali et al, 2023), the United Kingdom
(Gwilym, 2017; Scourfield and Warner, 2022) and the United States (Lane,
2008; 2011; Lane and Humphreys, 2011; 2015; Meehan, 2018; 2019a;
2019b; 2021; Miller et al, 2021; Pence and Kaiser, 2022). Furthermore,
these studies focus almost exclusively on factors that motivate social workers
to run for and hold political office. Thus, we know that for social workers,
the decision to engage in electoral politics is strongly influenced by social
work education, social work practice (Gwilym, 2017; Greco, 2020; Binder
and Weiss-Gal, 2021), gender (Lane and Humphreys, 2015; Meehan, 2018),
age (Mechan, 2018), family background, biographical experiences (Gwilym,
2017; McLaughlin et al, 2019), social networks, psychological factors
(Demircali et al, 2023) and membership of professional associations (Lane
and Humphreys, 2011; Amann and Kindler, 2022; Binder and Weiss-Gal,
2021). What we know very little about, though, is to what extent social
workers actually engage in this route, who does so, what facilitates and what
hampers such an engagement, which offices are held and to what extent
social workers use these offices for meaningtul social advocacy that is in line
with social work values and ethics.

This edited volume is a first attempt to systematically answer these questions
for a number of liberal democracies. Based on a common conceptual
framework, the country chapters draw together results of existing studies and
analyse additional empirical data to provide readers with a country-specific
image of social workers holding elected office. Thus, the volume fulfills the
function of an academic handbook, a reference work with comprehensive
information on single countries, contributing to a hitherto largely neglected
field of study. This compendium is complemented by a final comparative
chapter identifying major similarities and differences across countries and
discussing potential explanations for the variations detected. Taking up major
issues from our conceptual framework, this further advances the theoretical
deliberations on social workers’ policy engagement.

Conceptual framework

This section provides a first conceptual framework for the comparative
study of social workers holding elected office. We start with a discussion on
the definition, extent and structure of social work as a profession. This is
followed by an account of our understanding of the institutional opportunity
structures that social workers face when seeking elected office. Based on these
structural features, we consider the political recruitment of social workers and
their career patterns. Last but not least, we evaluate the chances for proactive
social advocacy by social workers engaged in this distinct political pathway.
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Social work as a profession

Any comparative study of social work and social workers has to start with a
definition of the social work profession. As the educational and occupational
pathways into social work differ considerably across countries, social workers
in this project are defined as all those who have obtained an educational
degree that identifies them as such. Social work education can be delivered
by a range of further and higher education bodies, such as universities and
colleges, which may be in the public, private and non-profit sectors. Some
countries officially register examined social workers while others do not
maintain a register. However, we expect the social work degree to be one
that is formally recognised by the appropriate education authorities and
regulators in each country.

Further variation exists with regard to the specific embedding of the social
work profession into the national welfare state, including the social service
sectors that social workers serve in, the employment structure (public/
private), the relation between the profession of social work and other social
professions, the working conditions (income, working time and so on)
and the social status of social workers. These aspects might also be related
to the general type of welfare regime a country belongs to. A large state-
organised social service sector in the social democratic regime will impact
the professionalisation of social work differently than the predominantly
private sector services in the liberal regime or the reliance on family care
in the service-lean conservative welfare regime. All these aspects of the
occupational field provide a great variety of different qualifications, motives,
incentives and opportunities to run (successfully) for elected office.

Institutional opportunity structures

From a neo-institutional perspective, political institutions and the careers
of those who populate these institutions are intricately interrelated. In
his classical account, Schlesinger (1966) depicts political institutions
as opportunity structures conditioning individual career pathways and
generating different collective career patterns in different countries. But
how exactly does this work? According to Borchert (2011, pp 121-3), the
career opportunities of a (would-be) politician in a given polity are defined
by the three ‘a’s: the first, availability, captures the sheer number of existing
political positions that are available and thus denotes a rather formal quality
that does not vary across individual candidates or politicians; the second,
accessibility, depicts the actual chance for candidates to obtain these positions;
and the third, attractiveness, refers to the properties these positions come
with (status, power, salary and so on). These latter two dimensions vary
considerably across individual candidates as party, gender or even former
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occupation may alter individual chances for particular offices as well as
individual assessments of them.

The political opportunity structure for social workers — that is, the
framework defining incentives and chances for them to (successfully) run for
political office — thus consists of a complex web of general and social work-
specific institutional features. The most general of those institutions is the
state structure, which depicts the different territorial levels of government —
local, regional, national — the policy fields and the legislative competences
they have and their constitutional position. Another important institutional
feature is the system of government, including the relationship between
executive and legislative branch (presidential versus parliamentary) and the
internal structure of both branches (for example, the committee system).
Further elements of this structure include the electoral system (majoritarian
vs proportional representation), the party system and the concrete roles and
functions political parties and interest groups fulfill (for a more detailed
description of these structures, see Borchert, 2011, pp 123-8).

For a social worker standing for political office, these opportunity structures
are further specified and complemented by the welfare regime that, according
to Esping-Anderson’s (1990) typology, has taken hold in each political system.
Thus, liberal welfare regimes with high levels of social inequality might
motivate social workers to engage more actively in elective politics due to a
strong sense of responsibility to lobby for socially disadvantaged groups that
usually do not have any other lobbying power. Social democratic regimes,
though, might be more responsive to topics of social inequality, and here
social workers may not feel such a strong pressure for political engagement.
Finally, conservative regimes might rely on organised interests in the
corporative processes of policy making, diminishing the role of individual
social workers and requiring collective interest groups, like the big welfare
associations in Germany, to take action. Gal and Weiss-Gal (2023, p 45) state
that the manner in which the welfare state affects the policy engagement of
social workers is not clear-cut, although (scarce) existing data suggests that
policy engagement is more likely in developed welfare states.

With regard to the conventional opportunity structures, we might expect
to see more social workers in parliament where parties of the Left (advocating
proactive social policy) are stronger. We might also expect them in greater
numbers at the level of government that deals with social work policy (for
example, fields like housing, child and youth welfare and so on), which
very often is the local or regional rather than the national/federal level.
Fully professionalised political offices might be very attractive for social
workers in positions below management level, while those in management
and leadership positions might find it easier to get access to more influential
political positions within the social work profession, and they might also be
more willing to return to their former job after holding a political office.
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Political recruitment

Political recruitment in liberal democracies has changed significantly over
time. This is particularly the case for the educational and occupational
background of parliamentarians. In the longue durée, we have witnessed a
change from parliamentary bodies filled with noblemen and representatives of
high social status to a more class-based form of parliamentary representation,
including direct representation of disadvantaged classes. A further shift,
though, has seen a development towards the highly educated middle class.
In Europe, the era of state intervention and welfare state expansion has
elevated the service sector and especially the public sector to become the
most privileged recruiting ground (Cotta and Best, 2000, pp 497-504).
For this time period, the profession of social work may be seen as another
politics-facilitating occupation, alongside occupations such as those related
to the law, teaching and journalism (King, 1981, pp 260-1). More recent
studies have depicted a diversification of this recruitment pattern in liberal
democracies (Best and Vogel, 2014, pp 65-8) with a decline of law and
teaching backgrounds and an increase of representatives from the academic
fields of economics, public administration, humanities and the social sciences
(Gaxie, 2017, p 499).

A systematic estimation of the current role of social work as a recruitment
pool for elected politicians would have to include several comparative
perspectives. More than the absolute number of former social workers
in a political body, it is their share in relation to the overall number of
representatives as well as in relation to other occupational groups that
provides some meaningful insight. Shifting from a political recruitment
to an occupational opportunities perspective, we might, of course also ask
what share of all social workers actually engage in elected politics. Finally,
comparison across time helps to assess the current numbers and to discern
possible trends.

Thus, apart from the extent of social workers’ engagement, a more
comprehensive picture would further identify patterns of recruitment and
representation with regard to the types of social workers who are more or
less prone to engage actively in electoral politics. Potentially relevant variables
might be the individual’s field of social work, their occupational position
and whether they are working in the public or private sector.

Political career patterns

Political career patterns vary considerably across countries. In most liberal
democracies, though, politics has become a profession with a more or less
clearly defined career ladder to be pursued. Entry into politics works via a
kind of apprenticeship in unpaid party and/or local government offices or
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via paid staff positions. These positions facilitate access to more powerful
and prestigious, and usually better remunerated, parliamentary mandates or
government offices at the regional and national levels (sometimes even local
government offers professional political career opportunities). At this stage,
politicians normally leave their former occupation (in our case, social work)
to pursue a full-time and long-term career in professional politics. On an
individual level, political professionalisation entails three major aspects: time
commitment, remuneration and a long-term interest in career maintenance
and advancement (see Borchert, 2003, pp 8-9).

Professional political careers might entail a great number of posts at different
territorial levels (local, regional, national) and in different institutions (party,
parliament, government). They might link these positions in different
forms, producing patterns of frequent multidirectional movements, clear
unidirectional pathways or even long-term static careers in a single position
or institution (see Stolz, 2003). After life in full-time politics, politicians
usually retire, often maintaining some voluntary or honorary political
positions. In some cases, they are rewarded for their service to party and/
or country with another representative/administrative ‘retirement position’
that may even come with a full salary.

A comprehensive study of social workers in elected office would have
to identify their particular forms of individual professionalisation and their
political career pathways, focusing on their potential deviations from the
general pattern in each country and the potential reasons for these deviations.
Social workers may or may not be found disproportionally in non- or
semi-professionalised political positions; they may or may not direct their
careers towards a particular level of government (local, regional, national) or
particular professional positions (such as a government position with a social
policy remit). Social workers may pursue longer or shorter political careers.
They may keep their social work job for short or long periods concurrently
with a political mandate, or they may return to their former (social work)
occupation after leaving a fully paid political position. The more the political
careers of social workers resemble general career patterns, the less we may
expect the individuals to maintain social work-specific values and interests.

Social advocacy

According to the global definition of social work (International Federation
of Social Workers and International Association of Schools of Social Work,
2014), social advocacy is one of the main aims of the profession. In line with a
common understanding of the concept, the study of social workers’advocacy
is often reduced to their lobbying — that 1s, extra-parliamentary — activities.
However, advocacy may also be understood as an essential part of political
representation (Urbinati, 2000). From this perspective, holding political office
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could be a powerful instrument through which social workers pursue their
social advocacy mission. To what extent those who run for office are actually
motivated by this aim and to what extent they are successful in pursuing it
once they hold political office, of course, remain open empirical questions.
Following Max Weber (1958, p 84), we might speculate that once social
workers start to live not only ‘for’ but also ‘of” politics, they may also strive
‘to make politics a permanent source of income’. In replacing social work
with politics, though, their former occupational background might become
increasingly irrelevant. In their new professional opportunity structure, the
interests of their former clients have to compete not only with the public
interests and party interests but also with individual career interests.

A comprehensive analysis of the substantive representation of vulnerable
groups (that is, social advocacy) by (former) social workers is a very complex
and difficult task. In this first account, we approach the question via two
different sets of proxy indicators. First, we might explore their involvement
in parliamentary committees, their executive positions (for example, as
state or federal ministers and as city mayors) and their contributions to
parliamentary papers, questions and debates. Are former social workers
members of commissions and committees dealing with social policy issues?
Do they initiate and support social policy reforms? Do they resist cuts in
social spending or even attempt to improve public spending on social benefits?
A second crucial aspect is the linkage politicians maintain with their former
social work profession. Do politicians continue to practise social work
concurrent to their mandate, and do they maintain close connections with
former colleagues and social work organisations? A potential estrangement
from the field of social work may be indicated by the lack of such close
contacts and the failure to return to the field after their political term
ends. Again, social workers’ willingness and their chance to pursue social
advocacy in the realm of elected politics may be seen to vary considerably
across countries.

Structure of the book

Holding political office is a highly important form of policy engagement
in all countries that permit free and open elections — that is, in all liberal
democracies. As we cannot cover all of them in this book, we opted for a
structured comparison of selected case studies offering variation across a
wide range of potentially relevant institutional features. One of the most
meaningful categorisations of countries in this respect remains Esping-
Anderson’s (1990) three worlds of welfare capitalism. To reflect this
(potential) variation, we have assembled cases of liberal welfare regimes
(Canada, the United Kingdom, the United States), conservative welfare
regimes (Austria, Germany, Switzerland) and social democratic welfare
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regimes (Finland), and we have even included three cases of the disputed
subcategory of Southern European regimes (Israel, Italy, Portugal) and
one post-communist regime (Czech Republic). In addition, our case
selection provides considerable variation with regard to what scholars of
political careers generally perceive as the major features of the institutional
opportunity structures for career politicians (Borchert, 2003). Our sample
includes federal (Austria, Canada, Germany, Switzerland and the United
States) and unitary (Czech Republic, Finland, Israel, Italy and Portugal)
states, countries with proportional (Austria, Czech Republic, Finland,
Germany, Israel and Switzerland) and plurality (Canada, Italy, the United
Kingdom and the United States) electoral systems as well as parliamentary
(Austria, Canada, Czech Republic, Finland, Germany, Israel, Italy, Portugal
and the United Kingdom) and presidential (Switzerland and the United
States) systems of government. Despite this wide range of institutional
variation, we lay no claim on universality, as our case selection excludes
large geographic areas (for example, Africa, Asia and Latin America) as
well as important distinctions in terms of political economy (for example,
the Global South).

As none of these features seems to ultimately determine the way social
workers get into elected office, pursue political careers in these offices
and behave as elected politicians, we have arranged country chapters
in alphabetical order. Each country case study follows the template
presented earlier, providing sections on: (1) Social work as a profession;
(2) Institutional opportunity structures; (3) Political recruitment;
(4) Political career patterns; and (5) Social advocacy. The closing chapter
sketches out major similarities and differences between the country
cases, identifies prominent patterns, discusses potential explanations for
the detected variations and, based on these insights, considers ideas for
further research.
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Austria: social workers with political
responsibility at the national level

Iris Kohlfirst

Connecting social work practice with policy engagement has a long tradition
in the Austrian social work profession. The professionalisation of social
work in Austria was pioneered by Ilse Arlt (1876—1960), who developed a
theory of welfare and established that the prevailing policies are primarily
responsible for the satisfaction of basic human needs. In addition, she regarded
the welfare schools she founded as research institutions for fundamental
research, particularly in the field of poverty, which she considered to be
of great importance for the development of social policy (Frey, 2023).
The notion of social work as a human rights profession with a political
mandate has recently been reaffirmed in Austria. This is evidenced by the
document Ethical Principles of Social Work: A Framework for Social Work and
Social Pedagogy — published in 2024 by two Austrian social work professional
organisations representing practice (the Austrian Professional Association of
Social Work — obds) and science (the Austrian Society for Social Work —
ogsa) — which explicitly mentions the political dimension of social work (obds
and ogsa, 2024). To illustrate, the document stipulates that social workers
should discern unfavourable sociopolitical developments and initiate and
endorse political processes in a manner that enables active involvement in
public sector planning processes (obds and ogsa, 2024).

One way social workers can engage in the political sphere is to hold a
political office at the local, state or national level. The most prominent
Austrian example of this is Johannes Rauch, a social worker who served as
Federal Minister for Social Affairs, Health, Care and Consumer Protection
from 2022 to 2025. This chapter outlines the avenues for holding political
office at the national level, the proportion of social workers who assume such
positions, their identifiable career patterns and the extent to which social
work objectives are pursued in their political activities. A multi-method
research approach was used to obtain comprehensive data (Flick, 2011). In
addition to online document analysis, six social workers were interviewed in
spring 2024 using a self-developed guide (Lamnek and Krell, 2016), and the
content was analysed (Kuckartz, 2018). At the time, the interviewees were
holding or had previously held political office at national, state or local levels.
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They were chosen to ensure a diverse range of experiences (covering 4 to
15 years in office), with two interviewees selected from each of the three
levels. Their time spent in social work practice ranged from 12 to 25 years.
The results obtained through both research approaches were summarised
thematically for the purpose of this chapter.

Social work as a profession

To understand the situation in Austria, it is important to distinguish between
the terms social work and social pedagogy. Social work (as in Sozialarbeit — one
word) has its historical roots in caring for the poor, while social pedagogy
(Sozialpidagogik) has its origins in pedagogical context (Scheipl, 2003; Spitzer,
2010; obds, nd). The term Soziale Arbeit (two words; also translates as ‘social
work’) unites the two strands and can therefore be seen as an umbrella term
(Schilling and Klus, 2018). This semantic differentiation is not reflected in the
English language. In this chapter, the term social work refers to both strands;
where necessary, the terms social work/social pedagogy are distinguished.

In contrast to other helping professions, such as psychology or nursing,
there is no comprehensive professional law in the context of social work.
Prior to spring 2024, social work/social pedagogy was not a protected
profession. Consequently, regardless of their qualifications, anyone
working in the social sector could call themselves a social worker/social
pedagogue. In March 2024, the Austrian parliament enacted the Social
Work Designation Act (Sozialarbeits-Bezeichnungsgesetz, 2024), which
establishes the qualifications required to hold the title of a social worker or
social pedagogue. Qualification as a social worker according to this law is
possible at nine universities of applied sciences and two private universities in
Austria as part of a corresponding bachelor’s or master’s degree programme.
Previously, the two-year and then three-year training programmes were
offered at the former academies of social work (Fleischer and Trenkwalder-
Egger, 2023; Hefel and Kohlftirst, 2023). From March 2027, graduates who
have only completed a master’s degree in social work (that is, without a
bachelor’s degree in social work) will have to provide proof of 60 European
Credit Transfer and Accumulation System credits from the basic social
work programme to be able to call themselves a social worker. To be able
to call oneself a social pedagogue under the Social Work Designation Act,
it is necessary to complete an appropriate training or study programme at
the colleges of social pedagogy, pedagogical colleges, universities (Spitzer,
2011) or universities of applied sciences. There is not yet a binding core
curriculum that regulates the necessary training content in relation to social
work (Hefel and Kohlftirst, 2023); representatives of universities of applied
sciences, universities and social work professional associations are currently
working on a joint document (ogsa, nd). For the purposes of this chapter,
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social workers are understood as professionals who have completed the
relevant training in accordance with the law and are, therefore, entitled to
use the title.

In Austria, several professional organisations of social work with varying
foci and target groups can be identified (Kulke et al, forthcoming). In some
cases, a distinction is made between social work and social pedagogy. In
terms of membership, the largest organisation is the obds (with around 1,100
members at the time of writing), which represents the interests of both social
workers and social pedagogues. Its focus is on professional policy aspects
of social work in Austria, including the legal protection of social workers,
quality assurance and the fulfilment of the objectives of social work. The
ogsa has a more academic focus and aims to promote the discipline and
profession of social work through the further development of theory, research
and teaching. Other organisations include the Professional Association
for Academic Social Pedagogy (OFAS), the Austrian Social Pedagogy
Network, the Professional Association of Austrian Social Pedagogues
(BOS), the Professional Association of Educational Scientists (BEB), the
Austrian Committee for Social Work, the Austrian Society for Research
and Development in Education (OFEB) — Social Pedagogy section, and the
Austrian Society for Sociology — Social Work section. Membership in all
these organisations is voluntary.

The precise number of social workers is not officially recorded; it was
estimated in 2023 that 42,883 social workers in Austria had completed the
training required under the Social Work Designation Act (obds, 2023). In
terms of the gender distribution of all employees in the health and social
sector, 78.2 per cent are women (Statistik Austria, nd-a). However, it is
unclear what share of these employees are currently engaged in social work
activities. Based on the total workforce of 4,482,900 individuals who were
not self-~employed in 2023 (Statistik Austria, 2024), it can be estimated
that approximately 1 per cent of all employees are social workers. Social
Economy Austria (Sozialwirtschaft Osterreich — SWO) is an association
of Austrian social and health care companies that has attracted numerous
organisations from the social work sector as members. The objective of the
SWO is to guarantee standardised working conditions for the private social
care and health care sector (SWO, nd). In 2006, a collective agreement was
established for the first time with the objective of regulating various aspects of
employment, including normal working hours, overtime and remuneration.
As reported in 2024, the standard working week for full-time employees is 37
hours, with the gross annual salary ranging from just under EUR 44,000 to
EUR 65,400 (SWO, 2024). In comparison, the median gross annual income
of full-time employees amounted to EUR 47,855 in 2022 (Statistik Austria,
nd-b). Employers in child and youth welfare are mainly public bodies; in
addition, there are numerous organisations of varying sizes that are financed
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by state subsidies (Halfar, 2011) and offer social work services in areas such
as health, family, social affairs, justice, education and schools, integration
and equality, and the labour market.

Institutional opportunity structures

To delineate the institutional opportunities for holding political office, it
is necessary to first describe the basic features of the political system in
Austria. The Austrian constitution differentiates five principles that shape
the country’s political structure: (1) the democratic principle — the decision-
making process is based on popular sovereignty; (2) the republican principle —
the state is a public matter; (3) the rule of law principle — state administration
may only be exercised on the basis of the law; (4) the federal principle —
there is division of political power between the national government and
the nine federal states; and (5) the principle of separation of powers — state
functions must be organisationally separate. Furthermore, the Austrian state
has additional objectives, including everlasting neutrality. Austria has been
a member of the European Union (EU) since 1995 (Ucakar et al, 2017).

Austria is a parliamentary democracy (Parlament Osterreich, nd-a), with
general elections held at regular intervals to represent the people at local,
state, national and EU levels. At 1 January 2024, the population of Austria
was approximately 9,160,000, with almost 20 per cent of this number
holding non-Austrian citizenship (Migration.gv.at, nd) and thus being
excluded from Austrian elections at national and state levels. Instruments
of direct democracy are the petition for referendum, the plebiscite and the
referendum (Ucakar et al, 2017).

At national level, two chambers — the National Council (Nationalrat)
and the Federal Council (Bundesrat) — form the Austrian parliament. The
National Council is elected directly by the people. A legislative period
typically lasts five years. In the event of the National Council dissolving
itself or receiving a vote of no confidence, a new election may be held
prematurely. The main task of the National Council is to discuss, scrutinise,
draft and pass laws (Parlament Osterreich, nd-b). The work of parliamentary
committees plays a key role in this, as most of the items on the agenda are
discussed there before being voted on in the plenary sessions. Although
the number and thematic focus of the committees are stipulated by the
constitution, they primarily mirror the ministerial structure and are newly
elected in each legislative period." Their composition reflects the strength
of the parliamentary party groups, called ‘clubs’, in the plenary sessions.
The clubs send their policy area specialists and experts to the committees
(Parlament Osterreich, nd-c). The Federal Council consists of 60 members
and represents the participation of the federal states in national legislation.
The term of office of the mandataries is, therefore, dependent on the

15



Social Workers in Political Office

legislative period of the respective parliaments at state level (Landtage). The
Federal Council has relatively weak participation rights; its right to object
to legislative decisions of the National Council generally only leads to
postponement (Parlament Osterreich, nd-d).

The Austrian national government (the chancellor, the vice-chancellor
and a varying number of ministers) is not directly elected but appointed by
the Austrian president (after nomination by the chancellor); most members
of parliament resign their mandate when they take up a government post.
It 1s also possible to take up a government post without a parliamentary
mandate, although this is exceptional (Parlament Osterreich, nd-¢). The
Austrian president, directly elected by the people, is the head of state and in
addition to representative duties has the formal power to appoint or dismiss
the government, reject proposed ministers or dissolve the National Council
(Parlament Osterreich, nd-f).

Austrian democracy is a party democracy — parties are considered the
most important political actors and, as institutions, promote or end political
careers (Jenny, 2023). Membership of or affiliation to a political party is a
requirement for obtaining a mandate in the parliament; conversely, members
of parliament are bound to the respective party in terms of their activities
and voting behaviour (Klubzwang). During a legislative period, a member
of parliament may give up or lose their party membership; in this case,
the person remains in the National Council or Federal Council, but has a
free mandate.

The following parties were represented in the 27th legislative period (2019—
24): the Austrian People’s Party (OVP; 71 mandates or 38.8 per cent); the
Social Democratic Party of Austria (SPO; 40 mandates or 21.9 per cent);
the Freedom Party of Austria (FPO; 30 mandates or 16.4 per cent); The
Greens — The Green Alternative (Die Grine; 26 mandates or 14.2 per cent);
and NEOS — The New Austria and Liberal Forum (15 mandates or
8.2 per cent). One person, a former member of the FPO, has a free mandate
(0.5 per cent). In this period, the OVP and the Greens were responsible for
government, based on a coalition agreement (Parlament Osterreich, nd-b).
Generally, the lines of political conflict do not run between parliament and the
government, but rather between the actors of the governing parties (in
the 27th legislative period, this is members of parliament and members of
the government of the OVP and the Greens) and the parliamentarians of the
opposition parties (the SPO, the FPO and NEOS; Praprotnik, 2023).
Austrian politics is characterised by what is known as ‘social partnership’,
in which the main economic interest groups of employers and employees
cooperate with each other and with the government to contribute to
economic growth and social peace (Sozialpartner, nd).

Political offices for social workers are possible in two contexts. On the one
hand, there are functions that are not directly legitimised by public elections,
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such as participation in political parties or social partnership organisations and
membership of government at state or national levels. On the other hand,
it is possible to take on a political office that is legitimised by an election.
The formal prerequisite for this is the right to stand for election, which
Austrian citizens receive from the age of 18. Similar possibilities also exist
at EU level. Non-Austrian EU citizens whose main place of residence is in
Austria may stand as a candidate in local elections, but not in state or national
elections. According to Borchert (2011), in addition to this basic availability,
the accessibility and attractiveness of political offices are crucial factors in taking
up a career — this is discussed in more detail later.

Regarding accessibility, the interviewed social workers were asked to give
their personal assessment of the ease of access to political office at national
level. They reported that it seemed easy in some cases, but it was more
challenging in others. First, the individual had to find a party they could
identify with. Then, there is competition and sometimes very hierarchical
structures with a seniority principle to be negotiated, accompanied by
uncertainty about (re-)election.

Regarding attractiveness, participants were asked to name possible
challenges in taking up a political office. They described the political system
as toxic, as it is about power, competition and the mechanisms that go with
it. Only political majorities are decisive, and the focus is on individual
interests rather than on the common good. In terms of participation in
government, participants expressed that the nature of the compromises that
have to be made can be questionable. And in the role of opposition, policy
change can be suggested, but if it is not supported by the government,
there are limited opportunities for change. A great deal of pragmatism
and realism is therefore required, recognising that not everything can be
improved. It was also noted that the culture of dialogue has changed in
the last years, with the climate becoming more aggressive and ‘black and
white’ thinking prevailing. In addition, being in the public eye and being
held accountable — something which is intensified by social media — was
described as a challenge. Individuals may have to endure blame for failed
projects that were unsuccessful because of resistance from coalition partners.
The lack of opportunities to work in politics at a higher level on a part-time
basis and, even more, the expectation to be constantly available were also
seen as challenging. The lack of cross-party formats for learning political
competences was also noted. One interviewee observed that regardless of
party affiliation, individual health suffers. While politicians start out fresh and
fit, over time they develop weight problems, sleep disorders and symptoms
of stress. Furthermore, some reported that it is not desirable to take on a
political office at national level as this involves many processes of negotiation
with interest groups/lobbyists and less direct interaction with citizens. One
interviewee saw local politics as being closer to the style of social work.
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To determine the factors that contribute to success in taking up a political
office, the interviewees were asked about their motivations and circumstances
leading to their initial engagement in politics. All of them demonstrated a
fundamental interest in politics, with some already having been politically
active at school or university or in social movements. Nearly all interviewees
confirmed that they had been approached by individuals already engaged in
the political field. It seems crucial to receive a personal request or invitation
to become more involved in politics. The desire to expand one’s network
or, in the case of a relocation, to navigate a new living environment, the
opportunity to pursue a significant career shift, personal curiosity and the
chance to explore new opportunities were key motivators for becoming
engaged in politics. One social worker mentioned that it was an honour to
have been entrusted with their respective role. Furthermore, one participant
had been recognised previously for their professional expertise as a social
worker and hoped to contribute to policy development. The desire to align
personal values and ideas about politics with the professional role was also
mentioned as a motivation to take on a political career. The interviewees
expressed a desire to play an active role in shaping evidence-based policy,
contributing new ideas, campaigning against injustice and improving people’s
living conditions.

Political recruitment

In the 27th legislative period (2019-24), there were two social workers in
political office at national level. These were Stefan Schennach, member of
the Federal Council (Parlament Osterreich, nd-g), and Johannes Rauch,
who, as mentioned earlier, held the position of Federal Minister for Social
Affairs, Health, Care and Consumer Protection from March 2022 to March
2025 (Parlament Osterreich, nd-h). An analysis of the National Council
shows the following composition regarding the professional background
of political functionaries: of the 183 mandates, 35 members (19.1 per
cent) had a background in law professions, 25 members (15.3 per cent)
had a business background and 20 members (11.0 per cent) came from
the agricultural sector (Parlament Osterreich, nd-i). No member of the
National Council had a background in social work. Based on the social
workers making up a 1 per cent share of the total working population
in Austria, as noted earlier, social workers are (1) over-represented in
the government (6.7 per cent, with one chancellor and 14 ministers);
(2) under-represented in the National Council (0 per cent, with 183
members of parliament; here, it is estimated that about two members of
parliament are from the social work sector); and (3) over-represented in
the Federal Council (1.6 per cent, with 60 members of parliament). If
the personnel changes over the course of the entire legislative period are
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taken into account, the figures slightly change: social workers were (1)
over-represented in the government (4.3 per cent out of a total of now
23 people who held a position as chancellor and/or minister); (2) under-
represented in the National Council (still O per cent out of a total of now
215 people); and (3) slightly under-represented in the Federal Council
(0.9 per cent out of a total of now 114 people).

Due to the small number of social workers in political office at the national
level in the 27th legislative period, the six legislative periods before that
were also analysed to determine the extent to which social workers have
served in national political office. Table 2.1 gives an overview of these seven
legislative periods with the corresponding government coalition and the
actual number of social workers in the Austrian parliament as well as their
names, gender and party affiliations. Apart from Johannes Rauch, no social
workers were active in the respective governments.

As shown in Table 2.1, a total of 11 social workers were involved in
politics at national level in the 25-year period from 1999 to 2024. Table 2.2
characterises these 11 people in more detail using various variables. As
Efgani Dénmez held positions in both the Federal Council and the National
Council, he is counted twice, resulting in a total of 12 cases.

A comparison of the seven social workers in the National Council with
all members of the National Council in the 27th legislative period shows
that in terms of gender distribution, women were over-represented in
the group of social workers: just under 40 per cent of all members of the
National Council were female (Parlament Osterreich, nd-j), but 86 per cent
of the social workers in the National Council were female. The percentage
for the National Council reflects the similarly high percentage of women
working in the social sector (78.2 per cent; Statistik Austria, nd-a). Further
differences were identified in terms of party political orientation in that the
social workers active in the National Council were more likely to belong
to the Left-wing spectrum.

Political career patterns

Political parties structure the career patterns of politicians (Detterbeck,
2011) in that the respective institutional circumstances, party traditions
and the status of the party (in opposition or government) are decisive
for political careers. Based on biographical information on professional
background, public offices and party positions, a recent study analysed
1,158 members of parliament in the period 1945-2019 who belonged
to the SPO or the OVP. The career profiles were relatively stable: before
being nominated for the National Council, the politicians held office at
local or state level and/or were active in political parties, trade unions
and/or other social partnership organisations. This so-called ‘ox tour’, or
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Table 2.1: Social workers in the Austrian parliament, 21st-27th legislative periods

Legislative period

social workers

Name (gender), party

21st (October 1999-
December 2002)
Coalition: OVP/FPO

National Council

Federal Council

22nd (December 2002-

October 2006)
Coalition: OVP/FPO

National Council

Federal Council

23rd (October 2006~
October 2008)
Coalition: SPO/OVP

National Council

Federal Council

24th (October 2008-
October 2013)
Coalition: SPO/OVP

National Council

Federal Council

25th (October 2013-
November 2017)
Coalition: SPO/OVP

National Council

Federal Council

« Ludmilla Parfuss (f), SPO

« Stefan Schennach (m), Griine

« Barbara Riener (f), OVP
* Heidemarie Rest-Hinterseer (f), Griine

« Stefan Schennach (m), Griine
« Waltraut Hladny (f), SPO
« Gabriele Mérk (f), SPO

« Barbara Riener (f), OVP

« Stefan Schennach (m), Griine/

free mandate

« Waltraut Hladny (f), SPO

« Gabriele Mérk (f), SPO

- Efgani Dénmez (m), Griine/free mandate

+ Daniela Musiol (f), Griine
+ Tanja Windbiichler-Souschill (f), Griine
« Barbara Riener (f), OVP

« Stefan Schennach (m), SPO
- Efgani Dénmez (m), Griine
« Waltraud Hladny (f), SPO

« Daniela Musiol (f), Griine
* Tanja Windbiichler-Souschill (f), Griine

« Stefan Schennach (m), SPO
« Efgani Dénmez (m), Grine/free mandate
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Table 2.1: Social workers in the Austrian parliament, 21st-27th legislative periods (continued)

Legislative period Number of Name (gender), party
social workers

26th (November 2017-
October 2019)
Coalition: OVP/FPO

National Council 2 « Efgani Dénmez (m), OVP/free mandate
« Birgit Silvia Sandler (f), SPO

Federal Council 1 « Stefan Schennach (m), SPO

27th (October 2019-

October 2024)

Coalition: OVP/Griine

National Council 0

Federal Council 1 « Stefan Schennach (m), SPO

Note: Christine Lapp (21st-24th legislative periods) is not included as her degree in Social
Economy and Social Work does not meet the legal requirements of the Social Work Act 2024 for
identification as a social worker.

climbing up through various positions, enables a party-specific political
socialisation (Korom, 2022), even if there are subtle differentiations in
internal party careers. Although most members of regional or national
parliaments remain at their respective level, it can be observed that
politicians are more likely to move from the regional to the national level
than vice versa (Pilet et al, 2014).

Before discussing the political careers of social workers represented
in the National Council and the Federal Council, the career of social
worker Johannes Rauch is described in detail (Vorarlberg, nd). Born in
the state of Vorarlberg in Austria in 1959, Rauch completed his training
as a social worker in 1987 at the Academy for Social Work in Bregenz and
worked for several years in the fields of social psychiatry, unemployment
assistance and debt counselling (1986-97), lastly as managing director of a
work initiative, before entering politics full time in 2004. His professional
identification with social work has continued, and Rauch has maintained
his membership of the obds. His political activities began in 1985 when
he became a member of the Green Party; he co-founded the Green
Forum Rankweil (a city with about 11,000 residents in Vorarlberg)
and was its chair for a period. From 1990 to 2010, Rauch was active in
local politics, and from 1995 he was also involved in state politics. After
becoming a member of the board of the Vorarlberg Greens, he was
their spokesperson from 1997 to 2021. From 2000 to 2014, Rauch was
a member of the state parliament, and from 2004 to October 2014, he
was chair of the Green parliamentary group. From October 2014 to the
beginning of March 2022, Rauch was member of the state government
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Table 2.2: Characteristics of social workers in the Austrian parliament and government,
21st-27th legislative periods

Variable National Federal Government Total
Council Council (n=1) (n=12)
(n=7) (n=4)

Gender

Female 6 (86%) 2 (50%) - 8 (67%)

Male 1(14%) 2 (50%) 1(100%) 4 (33%)

Age at the beginning of the
first legislative period served

21-30 - - - -
31-40 3 (43%) 1(25%) - 4(33%)
41-50 3 (43%) 2 (50%) - 5 (42%)
51-60 1(14%) 1(25%) - 2 (17%)
> 60 - - 1(100%) 1(8%)

Party at the beginning of the
first legislative period served

SPO 2(285%) 2 (50%) - 4 (33%)
OVP 2(285%) - - 2 (17%)
Griine 3 (43%) 2 (50%) 1(100%) 6 (50%)

Duration of political terms

1-5 years 3 (43%) 2 (50%) 1(100%) 6 (50%)
6-10 years 3 (43%) 1(25%) - 4(33%)
11-15 years 1(14%) - - 1(8%)
> 15 years - 1(25%) - 1(8%)

in Vorarlberg and responsible for the following areas: development
cooperation, national and international aid, aid to Eastern Europe, IT,
environmental and climate protection, public transport and mobility
management, mechanical and electrical engineering, waste management,
bicycle infrastructure, energy autonomy and energy-related environmental
and climate protection. Rauch was active in national politics first during
2008 to 2013, as a member of the national board of the Greens. His second
period of involvement in national politics began on 8 March 2022, when
he was nominated as Federal Minister for Social Affairs, Health, Care and
Consumer Protection.
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When reconstructing the career patterns of the 11 social workers who
took up a position at national level between 1999 and 2024, the following
similarities can be identified: all social workers in the National Council,
the Federal Council and the government worked in a social work field
for several years after completing their training. Those social workers
who took up a position in the National Council ended their social work
activities for this time, while some of the mandataries of the Federal Council
continued to work in social work. All have in common that they were
already politically active at local or state level or in a political party before
taking up political office at national level. No social worker directly entered
politics at the highest level. Of the nine who no longer hold a political
mandate at national level, five are not politically active, while four took up
another political office after leaving the National Council or the Federal
Council (for example, as a local councillor, deputy mayor or member of
a state parliament). Regarding their professional career, two returned to
social work, one is employed by a municipality in a managerial position,
one works in the economic sector, one is self~employed and two are retired.
For two social workers still active in politics, no further information on
their professional activities can be found.

Social advocacy

This section discusses the extent to which social workers align their political
actions with the goals of social work and use their political office to engage in
social advocacy. This is based on the assumption that the personal background
of office-holders influences political decisions. For example, in a comparative
analysis, Elsisser and Schifer (2023) found that the sociodemographic
composition of parliaments has an impact on the substantive representation
of different social groups. Since it is mainly politicians with academic
qualifications in highly respected professions who make decisions, there
is a risk that these are more likely to be ‘in line with the preferences of
better-oft citizens’ (Elsisser and Schifer, 2023, p 480). In terms of gender
background, the authors also found a link between the representation of
women in parliaments and the restructuring of the welfare state (Elsisser
and Schifer, 2018). The composition of parliaments is therefore relevant
for the social policy spending profiles.

In the 27th legislative period, Rauch was the third Minister for Social
Affairs, Health, Care and Consumer Protection; his two predecessors were a
teacher and a medical doctor (Parlament Osterreich, nd-k; nd-1). As described
earlier, Rauch continued to identify and position himself as a social worker.
He referred to this in various contexts, including interviews (ORFSound,
2024), and his membership of the obds was publicly known (Vorarlberg,
nd). During his time in office, this was reflected in his involvement in several
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projects in the social sector, such as the implementation of the Social Work
Designation Act, his statement in favour of free and accessible abortion (ORE
2024) and his involvement in the fight against poverty through, for example,
the Housing Umbrella (Wohnschirm, nd), the valorisation of social benefits
(Bundesministerium Soziales, Gesundheit, Pflege und Konsumentenschutz,
nd) and advocacy for basic child protection (ORFSound, 2024).

Because of the importance of the National Council in terms of political
power, as outlined earlier, only the social workers represented there were
analysed in terms of their political activities. To assess the implementation
of social advocacy, spokesperson roles and the content of their political
activities were analysed to determine whether they are related to social work
according to its global definition. Of the seven social workers represented in
the National Council, four held a spokesperson role during their respective
term of office, and three of these were related to social work: spokesperson
for migration/integration; spokesperson for constitutional and democratic
policy and family policy; and spokesperson for foreign policy, development
policy and civil service.

The analysis of political activities, including independent motions for
resolutions, independent motions, dependent motions for resolutions,
motions for debates, written questions, amendments, oral questions, motions
to set deadlines for reports and petitions, shows that the social workers in
the National Council carried out a total of 648 activities during their term
of office, 461 (71 per cent) of which were related to social work. The
following categories can be differentiated: (1) promoting democracy — that
is, supporting postal voting, citizens’ initiatives, proper handling of public
funds, voting rights for foreigners, transparency; (2) implementing human
rights nationally or internationally — that is, minimising discrimination
and implementing children’s rights, gender equality, peace efforts and
accessibility; (3) promoting services for the community — that is, supporting
community service, the voluntary social/ecological year, memorial/
peace/social/voluntary service; (4) ensuring implementation of health
measures — that is, supporting assumption of costs for medical treatment,
free condoms, protection against tobacco, filling of vaccination gaps and
healthy food; (5) being active in the area of children/young people/family —
that is, supporting protection of young people, reduction of child poverty,
implementation of the kindergarten year, family allowance, parental leave
allowance and so on; and (6) being active in other issues, such as dealing
with the begging ban, care leave, pension law and child-friendly road
traffic regulations. Two social workers were jointly responsible for almost
498 activities (of which 392 were social work related), while the remaining
activities were shared between five social workers. It is noticeable that it
was mainly those members of parliament belonging to parties that were not
part of the governing coalition who carried out these political activities.
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In interviews, the social workers were also asked about the influence
of their professional identity on their political behaviour. All respondents
stated that their professional background had a major influence on their
political understanding and actions. For example, they expressed that their
professional knowledge of the realities of people’s lives made it easier for
them to understand reports of social grievances, to act quickly and to
implement administrative guidelines successtully. They also stated that
their ethical attitude influenced their understanding of their political role,
characterised by representing those who are weaker, addressing distribution
of power, promoting democratisation and changing the social framework
accordingly. Finally, they said that the methodological skills of social
work are helpful in everyday political life — knowing how to conduct
discussions makes it easier to deal with conflict, influences behaviour
regarding leadership and in meetings, and makes it possible to understand
people and perceive their needs. In addition, their professional socialisation
allows them to consider different points of view and to present issues in
an understandable way.

Conclusion

The political mission of social work is anchored in the professional identity
of Austrian social workers. There are opportunities to take on a political
office at national level within the National Council and the Federal Council
or as part of the Austrian government. In the 21st—27th legislative periods
(1999-2024), 11 social workers (8 women and 3 men, mainly belonging to
the Greens or the SPO) held political office at national level. Compared with
their share of the total labour force, social workers were under-represented
in the National Council and the Federal Council and over-represented in
the national government in the 27th legislative period. Political careers are
determined by the party and classic career patterns can be reconstructed. This
applies for the 11 social workers, who started in political office at local and state
levels before holding an office at national level. The professional identity of the
social workers in the National Council influenced their political understanding,
which was reflected in the thematic focus of their political activities. It seems
to be essential for social workers in political office to implement the values
of social work in terms of social justice and the realisation of human rights.

Note
" In the 27th government, there was a total of 39 committees, such as the Committee
on Labour and Social Affairs, the Committee on Youth and Family Affairs, the
Committee on Finance, the Committee on Health and the Committee on Human
Rights. There were also four committees of inquiry as instruments of political control.
A detailed list of all committees is available at: www.parlament.gv.at/recherchieren/

ausschuesse.
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Canada: social workers in the
House of Commons

Anne-Marie McLaughlin

Canadian social workers seeking to promote social justice and transform
society to one that upholds the rights of all to ‘fair and equitable access
to services, resources and opportunities’ (CASW, 2024) could consider
a macro approach to practice with direct impact on policy — namely, a
career in politics. In this chapter, I examine how the profession of social
work in Canada aligns with a political career and how the Canadian
political environment provides opportunities and challenges for aspiring
social work politicians. I also examine the career paths of Canadian social
workers elected to the federal House of Commons and review some of their
noteworthy contributions.

Social work as a profession

In Canada, social work is a regulated profession. The aim of regulation
is the protection of the public against incompetent or unethical practice.
Regulation of the profession occurs through national educational standards
as well as through provincial and territorial regulatory bodies with delegated
legislative authority. Both the educational institutions and the regulatory
bodies perform gatekeeping functions within the profession (Yan et al, 2021).
In addition, many Canadian social workers voluntarily belong to a non-
regulatory national body, the CASW. This national body, supported by the
provincial associations, advocates for the profession and acts as a voice for
social justice by producing policy and position papers on matters of social
importance. There are approximately 22,000 members across Canada (figure
for 2024; CASW, nd).

National education standards are set by an independent accreditation
body for educational institutions, the Canadian Association for Social Work
Education (CASWE). The CASWE sets educational policy and standards for
both the bachelor’s (BSW) and the master’s (MSW) of social work degrees.
The aim is to ensure consistency and equivalence across Canadian schools
of social work, to distinguish BSW education from MSW education and
to advocate for and support high-quality social work education. Provincial
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regulatory bodies, made up of social workers as well as members of the public,
stipulate eligibility for practice, set practice standards, and enforce standards
through continuing education requirements and disciplinary measures. Power
to enforce regulations comes from enacted provincial legislation, which
delegates authority to the provincial regulatory body.

As Canada is composed of ten provinces and three territories, there is
variation in the standards of the profession. Currently, in most provinces
and territories, to practise as a social worker, qualified individuals must be
registered with their provincial regulatory body and have at a minimum a
BSW from an accredited institution. Alberta and the Northwest Territories
are outliers as they register social workers educated as diploma holders at the
community college level; Nunavut and the Yukon do not currently require
social workers to register.

Within the Canadian workforce of around 20 million (Statistics Canada,
2024), there are approximately 70,000 registered social workers (Canadian
Council of Social Work Regulators, 2017), accounting roughly for only
0.35 per cent of the total Canadian workforce. In contrast, membership in
the national association, the CASW, is approximately 22,000. Regulation
in most jurisdictions in Canada is mandatory, while membership in the
association is voluntary. In terms of gender composition, 77 per cent of
registered social workers identify as female and 23 per cent as male; in the
overall Canadian workforce, women make up only 47 per cent and men
53 per cent (Statistics Canada, 2024).

However, not every social worker who is educated and practising is
regulated. For example, in the province of British Columbia, some social
workers are exempt from regulation and registration: those employed by
the Ministry of Child, Family and Community Services and those who
work for an Indian band, a tribal council or a treaty First Nation (Social
Workers Act 2008). Additionally, many practitioners were grandparented
into the profession during the 1980s and 1990s when mandatory registration
legislation became more common. Grandparenting allowed those who were
practising as social workers but without the requisite education to register,
be regulated and remain working.

The last comprehensive survey of the social work profession in Canada
was conducted in 2000 (Stephenson et al, 2001). At the time, social workers
made up over 30 per cent of the total social service sector workforce, which
included those employed in hospitals, community health centres, mental
health clinics, schools, advocacy organisations, government departments,
social services agencies, child welfare settings, family services agencies,
correctional facilities, social housing organisations, family courts, school
boards and consultation agencies, employee assistance and private counselling
programmes (Statistics Canada, 2021; Canadian Institute for Health
Information, 2023). Recently, the CASW drew attention to a growing
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demand for social workers in Canada, particularly child welfare workers.
In their survey of 3,258 social workers, 75 per cent reported that caseloads
were unmanageable, 72 per cent reported insufficient time with clients, and
45 per cent of those who left the professions stated that they did so due to
burn-out (CASW, 2018). Respondents also expressed concerns that systemic
factors were pushing de-professionalisation in child welfare practice.

A national study investigating working conditions and career satisfaction
among 5,393 Canadian social workers found that, although social work salaries
(ranging from CAD 50,000 to CAD 65,000) were above the median income
of Canadians, wages were significantly below those of other professionals
(Bejan et al, 2014). According to Statistics Canada (2024), the median income
in 2024 for nurses was CAD 80,000 and for psychologists, CAD 102,000.
Increasing numbers of social work practitioners are moving into clinical and
private practice, where salaries can be much higher (Kourgiantakis et al,
2023). Post COVID-19 pandemic impacts on the profession have also been
pronounced, with an increase in social workers retiring, many struggling
with the rapid transition to telehealth (Ashcroft et al, 2022) and higher
levels of mental health concerns (Alaggia et al, 2024). Additional challenges
faced by Canadian social workers are increasing requirements for overtime,
larger caseloads, inadequate supervision and concerns about a decline in the
quality of services (Bejan et al, 2014; McKenzie, 2016). These reports reveal
complex and challenging work environments with inadequate support and
supervision as well as low wages relative to other professions, but a social
work workforce committed to quality client care (Baines et al, 2009).

Institutional opportunity structures

Frustration with the status quo and the lack of ability to influence policy and
contribute to the development of a fair and just society are reasons why social
workers run for political office (McLaughlin et al, 2019). But how attractive
is a political career and what opportunities exist for social workers in Canada
to make politics a viable career at the federal level? Borchert (2011) indicates
that political career paths are influenced by personal characteristics, such as
ambition, but also tied to institutionalised opportunity structures — that is,
the availability, accessibility and attractiveness of the political office.

Social workers seeking election to a political office in Canada must
choose between three levels of government: federal, provincial/territorial
and municipal. The federal government is responsible for national and
international issues such as national defence, public safety, criminal law,
fisheries, Indigenous relations, immigration and foreign affairs, and currency,
while provincial governments are responsible for regional issues such as
education, social services and health care delivery, and natural resources.
Municipal governments, not usually supported by party structures, receive
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their power from provincial governments rather than the Constitution
and are responsible for local issues such as public transit, policing, land use
planning, recycling/waste removal and libraries.

In terms of seat availability, the fewest available seats are at the federal level
with 343 members of Parliament (MPs) representing the Canadian population
of around 40 million (Parliament of Canada, nd-a); at the provincial level,
there are approximately 750 available seats. Provincial seat allocation varies
by population, with, for example, the province of Québec (population
9 million plus) having 125 seats in its National Assembly, while the province
of Prince Edward Island (population 177,000 plus) has only 27 seats in its
Legislative Assembly. Likewise, the number of available electoral seats at the
municipal level varies with population size; the largest municipalities with
populations in excess of 1 million (for example, Toronto, Montreal, Calgary)
have as many as 65 elected members. Smaller municipalities may have only
a mayor and three or four councillors. There are over 5,000 municipalities
in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2017), making this level of government the
most readily available to interested social workers pursuing elected office.

Canada’s decentralised federation with shared power between levels of
government was founded on respect for the economic, cultural and linguistic
differences of'its constituents. However, tension between federal, provincial
and municipal levels of government often test collaborative aspirations, and
regional divides persist (Cameron and Simeon, 2002). Boundaries between
levels of government are not impermeable — for example, although health care
1s largely a provincial matter, the federal government leverages its spending
power to set national standards for health care (Atkinson et al, 2013).

Canada has been classified as a liberal welfare state (Beland et al, 2020)
and has a complex mix of federal and provincial social security programmes.
Provincial and territorial governments have considerable autonomy in most
labour and social policy areas, setting eligibility requirements and benefit
levels, while the federal government has jurisdiction over redistributive
programmes such as Employment Insurance, the Canada Pension Plan and
the Guaranteed Income Supplement. In addition, the federal government
administers, funds and has responsibility to provide on-reserve social
programmes for First Nations communities (Koebel and Pohler, 2019).
While Canadians support the redistributive aspects of the welfare state and
provision of universal programmes such as family benefits, health care and
old-age pensions (Beland et al, 2020), regional and provincial inequities exist.
For example, the province of Québec has more robust welfare provisions
and higher social spending than most other provinces (Haddow, 2014;
Daigneault, 2021).

In terms of attractiveness, at both the provincial and federal level, changes
have occurred that make a Canadian political career increasingly attractive.
Through the process of professionalisation, Canadian legislatures have
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instituted more generous compensation, including better pension benefits
and supplemental payments to certain positions and appointments. They have
also increased staffing and provided funds for constituency and caucus work as
well as research and library staff. In addition, there has been a standardisation
of legislatures’ sessions or sitting days as well as structural changes such as
all-party committees that set budgets and policy for legislatures (Moncrief,
1994; Docherty, 2003). For many social workers with political ambition,
compensation may contribute to the attractiveness of a political career.

The Canadian federal parliamentary system is based on the British
Westminster model. Parliament, the legislative arm of government, is a
bicameral system with the House of Commons, known as the lower house,
and the Senate, or the upper house. The House of Commons is made up of
elected members from across Canada, each from individual constituencies.
Seats in the House of Commons are distributed across Canada in proportion
to the population (Elections Canada, 2023) . Candidates must win the
nomination of their political party before they can run in the federal election;
the candidate who wins the most votes wins the seat. Elected members sit in
the House according to the party they belong to. The Senate, or ‘chamber of
“sober second thought™” (Lawlor and Crandall, 2013), consists of members
appointed by the governor general, on the advice of the prime minister, to
represent Canada’s regional interests. New legislation must pass the Senate
before it becomes law.

Elections at the federal level use the ‘first past the post’, or single-member
plurality, system (Lundberg, 2007). Although there are multiple parties
registered with Elections Canada (the body responsible for running federal
elections), as of 2025 only five parties have elected members in the federal
parliament: the Liberal, Conservative and New Democratic parties as well
as the Green Party and Bloc Québécois (a regional party that promotes
Québec’s interests and only runs candidates in the province of Québec).
More noteworthy is the fact that only two parties have ever formed the
federal government in Canada: the Liberals and the Conservatives. At
different times in Canada’s history, the Liberals and the Conservatives have
both represented centrist political ideologies, though more polarisation
has been seen in recent years (Cochrane, 2015; Merkley, 2022). The
2003 merger of the Reform Party (renamed Canadian Alliance) and the
Progressive Conservative Party created the Right-leaning Conservative
Party of Canada, signalling a clearer Left—Right divide in Canadian politics
(Lucardie, 2007).

The Conservative Party of Canada values social conservatism, free
markets and small government. The New Democratic Party (NDP)
is Left of centre, socially progressive, labour-friendly and supportive
of government intervention. The Liberal Party remains more centrist
(Cochrane, 2015), but is frequently characterised as centre-Left (Merkley,
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2022). The Green Party, an environmentally progressive party, was
established in 1983, but has so far failed to gain support from a significant
portion of the electorate and struggles for recognition. Bloc Québécois is a
regional sovereigntist party that ascended in the 1993 general election but
has lost ground more recently. Although social workers are not obligated
to support any particular party, there is some indication that many align
with the more socially progressive values of parties on the Left or centre-
Left (McLaughlin et al, 2019).

Political recruitment

Using the Parlinfo Canadian parliamentary database (Parliament of Canada,
nd-b), corroborated with biographical information collected from individual
MPs’ websites, social media profiles and media reports, a total of 27
parliamentarians elected to the federal House of Commons were identified
as social workers or having post-secondary social work education.

Considering there have been 5,258 elected MPs since confederation
(1867), the number of social workers ever elected seems rather low. However,
this assessment has to be qualified. First of all, the share of social workers in
parliament (0.5 per cent) is still higher than the share of social workers in
the current Canadian workforce (0.35 per cent). Second, as fewer than 400
women have ever been elected to the House of Commons, the low share
of social workers, a dominantly female profession, is hardly surprising. Of
those 400 elected women, 15 were social workers — a relatively high share
of 3.75 per cent.

In our sample, there were slightly more women social work parliamentarians
(SWPs) (15 or 55 per cent) than men SWPs (12 or 45 per cent). Over the
last two federal elections (2021, 2025) women have made up less than one
third (30 per cent) of all Canadian federal parliamentarians, while constituting
51 per cent of the total population (Raney, 2020; Bonikowska, 2022). In
the federal election held in September 2021, six of the seven social workers
elected (85.7 per cent) were female.

Notably the nursing profession has had less representation, with only 14
(0.26 per cent) of parliamentarians identifying as a nurse. Those identifying
as teachers (n = 370) make up 7 per cent of parliamentarians elected since
1867, while those trained in law (n = 1,083) make up over 20 per cent.

The majority of SWPs held either a BSW (n = 11, 40.7 per cent) or an MSW
(n =8, 29.6 per cent). One (3.7 per cent) held a diploma in social work. The
remainder either had degrees from outside Canada (n = 2, 7.4 per cent) or
degrees from adjacent fields (n = 2, 7.4 per cent) or their education could not
be specified (n = 3, 11.1 per cent). In terms of party affiliation, 20 (74.1 per
cent) belonged to parties considered to be Left or centre-Left on the political
spectrum: the Liberal Party of Canada (n = 13, 48.2 per cent), the NDP (and
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its precursor, the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation; n = 7, 25.9 per
cent). The remaining 7 (25.9 per cent) belonged to Right-leaning parties: the
Conservative Party of Canada (n =5, 18.5 per cent) and Bloc Québécois (n = 2,
7.4 per cent). Almost two thirds were 50 years of age or younger at the time
they were first elected to federal politics (n = 17, 63 per cent), and the mean
age when first elected was 46 (range: 29-63). This is younger than the average
age of legislators in general, which, in 2016, was 56.8 years (Bonikowska, 2022).

More recently, the number and significance of SWPs seems to have
increased. The House of Commons elected in 2021 contained seven SWPs
(2.1 per cent). These seven sitting parliamentarians represent the highest
ever number of social workers elected to federal office in one sitting (the
highest number previously was in 2015, when five social workers were
elected). The Liberals held 156 (46.2 per cent) seats out of 338. SWPs held
five seats and made up 3.2 per cent of the Liberal Party faction in the House
of Commons. Of the select group of MPs chosen to be in the government’s
cabinet (n = 40), three (7.5 per cent) were SWPs.

Political career patterns
Pre-parliamentary careers

Many of the SWPs in our sample of 27 had long careers as practising social
workers prior to entering politics: 12 (44.4 per cent) worked in the profession
for more than 10 years, and 33 per cent of these SWPs worked for more
than 16 years in the profession. Three of the SWPs in our sample (11.1 per
cent) had less than five years’ experience as practising social workers before
moving into political office; one was trained in social work but never held
a social work position.

As depicted in Table 3.1, our SWPs were most likely to have had micro
or direct practice experience prior to entering politics (n = 11, 40.7 per
cent), including in medical and psychiatric social work, youth work and case
work with child welfare. The next largest share (n = 9, 33.3 per cent) were
engaged in macro social work, which included employment as executive
director of a child protection agency and other family-serving organisations,
administrator of hospital-based social services and other executive positions in
the human services. Mezzo-level work formed a smaller group (n = 5, 18.5
per cent) and included those providing community service and development,
social planning and supervisory activities. For two SWPs, their social work
employment histories could not be specitied.

Parliamentary careers

Political career path models, such as the springboard model, suggest that those
with ambition typically progress up a political career ladder (Stolz, 2003)
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Table 3.1: Social work practice experience of SWPs

Type of social work practice Totaln =27
Micro practice (individual client service, child welfare, mental health, 11
counselling)

Mezzo practice (community development, group work, community 5
organising, supervising, planning)

Macro practice (policy, organisational management, administration, 9

teaching)

Unspecified 2

from local to national office, gaining increasing prestige and remuneration.
This hierarchical and unidirectional process is not the norm in Canada
(Borchert, 2011). In fact, in Canada political career paths are described as
unattractive in part because clear progressive pathways are nearly non-existent
(Docherty, 2011; Weber et al, 2024). A Canadian federal political career is
typically short and unreliable, with as many as two thirds of the members of
the House of Commons replaced each election (Docherty, 2003). Further,
with power concentrated with the prime minister and the cabinet, most
federally elected parliamentarians serve extensive time on the backbenches
and have few opportunities to impact policy or initiate change.

The length of tenure for SWPs is not significantly different from the
tenure of parliamentarians in general, which has been found to be 9.1 years
on average (Pow, 2015). In our sample of 20 SWPs whose terms in federal
parliament has ended (seven were still serving at the time of writing), 5 (25
per cent) served for less than four years, 6 (30 per cent) served for 5—8 years,
4 (20 per cent) served for 9—12 years, 3 (15 per cent) served for 13—16 years
and 2 (10 per cent) served for more than 16 years. The average length of
tenure for an SWP in the House of Commons was 9.5 years. This equates
to approximately two terms, as federal elections tend to run on a four-year
cycle. The longest-serving SWP, Walter Dinsdale (Conservative), served
from 1951 for 31 years until his death in office in 1982.

The Canadian political career path has also been described as bifurcated
in that those with ambition choose between provincial or national politics.
Barriers exist, making movement between levels of government difficult
(Borchert, 2011). For example, the move between provincial and federal
levels is difficult due to a lack of integration in party organisation (Webb,
2015; Pow, 2018). Although two political parties (the Liberals and the
Conservatives) have dominated politics at both the federal and provincial
levels, a disconnect exists between these multilevel parties as they do not
consistently share infrastructure — such as party voting lists — fundraising
processes or even ideology. As a result, the movement from provincial to
federal politics does not provide dependable opportunities.
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That is not to say movement does not happen, and in our database of 27
federally elected SWPs, a significant number (n = 6, 22.2 per cent) also
had experience in provincial politics. For example, Alexa McDonough, the
provincial party leader for the NDP in Nova Scotia from 1980 to 1994,
and the first woman to lead a political party in that province, ran for and
won the federal leadership and was elected in 1997. Likewise, Dave Barrett
was first elected to the provincial legislature in British Columbia in 1965
and later led the NDP, serving as premier in the province (1972-75), then
successfully made the leap to federal politics in 1988 as a member of the
NDP (Hawthorn, 2018).

Activities that represent political experience include having been elected to
a provincial or municipal legislature, school board or special interest group,
as well as being involved in political party staff work. Table 3.2 shows a
breakdown of those in our sample of 27 who had prior political experience: 6
members (22.2 per cent) had been elected to provincial government, 5 (18.5
per cent) had been elected to municipal legislatures, 2 had been elected to
school board positions and 2 had been elected as president of special interest
groups (both 7.4 per cent) and 4 had political staffing experience (14.8 per
cent). Three of the SWPs (11.1 per cent) had more than one type of political
experience prior to their election to the federal parliament. Overall, 16
(59.3 per cent) of SWPs had prior political experience, while 11 (40.7 per cent)
had no prior political experience.

Dodeigne (2018) suggests that regional political arenas should be considered
an end in themselves rather than a springboard to the national level. Stolz
(2003) argues that a regional culture (in Canada, the provincial/territorial
culture) and strong regional identity is incentive for remaining at the regional
political level. Provincial political careers may be more attractive for some due
to less demanding travel schedules and less time away from home. Also, the
opportunities for career advancement, such as through a position in cabinet,
are seen as greater at the provincial level. Cabinet positions bring with them
increased ability to impact policy, but also additional compensation through
cabinet appointments and committee work. Additionally, for the politically

Table 3.2: SWPs' prior political experience

Type of prior political experience N (%)
Provincial government 6 (22.0%)
Municipal legislature 5(18.5%)
School board 2 (7.4%)
Elected president of a special interest group 2(7.4%)
Political staffing 4 (15.0%)
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ambitious, a member of the provincial legislature holding a cabinet seat is
more likely to be re-elected (Docherty, 2011).

In a foundational Canadian study examining Canadian federal parliamentary
career paths, Barrie and Gibbins (1989) report on 3,803 elected members
from 1867 to 1984. They found that 14 per cent of parliamentarians had prior
provincial experience and 26 per cent had municipal experience, while 59
per cent were considered amateurs with no prior political experience. More
recently, Pow (2018) examined data on over 1,000 Canadian MPs serving
between 1993 and 2015. He found that 8 per cent could be classified as
having politics as their primary career, while 45 per cent had some degree
of prior electoral experience, demonstrating there may be an in increasing
number of federal politicians having prior electoral experience. However,
a significant share (47 per cent) of newly elected MPs in Pow’s study were
political amateurs.

Our sample reflects Docherty’s (2011) findings that there is no singular
Canadian political career path. However, our SWPs had significantly more
political experience than those in Pow’s (2018) sample. While many could
be seen as political neophytes with no prior political experience, 60 per
cent had some experience. Interestingly, Docherty pointed out in 2011 that
politicians at the federal level were more likely to have had experience at the
municipal level (27 per cent) than at the provincial level (10 per cent). Our
own sample indicates a more even split between experience at the provincial
(22 per cent) and municipal (18 per cent) levels. Adding election to school
boards (n = 2) to the municipal category (n = 5), as others have done, 26
per cent of our SWPs had municipal experience.

Although no single career path can describe the experience of our social
work sample, Lucienne Robillard exemplifies a significant proportion
of our sample who not only had vast political experience prior to being
elected to the federal government, but also had significant and varied
pre-parliamentary social work experience. Lucienne Robillard obtained
her MSW at age 22 and practised clinical social work in a large urban
hospital. Her career progressed quickly as she worked in community
social services, managing social programmes and community relations,
eventually moving into health care administration in hospital-based
social services. She was named Public Curator of Québec, responsible
to protect the rights of vulnerable adults, and she was elected President
of the Association of Social Service Practitioners in the health sector of
Québec and later President of the Administrative Commission for Mental
Health Services. She was elected to the Québec National Assembly in
1989 and held a variety of cabinet posts at the provincial level, including
Minister of Health and Social Services. She ran and was elected to the
federal parliament in 1995, serving for nearly 13 years. During that time,
she held a number of important portfolios, including Minister of Labour,
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Minister of Citizenship and Immigration and President of the Treasury
Board, and in 2006 she was named deputy leader of the Liberal Party
(National Assembly of Québec, 2024). She resigned her seat in 2008 but
continued to work for the Liberal Party of Canada.

Post-parliamentary careers

The SWPs in our sample had the opportunity to influence public policy
at the highest level while in office, but what about their policy impacts
following their political tenure? Were they able to continue to advance
social policy for social change? One of the apparent characteristics of our
Canadian SWPs is their commitment to public service — more so than
their commitment to one specific public issue or social cause. Many in our
sample of SWPs were dedicated to the idea of public service, human rights,
democracy and social justice.

Audrey McLaughlin (NDP MP, 1987-97) is one such example. She
was the first woman to lead a national political party in Canada and
remained an influential social policy advocate following her tenure as
a federal politician. Subsequently, in 1997, she was elected President of
Socialist International Women, whose main concerns are peace, human
rights and democracy. In 2000, she travelled to Kosovo to work with
women candidates in that region’s first democratic election, continuing
her lifelong efforts to encourage inclusiveness in public affairs. From
2005 to 2006, she was appointed by the prime minister to serve on the
National Roundtable on the Economy and Environment, whose mission
was to generate and promote innovative ways to advance Canada’s
environmental and economic interests. More recently, McLaughlin was
Chair of Grandmothers to Grandmothers — Yukon (part of the Stephen
Lewis Foundation), connecting grandmothers in Africa to those in other
countries, raising funds and raising awareness; this reflected McLaughlin’s
belief that one should act both globally and locally (Government of Canada,
2021; Pioneer Women of the Yukon, nd).

Eugene Rhéaume (Conservative MP, 1963—66) continued to influence
policy after leaving elected office through his work with Indigenous people
and communities. In particular, he worked for the recognition of Métis people
in the Canadian Constitution (Mackay, 2013). He was a vocal advocate for
improving housing for Indigenous people and chaired a national task force
examining the issues. This work helped initiate programmes resulting in
the construction and repair of well over 25,000 homes (Meili, 2013). He
was also instrumental in the formation of the Native Council of Canada, an
organisation dedicated to promoting Indigenous rights, especially Métis and
non-status rights, and, as it was later, the Congress of Aboriginal Peoples.
His advocacy work led to appointments with the Royal Commission on
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Labrador, the Royal Commission on Electoral Reform and the Canadian
Human Rights Commission.

Other SWPs accepted seats on various boards, many of which were related
to social issues of personal importance. Alexa McDonough (NDP MP, 1997—
2008), for example, accepted a seat with the Alzheimer’s Society Board of
Directors. She had a family history of Alzheimer’s and was dedicated to this
cause. Bonnie Brown (Liberal Party MP, 1993-2008) followed her political
career with volunteer work for Advancement of Women Halton — a group
she was instrumental in founding — which is dedicated to gender equality
and brings together local women’s organisations to lobby on issues including
democracy, childcare, pay equity and, more recently, missing and murdered
Indigenous women and girls. Margaret Mitchell (NDP MP, 1979-93)
followed her tenure in the House of Commons as the first Chair of the BC
Advisory Council on Human Rights. While most SWPs entered macro-level
positions following their career in federal Parliament, one, Louise Hardy
(NDP MP 1997-2000), pursued a clinical practice career.

Social advocacy

Docherty (2003) suggests that the possibility to influence public policy and
legislation in the Canadian federal parliament can best be realised through
an appointment to cabinet. Impressively, social workers in the House of
Commons have held some high-profile and influential parliamentary and
governmental positions. Overall, of the 27 elected SWPs, 8 (29.6 per cent)
have been appointed as parliamentary secretaries (a junior role sometimes
seen as a stepping stone to a cabinet appointment), 6 (22.2 per cent) have
held cabinet posts, 5 (18.5 per cent) have held the position of whip/deputy
whip, 3 (11.1 per cent) have been leader of their party and 2 (7.4 per
cent) have been named caucus chair, leaving only 3 (11.1 per cent) to the
backbenches. In parliament at the time of writing, three social workers held
cabinet positions: the Honourable Diane Lebouthillier, Minister of Fisheries,
Oceans and the Canadian Coast Guard; the Honourable Ginette Petitpas
Taylor, Minister of Veterans Affairs and Associate Minister of National
Defence; the Honourable Dan Vandal, Minister Responsible for Prairies
Economic Development Canada, Minister Responsible for the Canadian
Northern Economic Development Agency and Minster of Northern Affairs.
These portfolios may not represent traditional areas of focus for social work,
but — according to recent SWPs — they may benefit from a social work lens
and the skill set that social workers bring (McLaughlin et al, 2019).

[t is difficult to speak definitively about the social advocacy impacts of elected
SWPs at the federal level. Cabinet ministers are not independent actors in
the Canadian system and are constrained by centralised party policy and the
goals of the prime minister. Policy direction is commonly set out in mandate
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letters delivered to incoming ministers (Ie, 2023). Examining the legislative
impacts of SWPs in the last two sittings of the House of Commons, we can
see that the number of bills brought forward or sponsored by SWPs was
minimal: four in total with only one receiving R oyal Assent (Bill C-13). The
bills, while important, were not directly related to traditional social advocacy
issues. Some dealt with changes to regulations, such as Bill C-13, sponsored
by the Honourable Ginette Petitpas Taylor, which enacts the use of French in
federally regulated private business. Petitpas Taylor was at that time the Official
Languages Minister. In an interview about her job, Petitpas Taylor spoke of the
importance of promoting the use of the French language but she also advocated
for the recognition of Indigenous languages and the importance of preserving
and supporting identity and culture. She also spoke of her government’s
commitment to reconciliation with Indigenous people and preserving and
promoting language as part of that (Canadian Press, 2021). What the social
worker brings to their office is an in-depth understanding of social and cultural
issues that impact individual and collective wellbeing, plus an ability to frame
discussions from this holistic person-in-environment perspective.

Conclusion

For those social workers who seek to influence policy and contribute to a
just society, a move into the political arena comes with opportunities and
challenges. A seat at the federal cabinet table is seen as the apex of a political
career, and we have seen in this study that social workers have held an
outsized role in federal positions of influence. A contributing factor may be
the profession’s structural lens and social justice value base, which provide a
critical analysis of social issues (McLaughlin et al, 2019). Not surprisingly,
SWPs elected to the federal House of Commons have been predominantly
female and enter politics at a younger age than their counterparts. Further, in
comparison to parliamentarians in general, SWPs tend to have more political
experience prior to their mandate, split nearly evenly between provincial
and municipal. Finally, the values of the profession and the pursuit of social
justice appear to be animating elements of their post-political careers. In
fact, for many of our SWPs, politics could be seen as an instrumental and
influential aspect of their lifelong social work practice.
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Czechia: social workers as members
of the Czech parliament

Agnieszka Zogata-Kusz and Tatiana Matulayova

In Czechia, policy engagement of social workers has only recently become
the topic of academic consideration. It has been present sporadically in
research (for example, Kodymova, 2011; Janebova et al, 2015; Zogata-Kusz
et al, 2022). As for the study programmes preparing future social workers
for practice, the issue of affecting political and policy processes has never
been a regular part of them. Social work has instead been presented as an
instrument of social policy, and social workers have mostly been presented
as being objects of social policy rather than as actively trying to influence
unjust or ineffective systems that have negative impacts on social work
and service users. We might consider such a situation as one of the factors
adversely affecting social workers’ policy engagement, including engagement
in politics as politicians. In this chapter, we discuss factors affecting the
number of social workers in political office and their political career paths,
as well as their social advocacy in parliament.

Social work as a profession

The social work profession in the Czech territory has evolved dynamically
and inconsistently over the 20th century (Matousek and Havrdova, 2021).
In recent years, there has been ongoing discussion, in the context of the
professionalisation of social work, about the need for a separate professional
law. Despite promises from various ministries over the past decade, no such
law has been enacted, reflecting the profession’s limited power (Weiss-Gal
and Wellbourne, 2008). At the time of writing, social work practice is
regulated by various laws, with the Social Services Act being the key one.
We can say that with its adoption in 2006, social work became a regulated
profession. Specific laws set qualification requirements for an occupation in
social work, including tertiary education not only in social work but also in
fields such as social pedagogy, special education and law.

Tertiary education for social workers is offered by higher vocational
schools (European Qualifications Framework Level 6) and universities. The
Association of Educators in Social Work sets minimum educational standards,
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collaborating with the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs and the Ministry
of Education, which consider these standards for programme accreditation.
The Ministry of Education ensures the quality of tertiary education, while
universities need the consent of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs for
social work programmes to meet regulatory standards. Historically, minimum
standards have focused on direct practice. As a result, bachelor’s programmes
in social work emphasise service provision over policy engagement (Zogata-
Kusz and Balaz, 2022) and Czech social work graduates are not sufficiently
prepared for the clash of powers as potential policy actors (Balaz, 2023).
Although practitioners often call for policy changes, they frequently do not
see themselves as agents of change (Zogata-Kusz et al, 2022).

In Czechia, as of 2021 there are over 22,000 social workers, which
represents 0.43 per cent of the 5.2 million employed individuals (CSU,
2024a). The profession is highly feminised. Despite there being no reliable
statistics on the number of female social workers, the partial data indicates
that women make up over 90 per cent of the profession (for example,
Zajacova, 2023, p 63). As of the end of 2021, the areas of social work with
the largest numbers of employees are social services, with 13,378 social
workers, and public administration, with 9,037 social workers (Zajacova,
2023, p 79). Nevertheless, there is neither unified guidelines for reporting
the number of social workers, nor a public registry of social workers.
Social workers in Czechia do not have a strong professional organisation
to represent them. The existing professional associations have only a few
hundred members altogether.

The gross salaries of social workers in Czechia depend on their level of
education and the length of their experience in the field. These salaries
range from CZK 15,470 (EUR 610) to CZK 50,020 (EUR 1,974) per
month, as outlined in Government Regulation 341/2017 Coll. In 2022,
the average gross salary across the national economy was CZK 39,306
(EUR 14,72; Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs — MPSV, 2022).
These numbers only confirm long-standing perceptions that social work is
considered an undervalued and underpaid profession. This is largely due to
the chronic underfunding of the social services sector as well as disparities
in compensation between the public administration and non-profit sectors.
The chronic underfunding of the social services sector not only results in low
wages but also creates unstable employment conditions, such as temporary
job contracts, and uncertainty regarding fair wage increases compared to
other sectors (Trlifajova and Hurrle, 2018).

Nonetheless, social workers in Czechia are aware of the societal challenges
that justify the need for the profession (Vojtisek and Matulayova, 2023). The
pressures created by neoliberal democracy, the market economy and major
crises (among other factors) increase the demands on social workers to be
active in public discourse, get involved in social advocacy and influence policy
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processes. Social workers are aware of their role in advocating for the rights
and legally protected interests of service users. However, whether they are
willing and able to increase their engagement in influencing policy remains
an unanswered question (Vojtisek and Matulayova, 2023), and so far we know
little about social workers in political office. In the next section, we focus
on the institutional opportunity structures and point out the factors related
to the political system itself that may affect social workers’ willingness and
ability to hold political office at the national level.

Institutional opportunity structures

Political career opportunities for Czech social workers exist at four
governance levels: national, regional and local as well as the European Union
level. Here, we concentrate on the national level and examine social work
members of parliament (SWMPs). Keeping in mind opportunity structure
factors, and especially institutional factors (Gal and Weiss-Gal, 2023), we
refer to Borchert’s (2011) three ‘a’s and describe the availability, accessibility
and attractiveness of political office in the Czech national parliament.

Availability

The Czech Republic is a unitary parliamentary republic, with the president
serving as the head of state. Executive authority lies with the government,
headed by the prime minister, accountable to the Chamber of Deputies.
The Chamber of Deputies serves as the lower chamber of the parliament,
the state’s legislative authority, with the Senate as the upper chamber.

When one thinks about the structures enabling social workers to pursue
elected position at the national level, attention naturally gravitates towards
parliament. The Chamber of Deputies, consisting of 200 mandates for
deputies serving four-year terms, is the central body. The mandates are
distributed according to a proportional electoral system and relate to the
number of votes cast in the 14 multi-member districts. The electoral districts
coincide with self-governing regions. Candidates must be at least 21 years
old. The law determines the maximum number of candidates per list, and this
ranges from 14 to 36, depending on the district’s population size. In 2021,
the number of deputies elected in each district ranged from 5 to 23 (Czech
Statistical Office — CSU, 2021b). To secure mandates, a political grouping
must surpass an electoral threshold of 5 per cent of valid votes. Since 2021,
the thresholds for coalitions have stood at 8 per cent for coalitions of two
and 11 per cent for three or more political groupings (Act of Law 247/1995
Coll, on elections to the Parliament of the Czech Republic §49).

The Senate of the Czech Republic consists of 81 members serving six-
year terms, elected in a majoritarian electoral system. To ensure stability,
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one third of the Senate is elected every two years. Candidates are required
to be at least 40 years old. In a two-round majority system, each of 81
constituencies elects one candidate. Besides candidates from political parties,
movements and coalitions, independent candidates can run for a senatorial
mandate under specific conditions.

Parliamentary bodies are special forums where the policy process can be
affected. These are mainly committees, which are regular working bodies,
and commissions, which are specific working bodies for control, special
topics or tasks. Each chamber has its own committees and commissions.
We may consider those parliamentary bodies focusing on social issues as
especially attractive for social workers and other specialists experienced in
the social area. One of the committees regularly established in the Chamber
of Deputies is the Social Policy Committee. In the ninth parliamentary term
(starting in 2021), it established subcommittees on: Information Technology,
Benefit Systems and Issues of the Employment Office; Socially Excluded
Areas and the Integration of People after Serving a Sentence; Social Health
Boundaries; and Social Services and Persons with Disabilities. As for
commissions, examples include the Permanent Commission for Family
and Equal Opportunities (Chamber of Deputies — PSP, 2024a). The Senate
bodies function in a similar way. For instance, in the 14th electoral term,
there is the Permanent Commission for Labour and the Committee for
Social Policy with the Subcommittee for the Family (Senat Parlamentu
Ceské republiky, 2024).

The Chamber of Deputies and the Senate vote on which committees and
commissions will be established and how many members they will have.
Whether or not social workers become members of the specific committees
and commissions depends, however, on the parliamentary factions in each
chamber. A potential barrier to advancing social issues may be represented
by the general rule that a deputy can sit on a maximum of two committees
and a senator can sit on one committee. Nonetheless, deputies who are not
committee members may participate in the meetings and discussions, which
may be an opportunity to raise one’s voice despite being a non-member
(Law no 90/1995 on the Rules of Procedure of the Chamber of Deputies;
Law no 107/1999 on the Senate Rules of Procedure).

As well as engagement in the parliamentary working bodies, institutional
opportunities to have a voice on social issues exist in other fundamental
parliamentary activities, such as proposing bills, submitting written
amendments, delivering speeches in the chamber and raising oral
interpellations. Furthermore, beyond their legislative duties, deputies and
senators may engage in social advocacy by organising conferences and
seminars at parliament to address legislative issues, thus providing platforms
for dialogue with experts. This may add gravity to a given issue and open
up further possibilities for solving related problems.
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Accessibility

Social workers entering national politics have to join a political grouping (that
is, a party or movement), either as members or as independent candidates, to
secure a spot on the candidate list. An alternative in elections for the Senate
1s gathering 1,000 signatures from voters in the given electoral district. Real
accessibility of positions in parliament depends heavily on party nomination
strategies, so this is a key factor influencing social workers’ political careers.
Moreover, access to mandates is limited by competition. In the 2021
elections, 5,243 candidates from 22 groupings vied for 200 mandates, and
only four political groupings secured mandates (CSU, 2021b).

The party nomination strategy determines if and where a political group
positions its representatives on the candidate list. There are no institutional
restrictions on the nomination process, except for certain democratic principles,
barring discrimination based on factors such as gender or religion (Outly and
Prouza, 2013). There are no quotas for ethnic minorities or women in elections
to the Chamber of Deputies, nor limits on holding multiple offices. Consequently,
the positioning of the candidates on the list is entirely at the discretion of the
political grouping. By placing candidates in top realistic (that is, guaranteeing
election) positions, groupings can significantly influence election outcomes.
Among the factors increasing a candidate’s chances of securing a realistic spot
on a parliamentary list are: prior political engagement, demonstrated party
loyalty, political experience, campaign leadership, media proficiency, residence
in a regional or district capital, an age between 41 and 50, higher education,
experience in a party/political staff role and, to some extent, being male (Dvorak
and Pink, 2023). Involvement in a political party’s activities — even as a volunteer —
increases a social worker’s chances of becoming the party’s candidate.

However, in the Czech proportional electoral system with flexible
candidate lists, voters have several preferential votes, allowing them to
affect the results by selecting candidates from various parts of the list. In the
Chamber of Deputies, voters can influence the order using four preferential
votes, with candidates needing at least 5 per cent of such votes for their list
to advance. The election of candidates from unrealistic positions is rare, as
voters typically favour those in the top spots on the list (Kneblova, 2014).
Social workers, particularly those who work in communities and are widely
known, have a great chance of gaining preferential votes.

Attractiveness

The attractiveness of having a mandate as a deputy is high, as is evident from
the ratio of candidates to mandates. In the 2021 elections, on average, 26
candidates vied for each seat (CSU, 2021b). When assessing the attractiveness
of'a position on the basis of financial remuneration, parliamentary mandates
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rank highly. As per Act No 236/1995, a member of the Chamber of
Deputies received CZK 94,775 per month in 2024 (PSP, 2024b), significantly
exceeding the average gross monthly nominal wage. In the case of social
workers, salaries are significantly lower. Additional responsibilities boost
remuneration; for instance, a subcommittee deputy chairperson receives
over CZK 105,000, and a parliamentary chamber chairperson earns over
CZK 267,000. Furthermore, deputies receive expenses for representational
duties, meals and transportation (PSP, 2024b). This means that they are able
to live off politics, following Weber (1919 [2009]). The legislation, however,
allows deputies and senators to pursue external employment (for example,
as a community social worker) within specific limits outlined in the Act on
Conflict of Interests.

If one assesses the position’s attractiveness on the basis of prestige, joining
parliament in Czechia is not attractive. Political professions, notably
membership of the Chamber of Deputies, have had low prestige for quite
some time. As Rysavy points out, this is partly due to the media’s focus on
corruption cases involving specific politicians (Rysavy, 2016, p 65). Overall,
while the position of members of parliament offers significant social and
financial advantages, its attractiveness from the perspective of prestige is
heavily affected by the negative general image of politics. Keeping all this in
mind, in the next section we analyse the number and roles of social workers
in the Czech parliament.

Political recruitment

To examine the number, roles and political careers of Czech social workers
in national politics, we conducted exploratory research, as this is the
first study on Czech social workers as national politicians." We identified
individuals on the basis of their social work education, though not all of
them had practical experience in social work. Because of the absence of
comprehensive parliamentary registers in Czechia, we investigated the
educational backgrounds of deputies and senators and their political careers
using their personal, party or other websites. We then examined the websites
of the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate to analyse the parliamentary
careers and activities of the social workers we identified. Additionally, we
conducted a semi-structured interview with Pavla Golasowska, a SWMP
who has both education and experience in social work.

From 2006 up to the parliament that started in 2021, there have been seven
members of the Chamber of Deputies and one senator who graduated from
social work programmes. Additionally, two senators previously worked as
social workers but did not graduate from social work programmes and so
were not included in our sample. This small group was diverse as regards
their sociodemographic and other characteristics (see Table 4.1). There were
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Table 4.1: Characteristics of the social workers who have been members of the Parliament of the Czech Republic since 2006

Name (gender),  Highest Social work  Municipal council Regional Tenure as an MP Political grouping affiliation
year of birth social work experience  mandate council
qualification mandate
The Chamber Pavla Golasowska BSW Family social A town with - 201417 (as KDU-CSL
of Deputies  (F), 1964 worker for approximately 34,000 a substitute) (Christian democrats) — a member
9 years inhabitants, 2010- 2017-21 since 2009
Deputy mayor, 2022- 2021-
Igor Hendrych (M), PhD - A town with 2016-  2021- ANO 2011 movement (a centrist
1967 approximately 55,000 populist party) — a member since 2014
inhabitants, 2018-
Deputy mayor,
2018-22
Karel Slade¢ek (M), MSW - A city with 2016-20 2021- SPD
1963 approximately (Freedom and Democracy Party; a
285,000 inhabitants, Right-wing populist and Eurosceptic
2010-13 party) —a member since 2020
Previously a member of a local
political movement and a non-
parliamentary political party
Jan Cechlovsky MSW Social A town with - 2010-13 ODS (Civic Democratic Party) - a
(M), 1974 prevention  approximately 23,000 member since 2001
worker for inhabitants, 2002—
6 years Deputy mayor, 2004-
Project 06 and 2012-14
manager for  Mayor, 2006-10
2 years

(continued)

eIYyoaz)



¥S

Table 4.1: Characteristics of the social workers who have been members of the Parliament of the Czech Republic since 2006 (continued)

Name (gender),  Highest Social work  Municipal council Regional Tenure as an MP Political grouping affiliation
year of birth social work experience  mandate council

qualification mandate
Jiti Koubek (M), BSW - The capital, Prague, - 2013-17 TOP 09 (liberal conservatives) —
1976 2018-22 a member since 2010

The municipal district
of Prague-Libus, 2010-
Mayor, 2010-22

Yvona Kubjatovda ~ MSW Child A city with 2008-20 April-June 2010 (as CSSD (Czech Social Democratic
(F), 1969 protection approximately Deputy  a substitute) Party) — a member since 1998
worker for 102,000 thousand governor,
10 years inhabitants, 2002-14  2008-16
Jiti Valenta (M),  BSW - A city with 2012-16 2013-17 KSCM
1965 approximately 186,000 and (Communist Party of Bohemia and
inhabitants, 2006-14  2020- Moravia) - a member since 2004
The Senate  Miroslav Adamek ~ MSW Child A town with - 2018- An independent, in the Senate for
(M), 1973 protection/  approximately 25,000 the ANO 2011 movement (a populist
drug inhabitants, 2022- centrist party)
prevention Mayor, 2022-
worker for
11 years

Director of a
social services
organisation
for 14 years

901140 1e21H]0d U} SI9YIOM 1e120S

Note: BSW = bachelor’s degree in social work; MSW = master’s degree in social work
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two women, which is not a small proportion when compared to the overall
share of women in the Chamber of Deputies, which in the last elections (in
2021) reached only 25 per cent (CSU, 2021b). However, given the level
of feminisation of the profession, there was a huge imbalance in favour
of men. The youngest social worker entering the Chamber of Deputies
was 36 and the oldest was 58 when they were elected. The average age of
the first election to parliament was 45.3 (personal email correspondence
with V. Sklenif, Department of Informatics, Office of the Chamber of
Deputies, 22 November 2024), which is similar to the average age of
46 for all parliamentarians. All SWMPs come from middle-size or large
municipalities (with a minimum of 23,000 inhabitants). Interestingly, each
represents a different political grouping — communists, social democrats,
Christian democrats, civic democrats, liberal conservatives, a centrist
populist movement and a far-right party; the senator is from a centrist
populist movement. Simplifying party allegiance patterns, we might say that
two SWMPs are affiliated with right-wing parties, two belong to centrist
parties, two are aligned with parties on the left of the political spectrum
and two represent a catch-all party (sometimes positioned in the Czech
political spectrum as centrist with a tendency towards populism). Their
small number and strong heterogeneity suggest there may not be a typical
profile of Czech SWMPs.

[t is interesting to compare SWMPs with MPs who hold higher education
degrees in selected other helping professions and to examine what percentage
of the workforce they represent. Although such a comparison is subject to
methodological limitations (comparing the share of people with a particular
educational qualification to the share of people in a particular occupation),
we proceeded as this allows for rough estimates of the relative share of social
workers in parliament. Moreover, this methodological distortion applies
uniformly across all groups.

When analysing the composition of parliament, we found that among
helping professions, teachers are clearly predominant. During the 2013—17
term, as many as 30 teachers held seats in the Chamber of Deputies alone.
Over the two terms following that, this number decreased, and as of 2024,
there were 20 in the Chamber of Deputies and 12 in the Senate, constituting
11.38 per cent of all the 281 MPs. In 2023, there were approximately 176,000
teachers in Czechia (CSU, 2024a), including academic pedagogues, which
equates to 3.38 per cent of the workforce. As for medical doctors, their
representation has ranged between 9 and 22 over the last five terms. For
example, in 2022, out of 63,000 medical doctors and dentists (1.21 per cent
of the workforce; CSU, 2024b), 17 served as deputies and 15 as senators,
representing 11.38 per cent of parliament as of 2024. Regarding lawyers —
more specifically, advocates, as their numbers are easier to determine — out of
13,063 advocates in 2024 (0.25 per cent of the workforce; Czech Advocate
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Table 4.2: MPs holding higher education degrees in selected helping professions, 2024

Profession Prevalence in Czechia” Current representation in parliament™
Social workers 22,415 (0.43%) 4 (1.42%)

Teachers 176,000 (3.38%) 32 (11.38%)

Medical doctors 63,000 (1.21%) 32 (11.38%)

Advocates 13,000 (0.25%) 8 (4.27%)

Psychologists 10,000 (019%) 0 (0.00%)

Notes: * Percentages are of the total workforce (n = 5.2 million); ** percentages are of the total
MPs in parliament (n = 281)

Chamber, cited in Kabelova, 2024), none were in the Chamber of Deputies,
while 8 served in the Senate, constituting 4.27 per cent of all MPs as of 2024.

Other helping professions requiring higher education are represented rarely.
For example, over five parliamentary terms, there was only one psychologist
(serving for a single term) out of approximately 10,000 psychologists in
Czechia (Unie psychologickych asociaci CR, z.s., 2022).

As of 2024, 4 out of 281 MPs were social workers (see Table 4.1),
constituting 1.42 per cent of all MPs. When comparing this share with
social workers’ share in the overall Czech workforce of approximately 0.43
per cent, it becomes evident that social workers are over-represented in
parliament. However, as discussed and as Table 4.2 shows, other helping
professions are even more over-represented.

In the next section, we reflect on the career paths of Czech MPs and the
factors influencing them, comparing the patterns with those of SWMPs.

Political career patterns

The Czech multilevel political system, characterised by lack of strict
separation between governance levels, supports various political career
paths. Bernard and Cermik (2021), drawing on Borchert and Stolz’s (2011)
concept of political opportunities, found that ascending career paths are
common. Typically, politicians move from municipal roles directly to the
Chamber of Deputies or, more frequently, to the Senate. The proportion
of ‘parachutists’, or those who start in parliament without prior local or
regional experience, is relatively low — around one third in the Senate
and slightly higher in the Chamber of Deputies. Descending career paths,
where national-level politicians take up regional or municipal roles, are rare
(Bernard and Cermik, 2021).

Given the high number of municipal councillors (over 60,000), it is only for
a small percentage of them that their position in local government functions
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as a stepping stone for advancing to the Chamber of Deputies or the Senate.
Bernard and Cermék (2021) identify three key factors affecting upward
political mobility: the type of political party, the size of the municipality
and gender. Candidates from newer political parties and those from larger
municipalities, such as Prague, have better chances of moving to national
positions. Gender also plays a significant role, with women being clearly
under-represented in national politics (Gelnarova, 2010; Sztwiertnia and
Hellova, 2012; Vohlidalova et al, 2016; (V‘,SU, 2021b). Men are about twice
as likely as women to advance to higher levels, while women often remain
at the municipal level. The gender gap is bigger at the national level than
at the local level (Bernard and Cermik, 2021). We may expect that at least
the size of the municipality and gender are factors that negatively affect
social workers’ engagement in national politics, given that as many as 54
per cent of Czechia’s 6,258 municipalities have populations of less than 500
inhabitants (CSU, 20212) and that the Czech social work field is a heavily
feminised profession.

Although the number of SWMPs is too small for quantitative analysis,
we can observe that they tend to follow the general trend of ascending
career paths. As shown in Table 4.1, almost all social work members of the
Chamber of Deputies joined their political factions, most of which were
already well established, before starting their political careers. One had been
a member of some other — non-parliamentary — political parties. Only the
senator was independent and did not belong to the political movement he
represented. All but one of the SWMPs began their political career at the
local level as a member of the municipal council in a city or big town, and
SWMPs have been in politics permanently for between 15 and 20 years.
Some SWMPs had the experience of being a mayor or deputy mayor. The
one exception is the political career of the only social work senator: Miroslav
Adamek. A former youth officer at the town hall and director of a non-profit
organisation providing social services, he began his political career directly
at the national level as a senator. During his electoral term in the Senate,
he ran successtully for a position in a municipal council and even became
its mayor. It is worth noting that it was only at that time that he gave up his
position as director in the non-profit organisation.

SWMPs stayed in the Chamber of Deputies for 1.28 legislative periods
on average, which is less than the average for all deputies for the last five
terms (that is, from 2006 up to the parliament that started in 2021), which
stands at 1.72 (personal email correspondence with V. Sklenar, Department
of Informatics, Office of the Chamber of Deputies, 22 November 2024).
Mandate accumulation, in which politicians hold multiple positions across
difterent levels, is another notable feature of the Czech political system. All
but one of the SWMPs accumulated mandates at various levels of governance
at some point. The representative of the communist party (Jiti Valenta) even
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accumulated mandates at all three levels between 2012 and 2014. Mandate
accumulation is possible because most municipal and regional council
mandates are non-professional and less time-consuming, allowing politicians
to balance multiple roles. Mayors and other professional local politicians
frequently become members of parliament, and this was the case for three
SWMPs (see Table 4.1).

Political experience and previous mandate accumulation were vital factors
that enabled those social workers who finished their careers at the national
level to continue in politics at lower levels. A specific case is represented
by Yvona Kubjatova, a long-term employee of her city’s social and health
department and the head of local and regional-level departments dealing
with social services. She was active in politics mainly at the local and regional
levels. She entered the Chamber of Deputies in 2010, though only for the
two last months of the tenure, as a substitute. She did not run for office in
the next parliamentary elections, preferring to focus on the lower levels
of governance.

Other than Kubjatova, no other former SWMP has returned to being
a social worker following their time in parliament. In addition to the two
SWMPs who remained in full-time professional politics after leaving the
national parliament, one moved to a position in the private business sector
(others have still been in the parliament, with one simultaneously continuing
his academic involvement in the field of social work).

To conclude, while, due to the small number of positions that SWMPs
have occupied, we cannot talk about general patterns, we observe that the
political career paths of social workers generally corresponded to those of
other Czech politicians, with ascending political trajectories and holding
multiple positions being common.

Social advocacy

Social workers holding an elected political position may pursue many political
goals and advance a broad set of policies. Since social work education and
practice may have made them more sensitive to unjust systems and aspects
of the social environment that have a negative effect on service users, we
expect that they would use their positions to engage in social advocacy and
attempt to advocate for social justice.

However, when analysing the parliamentary engagement of the Czech
SWMPs, we found that this is not always the case. As mentioned earlier, not
all of the SWMPs had experience in social work practice or had even worked
in social issues-related positions. However, those who did were indeed
engaged in the work of parliamentary bodies dealing with social issues (for
example, the Committee for Social Policy and the Permanent Commission
on Family Issues and Equal Opportunities). They also submitted bills or
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written amendment proposals or gave speeches regarding social problems,
although, naturally, not about social problems exclusively. Those who only
had social work education without any practical experience in social work
focused mostly on other issues.

Such a situation is not surprising given that policy engagement, as
mentioned earlier, is not an integral part of social work education in
Czechia, which is focused on work with individual service users (Zogata-
Kusz and Balaz, 2022). Moreover, many social workers do not attempt to
influence policies that affect their service users (Zogata-Kusz et al, 2022).
Consequently, we may expect that people without experience from the
field not only have less knowledge about the impact of social legislation
on daily practice but also are less sensitive to this or not as prepared to get
involved in changing it. Furthermore, in Czech culture, higher education
degrees are seen as highly valuable on the labour market, though they do
not always correspond to the personal interests of graduates (Cesky rozhlas
Dvojka, 2018; Respekt, 2018).

To illustrate the social advocacy activities of Czech SWMPs, we present
the case of Pavla Golasowska in more detail. She is a social worker and has
served as a deputy for the Christian and Democratic Union-Czechoslovak
People’s Party (KDU-CSL; part of the government formed in 2021) since
2014, when she replaced a deputy who was appointed as the ambassador
to Germany. While active in social legislation (regarding, for example,
state social support), her primary advocacy in social issues developed in
her second term. In an interview in April 2024, Golasowska said that her
main motivation for staying in the Chamber of Deputies was the need to
champion issues such as hospice care and multi-year funding for social
service organisations. Between 2017 and 2021, when her party was in
opposition, Golasowska was a member of the Committee for Social Policy,
the Subcommittee on Social Services and Persons with Disabilities and the
Permanent Commission on Family Issues and Equal Opportunities . Analysis
of the parliamentary website shows that, in that period, she submitted 53
written amendments, almost all concerning social issues (pension insurance,
social services, benefits for persons with disabilities, childcare services, social
and legal protection of children and so on). Golasowska co-proposed 49 bills,
nearly half of them on social issues. She spoke at 35 sessions (out of 120),
frequently demonstrating expertise in social work and acting as an advocate
for disadvantaged people and quality social services. In the interview, she
highlighted her key achievements, which included securing compensation
for sterilised Romani women and amending a bill on abused children. In
the latter case, Golasowska collaborated with a centre supporting children
and families affected by domestic violence. In the term that started in 2021,
because she belongs to the governmental party, she has been less visible in
the parliament. At the same time, she also served as the deputy mayor for
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social prevention in her hometown, which has a population of nearly 35,000.
Nevertheless, Golasowska has served on the Social Policy Committee, the
Subcommittee on Social Health Boundaries and the Subcommittee on
National Minorities. By May 2024, she had submitted two amendments
on child protection and co-proposed four bills, including one on the
protection of health from addictive substances and one on registered
partnerships. Golasowska pointed out that many of her topics come from
external organisations or individuals. She has maintained ties with social
work through her former non-governmental organisation employer and
community volunteer work, such as organising community breakfasts.
Her advocacy has extended beyond legislation to raising awareness via
conferences and round-tables. For example, at a bereaved mother’s request,
she organised an event on suicide to raise awareness, engage young people
and support a foundation for funding therapies.

Conclusion

We envision social workers as agents of change, capable of promoting social
justice and influencing public policy, including by serving as politicians
at national level. Although the number of SWMPs has been modest over
the five parliamentary terms from 2006, with eight SWMPs in total,
social workers are in fact over-represented in parliament relative to their
share of the workforce. Social workers’ political careers resemble those
of other politicians. To understand the representation of social workers
in parliament, we focused on institutional and environmental factors.
Regarding institutional factors, we particularly emphasise the importance
of political party nomination strategies, especially those related to gender
and residence, which can limit social workers’ electoral opportunities. In
terms of environmental factors, the professional discourse within social work
poses additional limitations. Specifically, there is insufficient emphasis on
macro practice and policy engagement in both practice and education. We
believe that addressing these gaps could enhance social workers’ motivation
and ability to pursue political roles. As evidenced by a few examples, when
social workers become active politicians, they often prioritise social issues
and are capable of driving meaningful change in national parliament.
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Finland: taking political office
to a new level?

Christian Kroll, Sanni Salonen and Helena Blomberg

This chapter focuses on politicians with a social worker background in
Finland, a country typically considered part of the Nordic welfare state
model. It examines such politicians at both the national and county levels.
First, the chapter provides a brief overview of members of Parliament (MPs)
with a social worker background, noting that, historically, their number has
been relatively limited. Furthermore, new empirical findings are presented
concerning social workers elected to the new county-level councils in the
newly established regional entities known as ‘wellbeing services counties’.
Introduced in 2023, these 21 counties are responsible for organising health,
social and rescue services in Finland. The empirical findings are based on
a survey conducted in spring 2024 on the political recruitment of social
workers to county councils, their career paths and their social advocacy.

Social work as a profession

In international comparison, Nordic and, perhaps above all, Finnish social
workers can be regarded as having a strong position both as part of the
welfare system and as a profession with academic qualifications (Lorenz,
1994; Meeuwisse and Swird, 2006). Finnish social workers are trained
exclusively at research universities, where, since the 1990s, social work has
been taught as a specialist subject on a par with other social science subjects.
The master’s degree in social sciences with a major in social work, which is
required for legal registration as a social worker, aims to equip the graduate
with both professional and more generic academic competences. The fact
that, in Finland, the academic discipline of social work was historically a
sub-programme within the subject of social policy is still reflected in the
relatively strong emphasis in teaching curricula on structural explanations
for, and policies against, social problems (Blomberg and Kroll, 2017).

The Finnish welfare system — one incarnation of the rather generous
Nordic comprehensive and universal welfare state with an emphasis on public
services (Anttonen and Sipild, 1996) — could be regarded as recognising
these special competences today. An example of this is the inclusion in the
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Social Welfare Act 1301/2014 of the task for public sector social workers
to conduct ‘structural social work’, with the dual objectives of influencing
and actively participating in (local/county) political processes through the
gathering of information and knowledge from field work and actively making
suggestions to (local and, later on, county) decision makers about how to
develop services on the basis of detected shortcomings.

Although social workers have extensive university education and a relatively
strong position within the fairly comprehensive welfare state, there are
structural limitations when it comes to the number of social workers that
could reasonably be expected to hold political office in Finland. This stems
from the fact that there are only some 8,200 registered social workers of
working age in the country of 5.6 million inhabitants, a tiny percentage
of the total of 2,373,934 individuals aged 18 to 64 in gainful employment
in all sectors in 2023 (Statistics Finland, 2023a), of which a total of some
366,200 work in the social and health care sector (15.4 per cent of the total
workers) (Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, 2024).

The comparatively low number of social workers in Finland results from
the introduction in the 1990s of universities of applied sciences and a dual
tertiary education system that distinguishes between these universities and
research universities. This created two distinct professions within social
services: social service workers with bachelor’s degrees from universities of
applied sciences and social workers educated at research universities. Social
service workers, who are more numerous and handle more ‘practical’ social
services, are legally distinct from social workers. The latter have greater
professional discretion and handle the most demanding tasks. This chapter
focuses solely on social workers.

Due to the high level of education of Finnish social workers and their
position and competences, they are often compared to medical doctors
within the health care sector. Furthermore, social work is a strongly female-
dominated profession —in 2022, only 6.8 per cent of licensed social workers
employed in the public sector were men. The predominant age group among
social workers in the public sector was 35—44 years, comprising 29 per cent
of the workforce (Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, 2024).

Institutional opportunity structures

In this section, we briefly consider some of the many aspects that have been
found in previous research to be of potential importance for career patterns
and political professionalisation in the Finnish political system and which
could also be assumed to have a bearing on social workers who wish to engage
in the political process proper. Many of these aspects, such as the electoral
system, described later, have implications at the local, regional and national
levels. Since the focus of our chapter is on the opportunities provided by
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the new county decision-making level regarding social and health services,
the more specific opportunity structure for this decision-making level is also
described later in this section.

Some of the general aspects derive from the electoral system (the general
principles of which are the same for elections at all levels except for
presidential elections), which is a combination of a proportional list system
and mandatory candidate voting. While the total number of votes is decisive
for the number of seats a party or equivalent receives in a given electoral
district, the individual candidates who are elected (within the limits set by
the total number of party votes) are those on the party list who receive the
largest number of personal votes (Karvonen, 2011).

Traditionally, local and county party branches of (even major) political
parties have few or no paid officials, requiring individual candidates to
build their own support groups, often using personal economic resources
(Ruostetsaari, 2003, p 110). This can limit opportunities for some
potentially interested individuals, such as social workers, whose salaries
have been lower than the salaries within many other professions requiring
a higher university education (Local Government and County Employers,
2022; Statistics Finland, 2022a). However, at the local level, particularly
in small rural municipalities where people often know each other and the
number of votes needed to be elected is low, financial resources may not
be a decisive factor.

Although the electoral system makes it possible to stand without being on
the list of an established political party, the power and position of political
parties in decision making in Finland are generally robust (see Ruostetsaari,
2003). Furthermore, while the electoral system, where every vote counts,
usually seems eager to include many (even politically independent) candidates
on lists, parties can still be assumed to be important for the political career
opportunities of individual candidates in many ways. Structural, tactical
and voter-related factors appear to contribute to an individual’s chances
of receiving votes. Karvonen (2011) found that party size, voting district
magnitude, list alliances and incumbency influence the distribution of votes
for candidates in parliamentary elections. The Finnish parliament has 200
members elected for four-year terms, with most former and current MPs
representing established parties.

An additional perspective related to the recruitment of social workers
as politicians has to do with the structural circumstances within the rather
comprehensive Finnish welfare system. Finnish social workers, supported
by the welfare system, have ample opportunities for political advocacy.
Research also shows their commitment to social justice and their political
engagement (af Ursin et al, 2023; Kallio et al, 2023). However, some
studies indicate that they prefer to separate their professional identity from
their personal political views, seeing social work as apolitical, which has
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implications regarding collaboration with political decision makers (for
example, Kallio, 2021).

To the extent that social workers wish to engage politically, Finland’s social
and health reform of 2023 would seem to have added an important new
level to the political opportunity structures of social workers. Previously, the
Finnish welfare system followed the traditional Nordic model of organising
public services, assigning to the municipal level the responsibility for, among
others, health, social, educational and rescue services, which were funded
by local taxes. However, due to worsening municipal economic conditions,
urbanisation and an ageing population, service provision varied significantly
between municipalities. To address these issues, the responsibility for
organising health, social and rescue services was transferred to 21 new county
entities — the wellbeing services counties mentioned earlier — each governed
by an elected county council. Uniquely, this reform also amalgamated health,
social and rescue services into one joint sector, despite concerns from social
service representatives about the potential dominance of health care in
decision making. A notable change in the reform is that these counties have
no taxation rights and are financed through the state budget. Along with
state-imposed caps on expense growth to reduce public spending, this has
led to substantial service cuts and has also sparked intense political debate
over the reform’s implications and the responsibilities of the parties involved.

Voter turnout for the first wellbeing services county election, held in 2022,
was low at 47.5 per cent, prompting a debate on democracy and ways to
improve participation. Helimiki (2022) attributes this low turnout to the
fact that the election was held just six months after the reform, which led
to campaign issues and limited preparation time, meaning that mostly only
those deeply interested in politics voted. Despite these challenges, the main
traditional parties prevailed, and the impact on the electoral success of social
work candidates remains unclear.

The county councils, taken together, comprise a total of 1,379 councillors
(and an equal number of deputy councillors). New county councils have
59—79 members, larger than most municipal councils, which have 13-27
members (although municipal councils in larger cities have 43—79 members).
Consequently, an individual councillor’s impact may be less significant at
the new county council level than it was at the municipal level, which was
previously responsible for social and health services.

Still, early reports and our own statistics indicate that in the only election
at the time of writing, the opportunity structure provided for health and
social care professionals at county level seems to have been rather favourable.
Candidates working in social and health services in general were heavily
over-represented among candidates in the county council elections: while,
as noted earlier, 15.4 per cent of employees in Finland work in social and
health services, 24.3 per cent of the nominated candidates belonged to this
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group (Statistics Finland, 2022b). This is probably not surprising, given
that most social and health professionals who were previously employed
by municipalities were transferred to the wellbeing counties following the
administrative reform. The over-representation of social care and health care
professionals may indicate voters’ desire to have experts in the field decide
on their region’s welfare services (Helimaki, 2022): a total of 30.1 per cent
of elected councillors were social and health care professionals (compared
to 24.3 per cent of those standing for election; Statistics Finland, 2022b).

Many of the candidates, both from the social and health service sector
and beyond, were active politicians at both municipal and national levels,
since it is possible to hold dual or even ‘triple’ mandates. Nearly 40 per cent
of municipal politicians were nominated in county elections (Borg, 2023).
Unlike MPs, county (and municipal) councillors are not paid employees, but
hold regular jobs alongside their public office. County councillors receive
meeting allowances, compensation for income loss, travel expenses and per
diems, as outlined in the Act on Wellbeing Services Counties 2021/611,
§87. Each county sets its own per diem amounts, and these varied from
EUR 4,000 to EUR 19,000 per councillor annually in 2023 (Yle, 2024).

Opverall, from the perspective of opportunity structures, it seems difficult
to make any clear assumptions about what would affect political career
patterns, especially for social workers. The fact that the wellbeing services
county elections, central to this chapter, had been held only once at the
time of writing greatly limits the ability to draw on previous research on
this matter, making it a subject for the present inquiry instead. However, a
county council established to regulate social (and health) services should,
in principle, make it a highly attractive political office for social workers
(more so than for many non-social workers). One would also expect that
they might have preferential access through party recruitment and/or voter
preferences because of their occupation.

Political recruitment

When starting our investigation into Finnish social workers holding political
office at different levels, we initially relied on publicly available data on
their backgrounds at the three administrative levels that exist today in
Finland: national, county and local. There seems to be only one MP with
a background in social work in the most recent (one-chamber, 200-seat)
parliament (elected in 2023). Meanwhile, at county level, a total of 21 regular
councillors and 24 deputy councillors (deputies to the regular councillors)
with a social worker background were elected in the wellbeing services
county elections in late 2022, out of a total of 1,379 councillors and an
equal number of deputy councillors. Data on the educational or professional
background of the nearly 9,000 elected municipal councillors is difficult to
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obtain. Based on these findings and considering that the county councils
were established explicitly and exclusively to provide and regulate social,
health and rescue services, which tentatively makes them an ideal arena for
social worker politicians, we decided to concentrate mainly on the county
level for more detailed empirical data collection. However, initially, we
examine the situation at the level of MPs, including a retrospective view
to the extent possible. Whereas the section on MPs in this chapter is based
solely on secondary sources, for the county level we conducted a web survey
of all those with a social worker background holding elected positions as
councillors or deputy councillors in the wellbeing services counties.

Political recruitment at the national level

Since social work was not introduced as a study subject in Finland until
after World War 1I, this also marks the beginning of our research period.
In the national parliaments from 1948 to the parliament elected in 2023,
there have been eight social worker MPs (see Table 5.1), five representing
the Social Democratic Party, two the (conservative) National Coalition
Party and one the Left Alliance. All of them were women. Three of them
were in their mid-forties when elected for the first time, four were in in
their mid-thirties, and one was aged 27. It seems that all but one had been
working as a social worker at some point before being elected.

The fact that all MPs with a background in social work are women is
not surprising given that social work is a highly female-dominated field in
Finland. The overall representation of women in the Finnish parliament has
strengthened throughout its history. When the parliament first convened
in 1907, women made up 9.5 per cent of MPs, whereas in the 2023
parliamentary elections, 46 per cent of elected representatives were women
(Parliament of Finland, nd).

MPs with a background in social work are elected at a lower-than-average
age: the mean age at the time of their election is 39 years old, while the
average age for MPs, based on statistics covering the years 1945-2023, is
48 years (Parliament of Finland, 2023). In recent decades, roughly 40 per cent
of the MPs elected to the Finnish parliament have been new representatives,
though in the 2023 parliamentary elections, only 30.5 per cent of the elected
representatives were new MPs. This indicates that entering the parliament
as a new member is challenging. Regarding educational background, the
proportion of higher education graduates among parliamentarians has
been on the rise, and in the 2023 elections, three quarters of the elected
representatives had a higher education degree (Statistics Finland, 2023b),
including the social worker MP.

Of the 2,424 candidates for the 200 seats in parliament in the 2023
elections, there were 16 social workers, of whom 1 was elected. This has
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Table 5.1: Social workers in the Finnish parliament

Name Gender  Age when first Party Term of office
elected as MP
Helena Marttila Female 39 Social Democratic 12 April 2023-
Party
HeidiViljanen ~ Female 39 Social Democratic 17 April 2019-4 April
Party 2023
Anneli Kiljunen  Female 46 Social Democratic 19 March 2003-4 April
Party 2023
SatuTaiveaho ~ Female 27 Social Democratic 19 March 2003-19 April
Party 201
Marjaana Female 33 Social Democratic 24 March 1995-19 April
Koskinen Party 2011
Terttu Female 44 Left Alliance 24 March 1995-23
Huttu-Juntunen March 1999
Anneli Taina Female 36 National Coalition 21 March 1987-23 March
Party 1999
Margit Female 46 National Coalition 22 July 1948-28
Borg-Sundman Party March 1954
22 July 1958-22 March
1970

been the average almost continuously since 1948, with at least one social
worker MP in parliament, except for the periods from 1955 to 1957 and
from 1971 to 1986, when there were none. However, since social worker
MPs were usually elected for consecutive terms, there were at times two
social worker MPs in parliament during the same term. Given the small
number of social work professionals in Finland (noted earlier), one cannot
necessarily talk about an ‘under-representation’ of social worker MPs.

Political recruitment in the wellbeing services counties

We turn next to the social workers who were elected to the first ever
wellbeing services county councils. Information on the professional
background of councillors (and deputy councillors) was gathered through
the Finnish Broadcasting Company’s (Yle) web-based ‘Election machine’,
which contains the names of all candidates standing for election. This
information was combined with information from the JulkiSuosikki register
maintained by Valvira, the National Supervisory Authority for Welfare and
Health, through which it is possible to identify registered social workers.
The vast majority of trained social workers have listed themselves on the
Valvira register. In principle, however, there may have been candidates
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with a qualification in social work who did not publicly declare this when
standing for election or who had obtained their qualification before it became
mandatory for (public) social workers to register with Valvira.

Based on our checks, a total of 111 persons officially registered as social
workers stood in this election. Of these, 21 were elected as regular councillors
and 24 as deputy councillors. Thus, according to our calculations, 1.5 per cent
of all councillors were social workers (21 of 1,379), and the percentage for
deputy councillors was similar. Considering that social work is a relatively
niche profession in Finland, this share of councillors can be regarded as quite
large. However, according to our analyses, medical doctors, for example,
seem to have been even more over-represented, comprising 9.9 per cent of
all elected councillors.

Only one of the county councillors/deputy councillors with a background
in social work was under the age of 30. The average age of the elected social
worker councillors was 46.5 years, which is slightly lower than the average
age of all those elected to county councils (51.1 years) (Statistics Finland,
2022b). Only 12 per cent of the social worker candidates and 7 per cent
of the elected county councillors/deputy councillors with a background in
social work were men, which is not surprising since social work is a highly
female-dominated field. In comparison, only slightly more than half (53.5
per cent) of all those elected to county councils in 2022 were women
(Borg, 2023). Furthermore, in about half of the wellbeing services counties,
there was at least one social worker councillor. All county councillors or
deputy county councillors represented traditional parties, mostly the Social
Democratic Party or the Centre Party.

We now turn to our survey data' consisting of responses from 21 county
councillors/deputy councillors. To investigate in further detail the aspects
facilitating political recruitment among social workers holding elected political
office at the county council level, we used the Civic Voluntarism Model
developed by Verba et al (1995) as a heuristic tool. The model has previously
been used in research on policy engagement among social work students and
professionals (for example, Gal and Weiss-Gal, 2015; Schwartz-Tayri, 2021;
Kindler and Ostrander, 2022; Kim et al, 2023). According to the model, an
individual’s policy engagement can be explained by resources, psychological
commitment and recruitment networks. Individuals with resources (time,
money, expertise) and psychological commitment (interest and ideological
fervour) are more likely to engage in social influence activities, especially if
they are asked to participate. Membership in various recruitment networks
can also facilitate political participation — for example, running for office.

Our results (Figure 5.1) show that there are several factors influencing
(voluntary) political participation — in this case, the decision to stand for
county elections. With reference to the Civic Voluntarism Model, we can
conclude that resources, measured as the desire to use (self-perceived) social
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Figure 5.1: Factors influencing the candidacy of county councillors and deputy
councillors with a social worker background (%)
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work expertise in policy engagement, was considered by a large majority of
respondents to be a significant factor when choosing to stand for election.
Different aspects of psychological engagement were also considered important,
but to varying degrees. The desire to promote the interest of clients in social
work was considered a significant factor by a large majority of respondents.
The wish to promote the interests of social workers was also a significant
factor according to a majority of the respondents. In contrast, the desire to
promote the political goals set by one’s party was significant for less than half
of the respondents. Recruitment networks, measured as previous experience in
local politics and being asked to stand for election, were significant for about
half of respondents.

In sum, the two factors perceived as most important when choosing to stand
for election at county level were the desire to utilise one’s social work expertise in
policy engagement and the desire to promote the interests of social work clients.

Political career patterns
Career paths at national level

Shifting the focus to career paths and back to the parliament level, MPs with
a social worker background have been long-standing representatives, serving
from two to five terms in parliament, with one exception (see Table 5.1).
This is often the case in Finnish politics, which tends to be rather person-
centred. It appears that while three of the MPs had been active as social
workers before being elected, the remaining five MPs had held more senior
positions, with most serving as social directors.

Furthermore, it can be concluded that at national level, most MPs with
a social worker background obtained quite prominent positions within the
parliamentary system during their political career (often, but not exclusively,
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in committees and other groups related to social and health care). Two even
served as government ministers: the social democrat MP Terttu Huttu-
Juntunen served as one of two concurrent Ministers of Social and Health
Affairs. The conservative MP Anneli Taina served first as Minister of the
Environment and then as Minister of Defence in the late 1990s (in the same
government as Huttu-Juntunen). Thus, at one time, there were two ministers
with a background in social work in the same broad coalition government
led by the social democrat Prime Minister Paavo Lipponen. This government
was called the ‘six-pack’, since it included six parties, ranging from the Left
Alliance to the National Coalition Party. After leaving parliament, the career
paths of social worker MPs have been quite diverse. Three MPs retired after
their parliamentary career, while three returned to the field of social work,
but in rather prominent leading positions within municipal social services or
in positions as executives in social work-related organisations or associations.
One social worker MP (who had also been a minister) continued to hold a
very senior position in the state’s regional administration, that of governor
(in Finnish, maaherra/in Swedish landshovding) — this post has since been
abolished. One of the MPs is serving in parliament. The average length of
parliamentary terms for MPs with a background in social work is 12 years,
which is longer than the average length for Finnish MPs overall, which is
8.5 years when examining the entire history of parliament. All MPs with a
background in social work are women, and, on average, female MPs have
a slightly longer total duration of terms in office compared to male MPs
(Library of Parliament’s Information Service, personal communication, 29
August 2024).

Career paths at county level

To obtain some more information on the career paths of county
councillors with a background in social work, we posed several questions
in our survey. We started by asking about the employment status of the
councillors and deputy councillors. One third of respondents worked in
a managerial position in the field of social welfare or social work within a
wellbeing services county. However, a significant proportion (one quarter)
of respondents were not employed in a position related to social work.
Only three respondents worked with clients within their county. It must
be noted that due to the response rate, we may have missed out on some
councillors who worked with clients. However, all respondents had prior
work experience as a social worker, and two thirds had worked as a social
worker for at least ten years, while one respondent had less than two years
of work experience in social work.

We also examined work experience in different subfields of client work.
The majority of respondents indicated that they had worked with different
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client groups during their careers. Most had experience working with children
and families and with young people. Only one respondent had no experience
at all of client social work. Furthermore, about half of the respondents had
also worked with the unemployed, while about two fifths had experience
of working with clients within the criminal justice system, with immigrants
and refugees, people with chronical illness, individuals with substance abuse
problems or individuals with disabilities. Since Finnish social work is rather
specialised and these services are not integrated, it seems that the respondents
had moved between tasks and workplaces during their career, which is very
common among Finnish social workers generally, as found in national surveys
of social workers and social work students (for example, af Ursin et al, 2023).

Furthermore, about three quarters of respondents had been active in party
politics before becoming a county councillor/deputy county councillor,
and this had been for nine years on average. Overall, 77 per cent of those
elected to county councils were serving as municipal councillors at the time
of their election (Borg, 2023). A majority of our respondents (13 out of
21) had also been, or was still, a municipal councillor before being elected to
county council, for ten years on average. Since the term for municipal/city
councils is four years, county councillors/deputy councillors can be regarded
as quite experienced municipal politicians. According to our results, quite a
few respondents had also been engaged in civil society activities. About half
of the respondents had been active in organisations or associations involved
in social advocacy, for eight years on average. It is possible that respondents
were still active in party politics, municipal politics or other organisations,
but our data does not allow for such a detailed analysis.

In our survey, we were also interested in councillors’and deputy councillors’
plans for a future political career. At the time of the field work, there was
one year left before the next county elections, in 2025. We asked whether
respondents were interested in standing in the upcoming county elections.
Only one fifth of respondents considered it very likely that they would run as
a candidate, while nearly half could not say whether or not they would stand.

In addition, over half of respondents expressed an interest in actively
engaging in politics at the national level. This interest in national politics
was also reflected in separate analyses concerning the 2023 parliamentary
elections: of the 16 candidates that had a background in social work, 10 also
ran in the county council elections in 2022.

Social advocacy

We now move on to survey findings concerning social advocacy among
county councillors/deputy councillors with a social worker background.
Figure 5.2 presents the results for two sets of questions, concerning how
councillors perceive the importance of different types of policy advocacy
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Figure 5.2: Views of social worker county councillors and deputy county councillors on the
importance of social advocacy and opportunities to implement it in county councils (%)
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and how they perceive the opportunities they have to promote different
types of issues in the county councils. A vast majority (81 per cent) of
respondents stated that it is very important to try to influence structures
that create inequality and disadvantage. Furthermore, 62 per cent stated
it is very important to try to promote the interests of social work clients.
Only 38 per cent stated it is very important to promote the interests of
social workers.

Concerning respondents’ perceived opportunities to promote these issues,
the picture is different. Very small shares of the respondents reported that they
have many or quite a lot of opportunities to influence structural conditions,
the interests of social work clients and the interests of social workers. Instead,
two thirds of respondents reported that they have some opportunities to
promote the interests of social workers and almost six tenths stated they had
some opportunities to promote the interests of social work clients, while
less than half stated that they had some opportunities to influence structural
factors that create inequality and disadvantage.

We also asked respondents to provide an example of how they have
implemented social advocacy in their role as a county councillor or deputy
county councillor. Several respondents indicated that they had addressed
themes related to social work and social issues in their speeches at county
council sessions and/or within the county council commissions they were
members of. Specifically, they highlighted topics such as implementation
of legislative changes related to child welfare aftercare and the role of health
social work, which have emerged as prominent and contemporary issues in
social work within the wellbeing services counties.

In addition to social issues that affect social work clients, several social
workers mentioned that they had highlighted the position of social workers in
their speeches and opinion pieces. For example, they discussed issues related
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to the attractiveness of the social sector as an employer and the workplace
wellbeing of social workers.

Five respondents did not answer the question, and some of the respondents,
all deputy county councillors, indicated that they felt that their capacity to
engage in social advocacy was very limited due to their infrequent attendance
at county council sessions. Nevertheless, one of these respondents reported
making a concerted effort to address issues related to social work and social
concerns during meetings of their party’s council group.

Conclusion

By way of conclusion, we sum up some central findings concerning
opportunity structures, recruitment, career patterns and social advocacy
among Finnish social workers elected as politicians. A general conclusion
that can be drawn based on our research on social worker MPs and county
councillors is that the limited absolute number of social workers holding
political office should not be regarded either as ‘low’ civic engagement
by social workers in politics or as being a consequence of unfavourable
opportunity structures. Considering the total number of professional social
workers in Finland, they can, rather, be regarded as having succeeded fairly
well in their efforts to attain political office (although not as well as medical
doctors, for example). One reason for this could be related to their significant
educational and professional status in the country. However, it could also be
due to characteristics of the Finnish political system, where ‘every vote counts’
and where electoral districts are often small. The latter is especially true of
(rural) municipal elections, where people often know each other personally,
the number of votes required to be elected can be very low and financial
resources might not be a decisive factor.

Of special interest here is the role of the new county-level political
councils. The traditional parties dominated the first elections in 2022,
and the party political background of the social worker councillors aligns
with the Finnish/Nordic political climate, where support for the welfare
model has traditionally been characteristic across large parts of the political
spectrum. Our study, however, indicates that the creation of the county-level
constituencies in Finnish politics give rise to a recruitment pattern characterised
by a shift from the amateur to the career politician (see Borchert, 2003),
both in general and as regards to social workers holding elected office. This is
because many elected county councillors (with a social worker background)
have prior experience in politics at different levels (when social workers are
concerned, mainly at municipal level). Furthermore, many social worker
councillors have extensive experience in leadership roles within or outside
the public social service sector before being elected, often not engaging
directly in client work. They also consider national political careers. This
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‘professionalisation of social worker politicians’ might be a response to the
need for the social sector to be heard in policy making, which is often
dominated by health care professionals. It may also be the result of political
changes favouring high-profile social workers from large cities.

Another tentative conclusion concerns the social worker councillors’
views on the preconditions for policy advocacy. Our results indicate that social
worker councillors view their policy advocacy impact as moderate and they
are uncertain about running again in the next elections. This may be due
to the larger, integrated organisational environment, combined with state
government demands for substantial spending cuts. Additionally, the lack of
clarity regarding decision-making power and varying degrees of discretion
within councils concerning social services, guided by state-level information,
may contribute to councillors’ uncertainty. Respondents in this study seem
to a large degree to have been established (local) politicians who were elected
as representatives of established parties, indicating the importance of such
political (recruitment) networks (see the earlier discussion on the Finnish
party system). Nonetheless, our results show that almost all respondents
seem to perceive themselves mainly as (social) policy advocates. Above all,
they want to work to alleviate inequality by using their professional skills in
political decision making. There is still a lack of objective data to ascertain
the extent to which they have attempted to fulfil these aspirations.

Note
! To obtain more information on recruitment (as well as on career patterns and social
advocacy, reported later in the chapter), in the spring of 2024 we collected survey data from
registered social workers who had been elected as either a councillor or a deputy councillor.
We contacted them via email addresses that were publicly available on the counties’
websites. Two reminders were sent out. The survey was in Finnish, but participants were
given the option to answer open-ended questions in their native language if this was not
Finnish (Finland is bilingual Finnish/Swedish, and Sami is an official language in parts of
Northern Finland). The invitation to participate in the survey and the survey link was
emailed to all 21 municipal councillors and 24 deputy councillors. A total of 21 people
participated (a response rate of 47 per cent). Ten of these respondents were serving as
county councillors and ten as deputy councillors. For one respondent, we were unable
to identify whether they were a councillor or deputy councillor.
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Germany: between civic engagement
and social advocacy

Eva Maria Léffler

As a federal state, Germany provides numerous opportunities for the policy
engagement of social workers. Policy engagement aims to influence policy
processes, enabling citizens to exercise their democratic rights to express their
opinions and advocate for their interests. This is also relevant for politically
engaged social workers, who can participate in decision making through
civic engagement. In addition, by holding elected political office, they can
represent the interests of their service users and advocate on their behalf in
political and policy processes. In doing so, they align with the normative
expectations of the profession, which demand assistance in individual cases
and addressing of structures and conditions (Fachbereichstag Soziale Arbeit
and DBSH, 2016).

Nevertheless, my study of social workers holding political office
(SWHPOs)' shows that the representation of service users’ interests should
not be interpreted as the main intention of social workers in their political
engagement. However, SWHPOs can transfer their expertise and knowledge
to political discourse. Although it is assumed that elected politicians have
the best opportunities to apply their professional expertise in political
decision-making processes (for example, Lane and Pritzker, 2018; Amann
and Kindler, 2022; Binder and Weiss-Gal, 2022), little is known about this
form of political engagement in Germany. This chapter aims to change this.

Social work as a profession

In Germany, ‘social work’ is used as an umbrella term for two lines of
development: social work (care for the poor and welfare) and social pedagogy
(education and upbringing). The roots of both lines are generally traced
back to the late 19th century, emerging in response to the ‘social question’
that arose during industrialisation in Western Europe. While the narrative of
social work history often begins with the Industrial R evolution, measures to
combat poverty existed as early as the Middle Ages. These efforts stemmed
predominantly from private benefactors, who viewed philanthropy as a means
to demonstrate their charitable values through acts of kindness and generosity.
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So far, the German professional discourse has had no consensus on the
core essence of social work. Various theories define social work’s nature,
function and role differently (Hammerschmidt and Aner, 2022). Social
work is a person-centred social service provided within the social welfare
framework. These services aim to support, advise and care for people in
various, primarily precarious, situations. In this sense, social work is a service
structure of social policy, shaped and implemented at all levels of government,
with its origins tracing back to Otto von Bismarck’s social legislation at the
end of the 19th century.

Providers of these social services are divided into public (municipalities,
states, federal government, social insurance providers) and independent
or private organisations, which are further categorised into non-profit
organisations (welfare and affiliated organisations, associations, churches
and so on) and for-profit entities (commercial providers, self~employed
individuals and sole proprietors; Bieker, 2011; Falterbaum, 2013). Social
services are provided by social workers (and others) who are generally
employed either as salaried staff or civil servants by these different service
providers, though around 4 per cent work freelance (Meyer, 2024). The
largest employers of social workers are non-profit welfare organisations,
such as Caritas, Diakonie, AWO (Arbeiterwohlfahrt) and Parititischer
Wohlfahrtsverband. These organisations operate in various fields, including
child protection, family support, care for the elderly, services for people with
disabilities and refugee assistance. In this sense, the term social work also
represents the paid profession that deals with the challenges and problems
people experience in society, and it is committed to supporting them.

Formal academic training for social workers originated in 1908 with the
establishment of the Soziale Frauenschule Berlin. This institution offered a
structured programme that ultimately led to the recognition of social work
as an academic discipline. From the 1960s and 1970s onwards, social work
became increasingly institutionalised at universities of applied sciences, firmly
establishing it as an academic discipline. Nowadays, social work education is
offered at various (private) universities and universities of applied sciences,
combining theoretical knowledge with practical training. To practise as a social
worker, individuals must obtain a degree in social work from an accredited
public or private university (of applied sciences). While there is no national
licensing system in general, some specific sovereign tasks have been regulated,
and to carry these out, state accreditation is required in addition to a degree
in social work or social pedagogy. As well, many employers require proof of
qualifications and adherence to ethical standards set by professional associations.
These regulations ensure that social workers are equipped to handle sensitive
issues in areas such as mental health, addiction, domestic violence and child
welfare. Additionally, social workers advocate for policy changes and social
reforms to address the systemic problems affecting marginalised populations.
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In Germany, social workers have no official registration system, making it
difficult to determine their exact numbers. Labour market statistics estimate
that around 350,000 individuals with a degree in social work were employed
in 2023 (Bundesagentur fiir Arbeit, 2024). This accounts for approximately
1 per cent of the 46.1 million employed individuals (figure for 2024).
According to Bundesagentur flir Arbeit (2023), as of 2023, women represent
a substantial proportion of the workforce in social work, with a share of
75 per cent, and have a notable part-time employment rate of 55 per cent.
Overall, women make up 47 per cent of the total workforce. In 2023, full-
time social workers’ median monthly gross earnings were EUR 4,371, which
was higher than the average median monthly gross earnings of EUR 3,796
for all workers (Bundesagentur fur Arbeit, 2023).

The German Professional Association for Social Work (DBSH) was
established in 1951 to represent the interests of social workers. It has around
6,000 members, meaning only a small proportion of social workers are
involved in the professional association. Other important representative
bodies include the unions Verdi and GEW, though the number of social
workers among their members is unknown. According to estimates, around
15 per cent of the 45,000 GEW members are employed in youth support
and social work (Gewerkschaft Erzichung und Wissenschaft, nd).

There is currently no professional law governing social workers. However,
since 2002, the professional association DBSH has advocated for legislation
‘to define fields of activity for the social work profession and to ensure their
quality through training and continuing education requirements’ (DBSH,
2002: 1).

Institutional opportunity structures

Germany’s political system is characterised by its federal structure,
parliamentary democracy and multi-party system (Schiittemeyer, 2019a;
2019b). These elements create institutional opportunities that enable social
workers (and others) to engage politically and hold political office. The
political system is based on the Basic Law (GG), the German constitution
that came into force in 1949. The Basic Law outlines the division of
powers between the national government and the governments of the 16
states. Regarding social policy, the Bundestag (federal parliament) and the
Bundesrat (federal council) are the central legislative bodies responsible for
establishing the fundamental framework of social policy and enacting laws on
issues such as pensions, unemployment insurance and health coverage. Social
laws are drafted and passed within these bodies. Through the Bundesrat,
the states participate in decision making in many areas of social policy. In
addition, the state and local administrations are tasked with implementing
social policy measures, such as social assistance, youth welfare and housing
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support measures. The latter bear considerable responsibility in the practical
administration of social services and often serve as citizens’ primary point
of contact.

At all three levels, governments and parliaments exist to fulfil the respective
tasks. Therefore, political positions are available at all three levels. Politicians
are not required to have ‘formal education and thus no entry requirement
[is] defined within the education and training system’ (Gerster, 2018, p 11).
In this respect, the previous professional backgrounds of ‘parliamentary
representatives, despite the similarities in their political careers, still exhibit
a certain degree of diversity’ (Edinger, 2018, p 79), and the path to politics
is open to social workers at the national, state and local levels.

At the national level, elected representatives serve in either the Bundestag
or the Bundesrat, building the legislative body together. The number of
seats in parliament has increased from 402 in the 1st legislative period to
736 in the 20th legislative period (see Table 6.1), but there are plans to fix
the number at 630. The Bundesrat (parliament of the state governments)
has 69 seats and comprises members of the 16 state governments.

The core requirements to run for office in the national parliament are
German citizenship, a minimum age of 18 years and the right to vote. The
Members of Parliament Act regulates elected representatives’ specific rights
and duties but also aims to ensure that no one is prevented from running
for office due to disability or other factors. The majority of candidates
stand on behalf of political parties. Party district associations and state party
conventions select these candidates. Typically, only long-standing party
members are nominated for candidacy. Within parties, specific support
programmes or quota regulations can be designed to promote diversity among
candidates. This can be achieved through gender quotas and programmes
encouraging young members or those from various ethnic backgrounds to
run for office. This could be a significant advantage for social workers, given
that the profession is predominantly associated with feminine traits and is
often perceived as a female-dominated field. In addition, it is also possible
for independent candidates to run for office without party affiliation. They
need at least 200 signatures from eligible voters in the respective electoral
district to support their candidacy. Independent candidates often receive
support from citizen initiatives or other societal groups to increase their
chances and visibility.

Elected representatives in the national parliament become full-time
politicians and, in this sense, change their occupation. In July 2024, their
gross salary was approximately EUR 11,000 per month. Additionally, they
receive allowances for expenses (especially to cover staff costs). As elected
representatives, they influence national legislation and shape the political
discourse. They can introduce legislative proposals, actively contribute to
developing existing laws and oversee their implementation.
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Turning to the state level, Germany consists of 16 states. Berlin, Bremen and
Hamburg are called city-states, while the others are known as territorial states.
They all have a parliamentary system with a government (headed by a prime
minister or a city mayor) answering to the state parliament. The parliaments
in the 13 territorial states are called Landtag. In the city-states, the parliaments
are referred to as Abgeordnetenhaus (Berlin) or Biirgerschaft (Hamburg,
Bremen). In addition to overseeing the state government, the parliaments are
responsible for passing state laws and approving the state budget.

The number of available seats in parliament varies among states; in 2023,
there were 1,894 seats at state level. Of these, the state parliament in Saarland,
with 51 representatives, was the smallest, and the state parliament in Bavaria,
with 203 representatives, was the largest. The requirements for obtaining
a mandate differ slightly between the states, but all candidates must have
German citizenship and, generally, they must be 18 years old (in the state of
Hessen, 21 years) and have the right to vote. Additionally, candidates must
have had their primary residence in the state where they run for office for at
least three months. As at the national level, candidates can run for election
through political parties or as independents. A legislative period lasts four
years in Bremen and five years in all other state parliaments.

Members of state parliaments are mostly full-time politicians. Their
salary depends on the state and ranges between around EUR 4,000 and
EUR 10,000 monthly. Additionally, they receive expense allowances.
They can submit motions to initiate or demand specific political actions.
Moreover, the representatives work together in parliamentary groups to
develop common positions and plan strategies for parliamentary work.

Looking next at the local level, Germany’s 16 states are divided into
400 local authorities, comprising 294 counties and 106 cities (Statistisches
Bundesamt, 2024), each governed by its own representative body. The
number of political offices within these local authorities varies depending on
their size and population, ranging from 20 to 100 positions in counties and
8 to 80 in cities. The 294 counties are subdivided into 10,754 municipalities
and smaller cities (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2024), offering even more
opportunities to hold elected office. Furthermore, the 106 cities and their
respective boroughs provide additional avenues for political engagement
at the local level. This highlights the extensive opportunities available for
taking on a political mandate in Germany, whether as a council member or
mayor. In principle, all eligible voters aged 18 and older can run for office,
though a higher minimum age applies in some cases for positions such as
county administrators. Quantifying the total number of mandates at this
level is challenging, but estimates suggest that between 230,000 and 250,000
individuals serve in such roles nationwide.

While, as described, at the state and national levels, holding political
office is typically a full-time, paid position, there are three different ways
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local politicians carry out this role: as a professional full-time job, as a
professional part-time activity or as a voluntary activity. These alternatives
can be distinguished by the time involved in the political mandate and/or
the monetary remuneration for the mandate (Reiser, 2006). There are only
a few larger cities where council members are paid for their political work
and live off the remuneration for their local political mandate. For example,
approximately 3,400 mayors work full time and are paid for their office,
while more than 8,000 serve voluntarily. Social workers in such positions
usually continue their regular jobs in social work practice alongside their
political position (Leitner and LofHer, 2024).

Political recruitment

This section presents findings from my study of SWHPOs.” The academic
education of social workers in Germany began in the 1970s, and following
this, the first academically trained SWHPOs in the national parliament
was Margitta Terborg. She completed her study as a social pedagogue in
Bremen in 1972. At 39, she won a seat in the 9th Bundestag for the Social
Democratic Party (SPD), the largest parliamentary group, with 228 seats at
that time. During this legislative period, she was one of three social workers,
although the other two had a vocational qualification in social work rather
than a degree.

Table 6.1 shows that social workers without a university degree can be
traced back even further, starting from the second Bundestag in 1953. Since
the establishment of the Bundestag up to the 20th election period, 54 social
workers (31 female) won 131 mandates, and 74 per cent of SWHPOs in the
Bundestag were members of parties from the Left spectrum (the SPD, Die
Griinen [the Green Party| and Die Linke [The Left]). The table shows that
since the tenth Bundestag, the proportion of social workers has consistently
been at least 1%, ranging between 1.0 and 2.9 per cent. As the third column
shows, this higher proportion of social workers is unrelated to a higher
proportion of Left-spectrum parties.

[ generated more specific data on the current parliaments at national
and state levels by scraping the websites of the Bundestag as well as those
of all German state parliaments, individual members of parliament and the
respective political parties.

At the national level, my data analysis of the 20th Bundestag in June 2022
identified 736 representatives, of whom 11 (1.5 per cent) have a degree in
social work. In terms of the gender distribution of those SWHPOs, 9 were
female and 2 male — that is, 82 per cent female. This is particularly interesting
because for all Bundestag members, only 35 per cent were female. Nearly
three quarters (73 per cent, n = 8) of the SWHPOs at the national level
belonged to the Green Party. The remaining three were members of the
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Table 6.1: Social workers in national parliament, election periods 1-20

Election period  Total number  Parties from the Social Social Gender
of seatsinthe  Left spectrum  workers % workers (f/m)
Bundestag %
20 2021-25 736 49.3% 1.5% 1 9 2
19 2017-21 709 40.8% 1.8% 13 7 6
18  2013-17 631 50.7% 2.9% 18 1 7
177 2009-13 622 46.6% 2.9% 18 13 5
16 2005-09 614 53.3% 11% 7 3 4
15 2002-05 603 511% 1.7% 10 7 3
14 1998-2002 669 57.0% 1.3% 9 6 3
13 1994-98 672 49.3% 1.3% 9 4 5
12 1990-94 662 39.9% 1.2% 8 3 5
11 1987-90 497 45.9% 1.0% 5 3 2
10 1983-87 498 44.2% 1.4% 7 2 5
9 1980-83 497 43.9% 0.6% 3 2 1
8 1976-80 496 431% 0.8% 4 2 2
7 1972-76 496 46.4% 0.4% 2 1 1
6 1969-72 496 45.2% 0.4% 2 1 1
5 1965-69 496 40.7% 0.4% 2 1 1
4 1961-65 499 381% 0.2% 1 1 0
3 1957-61 497 34.0% 0.2% 1 1 0
2 1953-57 487 31.0% 0.2% 1 1 0
1 1949-53 402 32.6% 0.0% 0 0 0

SPD, The Left’ and the Free Democratic Party (FDP). The average age of
social workers in the 20th Bundestag was 48 years (the overall average was
47 years). Of the 11 SWHPOs, 1 won a direct mandate in their constituency,
while 10 entered the Bundestag via state lists. Five SWHPOs came from
Baden-Wiirttemberg, two from North Rhine-Westphalia and one each
from Schleswig-Holstein, Bavaria, Saxony and Berlin.

My Bundesrat data analysis in October 2024 identified 2 SWHPOs among
the 69 council members, representing 2.9 per cent. One was female and
one male, and both held their mandate for the Green Party.

At the state level, I identified 1,882 politicians in June 2022. Of them, 1,521
held political office in state parliaments and 361 in city-state parliaments.
The proportion of SWHPOs was higher at this political level than at the
national level, and the highest percentage, 3.6 per cent (n = 13), was held by
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social workers in the city-states. In the territorial state parliaments, 2.6 per
cent (n = 40) were social workers. These 40 SWHPOs were spread across
ten state parliaments. In three states, there were no SWHPOs in parliament.
Most SWHPOs (a total of 10) sat in the state parliament in North Rhine-
‘Westphalia, while the highest proportion of social workers among all deputies
was in Hessen, with 5.8 per cent, and the city-state Bremen, with a much
larger share at 9.5 per cent. Of all SWHPOs at the state level, 55 per cent
were women (a much lower share than in the Bundestag), and 87 per cent
represented a Left-of-centre party. The average age of social workers in the
parliaments of the city-states was 55, which is higher than the average age of
50 for all representatives in the state parliaments. This makes them, on average,
slightly older than SWHPOs in the Bundestag, where the average age was 48.

My data analysis confirms that social workers hold political office at the
national and state levels. However, their share of mandates is rather low
compared to other occupational groups (for example, in the Bundestag, social
workers make up 1.5 per cent, lawyers make up 20 per cent and economists
make up 14 per cent of mandate holders). Nonetheless, it is higher than the
share of social workers in the total workforce, which stands at 1 per cent. In
addition, there seems to be a correlation between the number of SWHPOs
and the political level, with the share of social workers in the Bundestag
lower than at the state level. Among the state parliaments, city-states have
the highest shares, suggesting that the share of SWHPOs at the local level
might be even higher.

Political career patterns

Typically, political engagement begins with a general ‘interest in political
work, which, upon crossing a threshold, leads to membership in a political
party’ (Gerster, 2018, p 18). The 72 social workers surveyed in my
quantitative study (Loffler, 2023; 2024d) stated that their political interest
mostly comes from their parents and other family members. Their parents
were politically engaged and often discussed political matters. Another
strong influencing factor is education: almost 60 per cent of the survey
participants mentioned joining a political party during or after their studies.
During their training, they understood that policy engagement is part of
social work. Two thirds of the social workers stated that their professional
activities included forms of policy engagement. However, from their point
of view, social work does not offer the potential to change the reality of
people’s lives and fundamental changes could ‘only be achieved at the
political level’.* Most participants wanted to make a real difference through
involvement in a political party. The decision of social workers to engage
politically is also linked to a specific fundamental motivation and the three
identified biographical themes:® change, participation and justice. These three
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biographical themes align with the motivation to pursue studies in social
work as well. Drawing on both qualitative and quantitative data, my thematic
analysis enabled the reconstruction of three ideal-typical pathways for social
workers into politics (Loftler, 2024b).

The first is ‘an unplanned political career’. Social workers often described
this path into politics as ‘coincidental’ and ‘unplanned’. It is characterised
by social workers choosing to study social work to act according to their
biographical themes. They have worked in practice for many years and
have never considered political engagement as an option. They lack the
knowledge and awareness of the opportunities that political engagement
may offer. They often need ‘impulses’ to decide on this path. These impulses
can come from key people, such as partners, friends or colleagues. They can
also stem from critical situations, such as the lack of alternatives during the
COVID-19 pandemic or involvement in a specific issue.

The second is ‘a political career as an expansion’. This path begins with
choosing a degree programme in social work to act according to their
biographical theme and contribute to justice and change. Engagement
in politics sometimes begins during the period of study and is initiated
by teachers or seminars. Furthermore, experiences during internships
are a central factor in the decision to engage politically. These initial
professional experiences and the start of work in practice are characterised
by experiencing the limits of individual- or group-centred casework. It
is not enough to ‘criticise these grievances, ... we also have to act’. Party
political engagement appears as a possible solution and an expansion of the
possibilities to advocate for better living conditions for service users.

The third is ‘a political career as a starting point’. Typical for this path is
the narrative: “Well, I've always been engaged. Unlike the first two paths,
this one begins with (political) engagement. The SWHPOs grew up with
politics, and engagement in a party and other voluntary positions had a
special significance in their families. One person described their path into
politics as a ‘family affliction’. The decision to study social work appears to
be a logical consequence. In this group, the choice of study is also linked
to individuals’ overarching biographical theme and the idea of contributing
professionally to justice — something they had done already in the civic
sector through engagement. The study of social work also seems to be
‘more political’ compared with other degree programmes. Their political
engagement continues in parallel with their studies and careers.

With some exceptions at the local level, political party membership is
described as the ‘basic prerequisite for a career in politics in a parliamentary
democracy’ (Gerster, 2018, p 21). The surveyed social workers joined
parties on the Left spectrum primarily, to ‘contribute to democracy’ and
‘change something’. The reasons for joining a party can be summarised as
the desire ‘to initiate change’, ‘to achieve improvements’ and ‘to be able
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to help shape things’. SWHPOs want to ‘be heard’ and not just complain.
They are willing to exert influence and fight for better living conditions
and social justice. Their high approval rates for the political nature of social
work in the quantitative study corroborate this finding. SWHPOs seem to
attach particular importance to the political side of social work.

To win a political mandate at the state or national level, potential candidates
typically must demonstrate their suitability through years of collaboration
and extensive political experience (Borchert and Stolz, 2003). The analysis
of the SWHPOs in the 20th Bundestag shows that 6 of the 11 individuals
had previously held an elected mandate at the local level. Five SWHPOs
had been involved at the local and state levels previously but did not hold
a mandate. A similarly ambiguous result can be seen for the 17 SWHPOs
at the state level who participated in my quantitative survey: 12 of them
indicated that they had already held a mandate at the local level before their
current mandate. In some cases, they even had several elected mandates
before their current position, mainly at local level. The duration of these
previous mandates ranged from 1 to 18 years. The duration of their current
mandate also covered an extended period, ranging from 1 to 16 years at the
national and state levels and even up to 36 years at the local level.

In general, when asked about earlier political activities in my quantitative
survey, 30 out of 56 SWHPOs stated they held volunteer positions in a
political party before their current mandate. They were members of the
party board at the local, district or state levels, members of the youth
welfare committee or spokespersons for the party’s youth organisation and/
or involved in party working groups. One person reported that they had
interned in the office of an MP in the national parliament. Volunteering
had occurred at all party levels and had lasted between 2 and 38 years.
Social workers had been involved most often and for the longest times at
the local and district levels of the party. Five politicians had also previously
held paid positions at the district and the state levels in the party or its
youth organisation.

Six SWHPOs in the 20th Bundestag have held their mandates for 5 to
20 years (two to four legislative periods). For the other five SWHPOs, this
is their first mandate at national level. The duration of mandates for all 54
SWHPOs since the establishment of the Bundestag (Table 6.1) ranges from
1 to 29 years; on average, SWHPOs served 9.5 years in the Bundestag. This
is in line with the average for all members of parliament: at the end of the
19th legislative period, the average tenure of all Bundestag members was
9.56 years (Deutscher Bundestag, 2024). After the 19th legislative period,
seven SWHPOs left the Bundestag: four chose not to run for re-election,
while three failed to win a mandate. After their mandate ended, three took
board roles and management positions in social service organisations. For
four individuals, there is limited information on their post-mandate careers.
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It is known that they are all actively engaged in civil society, particularly
within various social organisations and across societal and political domains.
They contribute to their communities through volunteer activities in local
politics and social initiatives, extending their public service work and helping
shape the community in meaningful ways.

Social advocacy

Data from my qualitative interviews with SWHPOs at the local level illustrate
that social workers, by taking on political office, exercise their civic right to
participate in democracy and are not necessarily motivated by social advocacy.
One interviewee provided an example:

that [was| the way to be able to help shape the village [...] yes, to help
shape a village that is alive. A village like that needs citizens who don’t
just say ‘something should be done’, but also act. And that ... was my
idea in 2017 — to get more involved.

Thus, social workers’ political engagement is rooted in civic engagement.
Moreover, social workers’ engagement in local politics takes place in the
area where they live, which does not necessarily overlap with their place of
work. As a result, the issues they encounter in their professional practice may
not be negotiable within the scope of their political involvement, making
advocacy for the interests of their clients in the context of their political
engagement impossible. In such cases, the knowledge gained from practice
could be used indirectly in political decisions or as an additional perspective.

Still, as elected representatives, social workers gain special opportunities
to contribute their knowledge to political processes and use their expertise
to influence political decisions (Lane and Pritzker, 2018; Binder and Weiss-
Gal, 2022; Kindler and Amann, 2022). My interviews with SWHPOs at the
state and local levels show that they do use their role as an opportunity for
social advocacy: one said: ‘my particular interest, of course, is to advocate for
people affected by poverty’, as they felt ‘always a bit like a lobbyist for those
in need’. They use their expertise to draw attention to the living conditions
of service users and the impact of political decisions on specific population
groups. In doing so, they fulfil the normative expectation of their profession
to work on structures and conditions.

At the same time, there seems to be a discrepancy between the
perceived importance of incorporating profession-specific knowledge into
political processes and the actual opportunities available. In my survey,
[ asked respondents about the extent to which they agreed with the
statement: ‘Politicians who have studied social work can advocate for the
interests of their (former) clients in political decision-making processes.’
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SWHPOs across all three political levels only partially agreed with this
statement, leaning towards ‘somewhat agree’. Similar results were found
regarding respondents’ perceived ability to integrate knowledge from their
(former) professional work into political activities: overall, the SWHPOs
indicated that they were only partially successtul. A comparison of the mean
values by political level shows that social workers at the national and state
levels were more likely to feel that they can contribute their professional
knowledge. Similarly, when it comes to advocating for the interests of
(former) client groups, respondents reported only partial success.

However, they reported that holding political office grants them a wide
range of rights to speak and propose motions: “That counts for something.
I can speak up everywhere, participate in discussions, and contribute
my opinion. In their speeches, politicians can comment on motions.
One SWHPO used this instrument to demand that with all measures,
consideration must always be given to ‘how they will be received by the
poorer, by those receiving social benefits or lower incomes’. They encouraged
other politicians to adopt a different perspective and raise awareness about
particular issues. This was also described as ‘educational work’ that social
workers must undertake in the political sphere.

Analysing my survey and interview data allowed me to reconstruct different
formats and occasions for the success of knowledge transfer and social
advocacy (Loffler, 2024a; 2024c). First, political decisions are prepared in
parliamentary committees, among other ways. Analysis of the representation
of social workers in committees of the 20th Bundestag shows that 7 of the 11
SWHPOs were full members or alternates in committees addressing topics
relevant to social work. Of the 98 members and alternates in the Committee
for Labor and Social Affairs, 6 (2 full members and 4 alternates) were
SWHPOs. The Green Party held 16 seats in this committee, 4 occupied by
social workers. In the Committee for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women
and Youth, there were two social workers (one full member, one alternate).
The Health Committee included one social worker holding a seat as an
alternate. My quantitative survey additionally reveals that most SWHPOs
at the local level were members of the social or youth welfare committees.
This indicates that they actively seek to be involved in committees where
topics related to social work are discussed. In particular, SWHPOs in smaller
municipalities emphasised that elected council members are always ‘local
political generalists’.

In addition, social workers use intra-party processes and positions, the
function of the parliamentary group manager or the position of spokesperson
for specific fields and topics as formats to transfer their knowledge. Of the
11 SWHPOs in the 20th Bundestag, 4 served as spokespersons for social
work-related issues within their factions, including on the topics of disability
policy and social assistance, demographics and elderly policy, addiction and
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drug policy, and labour market and social policy. SWHPOs also participated
in working groups on social work subjects within and across parties. While
SWHPOs drew on their specific knowledge in the social work-related
committees and bodies, in other committees they used their particular
perspective to question, criticise and encourage other members to consider
the ‘human factor’ or ‘social aspects’ in all decisions.

However, neither the direct use of knowledge in the specialist committees
nor the expansion of discussions about the human factor automatically
contributed to policy changes in the social workers’ sense. They expressed
that it is always important to ‘find majorities’in committees, working groups
and within one’s party. So, they tried to gain majorities for upcoming
decisions by ‘networking’ and searching for ‘alliance partners’ across party
lines: ‘T am trying to create a non-partisan network, which is not bad because
you always have to look for allies there.’ In the negotiation process, one needs
allies and a majority. They emphasised that one also needs to ‘stay on it’ and
‘speak up repeatedly’ and not allow oneself to be dismissed with concerns.

Conclusion

In summary, social workers in Germany, like all other citizens, can participate
in democracy by holding political office. Elected positions are available to
them at all three political levels. At the local level, political office is typically
held, as a form of civic engagement, alongside a continued career in social
work. In contrast, SWHPOs at the national and state levels tend to shift their
occupation, becoming full-time politicians and no longer working (or working
only voluntarily) in social work. This transition subjects them to new logic
and pressures, differing from their previous experience. Further investigation
is needed to explore how they navigate and adapt to this change and its impact
on their professional identity as social workers. For example, two SWHPOs
in the 20th Bundestag did not list social work as their original profession.

Nevertheless, SWHPOs at all levels are well positioned to advocate for
the interests of the social work profession and its clients within political
processes. Though various limitations mark this transfer process, they bring
their expertise and a unique perspective to politics. In political debates, the
challenges are often not about a lack of knowledge or awareness of clients’
issues, but rather other aspects and constraints of the political system, such
as limited budgets and the absence of legislative authority. Still, my analysis
reveals that SWHPOs are actively involved in committees addressing topics
relevant to social work. As Velimsky et al (2024) suggest, it can be assumed
that their presence increases the likelihood of social work-related issues
being raised within these committees. However, further research is needed
to explore how they leverage their mandates and the extent to which their
social work expertise informs their contributions.
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Based on my findings, it is questionable whether the normative expectation
that SWHPOs represent the interests of social work users in their political
work 1s fulfilled. The interviews with local politicians reveal different
perspectives on local engagement, including the importance of matching
place of residence and place of work. In addition, the distinction between
the private and professional self was discussed: ‘[I]t’s interesting that people
always assume that social workers are social workers in their private lives as
well, as if ... the professional and private spheres can’t be separated.” After all,
they are, first and foremost, private individuals who engage in local politics
during their free time. Whether it is reasonable to expect that they will
represent the interests of the people they work with professionally during
their free time is, at the very least, debatable. At the national and state levels,
taking on an office is often accompanied by a change in occupation. To
what extent the interests of (former) clients can still play a role within the
logic of the new position can be debated.

Notes
' In the study, I conducted two online surveys, 11 problem-centred interviews and two
panel discussions to generate knowledge on SWHPOs in Germany. In the surveys, a total
of 69 social workers and 3 social work students with mandates in national (2), state (17)
and local (49) councils participated. Four SWHPOs did not indicate in which parliament
they were elected. Eleven problem-centred interviews with SWHPOs at the state (1) and
local (10) levels were conducted. The participants of the panel discussions held office at
the state (3) and at the local level (2). For this chapter, I analysed across materials using

thematic analysis and descriptive quantitative analysis.

N

Since there is no official register of certified social workers in Germany, the first step to
identifying social workers in political office was an analysis of the parliaments’ websites,
the MPs’ personal websites and the parties’ websites.

> In February 2024, the SWHPO from The Left transitioned to the BSW group, which
is also a party within the Left-wing spectrum.

Statements in quotation marks are taken from the qualitative data of my study (see also
LofHer 2024a; 2020b; 2024¢; 2024d).

See Aner (2005, pp 234-7) on the influence of ‘biographical themes’ on civic action and
Loffler (2022, pp 98-9) on professional action.
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Israel: a limited presence on the
national level

John Gal, Idit Weiss-Gal and Noa Binder-Eilat

Social workers in Israel have sought to influence social policies since the
formal establishment of the profession during the pre-state British Mandate
of Palestine in the early 1930s. There is very limited research on the policy
engagement of social workers and their professional organisations in the
pre-state period and in the early decades of the state (which was established
in 1948). However, it is clear that throughout much of this period, these
efforts focused specifically on the field of social welfare services and were
typically led by social workers holding senior positions within the Ministry
of Welfare (Deutsch, 1970).

In recent decades, there has been growing evidence of the different
civic and professional routes through which social workers and social work
academics in Israel seek to influence policies (Gal and Weiss-Gal, 2023).
Research has identified engagement in policy practice among social workers
(Lavee and Cohen, 2019; Aviv et al, 2021; Gilboa and Weiss-Gal, 2022;
Nouman and Azaiza, 2022) and social work academics (Weiss-Gal et al,
2017). It has also shown that social workers engage in policy design on
the ground in their role as street-level bureaucrats (Lavee et al, 2018; Serry
and Weiss-Gal, 2022). Finally, there is some evidence of the policy change
activities of social workers as part of the Israel Union of Social Workers
(IUSW) (Kadman, 1988; Gal, forthcoming) and of their voluntary political
participation (Cohen, 1987).

In addition to these routes, social workers have also sought elected political
office on the national and local levels. Occasionally, some of these social
workers were placed in leading policy roles by politicians and political parties.
Thus, for example, Yisrael Katz, a social worker, served as the Minister for
Labour and Welfare during 1977-81 (Avineri, 2017). However, in most cases,
social workers sought political office through election to the Knesset, Israel’s
parliament, or to local councils at the municipal level. In a previous study
that focused on social workers as local politicians in Israel, Binder and Weiss-
Gal (2022) identified 34 social workers who ran for office on the municipal
level between 1948 and 2018. Of the 20 social workers interviewed for that
study, most ran for councillor positions while three ran for authority heads.
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Eleven social workers were elected at least one time; ten as councillors
and one as mayor. All the social workers elected held positions as heads of
committees or deputy mayors. This chapter tells the story of those social
workers elected to political office on the national level.

Social work as a profession
The Israeli welfare state and its social services

The Israeli welfare state is best described as a Mediterranean welfare state
(Gal, 2010). Though it has certainly been influenced by the market-based
liberal welfare state (such as the US) in recent decades and it still maintains
key welfare state institutions that are rooted in the Beveridgean tradition
and based on a social democratic model, the Israeli welfare state shares with
other Mediterranean nations three broad cultural attributes that have had a
marked impact on welfare state formulation — these are related to the family,
religion and the persistence of clientelistic-particularistic forms of welfare
(Fogiel-Bijaoui, 2017; Weinreb, 2020; Gal et al, 2024).

While oftering comprehensive social protection and social services, the
Israeli welfare state has been only partially effective in dealing with poverty
and inequality. Israel has some of the highest levels of poverty and inequality
among welfare states, and this reflects low labour market participation rates
and high fertility levels among ultra-orthodox Jewish families and Israeli
Arabs. This is exacerbated by wide inequality in remuneration for work in
the labour market, low social spending levels over time, ungenerous safety
net benefits that also suffer from low take-up rates, and an underfunded
social welfare sector that is characterised by major gaps between different
population groups, particularly between Jews and Arabs (Gal, 2023).

Social work in Israel

Social services in Israel are provided by a mix of state, for-profit and
non-profit providers. While local social services are delivered by the local
authorities, most of the other social services are outsourced to non-state
agencies. Thus, while social workers employed directly by local authorities
engage in casework and community work, most of the institutionalised
services in the community and out of home are provided by non-profit or
for-profit agencies and are funded by the state. Social workers are key actors in
the provision of social services in Israel, both in services provided by the state
and those provided by non-state agencies. They engage in a wide range of
fields of social welfare services, including immigrant absorption, the provision
of social services for people suffering from family crises, rehabilitation,
community organising, physical and mental health-related social services,
child welfare and protection, corrections and long-term care. In terms of
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problems and populations, social workers in Israel deal with people living in
poverty and social exclusion, children, youth and women at risk, older adults,
families in distress, adult and juvenile offenders, people with disabilities,
victims of war or terror attacks, people suffering from sickness or mental
health problems, people with addictions and their families, people who are
homeless, immigrants and asylum seekers. They employ a wide range of
intervention methods, including therapeutic interventions and emotional
support based on diverse theoretical approaches and paradigms, take-up and
social rights advocacy, material support, at-risk interventions, counselling,
case management, group work, childcare and protection, community work
and policy practice.

Following legislation adopted in 1996, social work is a protected profession.
Only graduates of social work degree programmes in one of Israel’s 13 schools
of social work can claim the title of social worker. All social workers must be
registered by the Ministry of Welfare and Social Affairs social work registrar
office. The Social Workers Act also identifies fields and positions in which
only social workers can be employed. These include social services, child
welfare, correction services and leadership positions in the social services.

The latest figures, published in 2021, indicate that there are 36,900
registered social workers in Israel, a country with a population of
9.4 million (Ben-Simchon and Lipalevsky, 2021). Of them, 31,500
participate in the labour market out of a total workforce of 4,464,000. The
vast majority of social workers (86.8 per cent) are women. The majority
(89 per cent) are Jewish and the remainder (11 per cent) are Arabs. Half
of them have a second degree, mainly in social work (86 per cent of those
with a degree). Most (84 per cent) are employees and the remainder (16
per cent) are self-employed.

‘While there is large demand for social work training, there is also significant
attrition among social workers, and between a fifth and a third of them are
not employed as social workers. A quarter of the employed social workers
are local authority employees (Ben-Simchon and Lipalevsky, 2021), but these
services are significantly understaffed. This is due to low wages, difficult
working conditions and high workloads in local social services and harsh
criticism of social workers in the public sphere by right-wing politicians.

The IUSW is a part of the Histadrut trade union federation. It has
approximately 14,500 members and serves both as a trade union and a
professional association. It engages in furthering the labour rights of social
workers and protecting their professional status while also advocating for
more progressive social policies that reflect social work values. Most, but
not all, of the members of the IUSW are employed in the public sector.
Although it has used its Facebook page to encourage social workers to
vote for social workers seeking local electoral office, the [TUSW has not
made significant effort to encourage social workers to hold national office.
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There is no call to social workers to run for office in [USW documents or
in their social work code of ethics. However, just prior to the 2018 local
elections, the IUSW did publish a list of 11 social workers running in local
elections on its website, and in 2021 the union offered a training course for
social workers seeking political office.

Institutional opportunity structures

Israel is a unitary state with a parliamentary system that is an outlying case of
proportional representation. In the elections for its unicameral parliament, the
Knesset, nationwide party lists compete for all the 120 seats. Holding office
is a full-time and fully paid position. Candidates for election are placed on
closed party lists. The electoral threshold is 3.25 per cent of eligible voters.
Consequently, the number of party lists in the Knesset is high (at the time
of writing, there are ten), and multi-party governing coalitions are the rule.
While Knesset terms are elected for four years, in practice terms are often
shorter (see Table 7.1). This is due to the fragile governing coalitions in
Israel’s multi-party system.

There is no written constitution in Israel but there is a traditional division of
power between the three branches of government in Israel that is enshrined in
basic laws, which are quasi-constitutional legislation. However, this division
of power has been the subject of change and conflict in recent years. Indeed,
there has been an ongoing process of strengthening the executive branch
and undermining that of the legislature and judiciary. This has taken the
form of a series of reforms that weakened the capacity of the parliament
to oversee the executive branch by limiting the Knesset’s ability to adopt
effective ‘no confidence’ motions. In addition, more recently an extreme
right-wing government also sought to curtail the power of the judicial branch
to intervene in cases of unconstitutional or unreasonable policies. This led
to a major constitutional crisis in the country (Gidron, 2023).

While the checks and balances between the executive and legislative
branches of the Israeli political system have been weakened and the governing
coalition can determine, to a large degree, the legislative agenda of the
Knesset, some institutions within the Knesset, particularly parliamentary
committees, do enjoy a degree of oversight over government policy and
can place issues on the public agenda. There are, in all, 15 permanent
parliamentary committees and various ad hoc committees established over
time. Members of the Knesset (MKs) can employ these committees and other
parliamentary tools to challenge government policies and to raise awareness
to various issues. The major political divisions in the country and between
politicians within the Knesset concern issues of defence and foreign policy,
state and religion, and democratic rights. By contrast, social policy issues are
much less salient. The upside of this is that they are also often less divisive,
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and this offers space for collaboration across the political divide within the
Knesset and its committees (Friedberg and Hazan, 2018).

The routes to political recruitment in Israel have changed over time. Uri
Ram (2003) notes that in the initial decades following independence, the
political class tended to comprise of individuals who rose through the ranks
of the traditional political parties. These included the social democratic
Mapai (renamed the Labor Party), the right-wing Herut and the centre-
right Liberal Party (which united to form the Likud), and the clerical
National Religious Party (NRP). The politicians were predominantly
Ashkenazi Jews (of European origin), men and often those with a prominent
military background.

The decades after saw a decline in the dominance of most of these parties
and fragmentation of the political arena with the emergence of new parties,
generally in the centre of the political spectrum. There was major growth
in the proportion of Mizrahi Jews (African-Asian origin), often from lower
socioeconomic roots, and greater representation of minority groups in the
parliament, reflecting the mass immigration of Jews from the former Soviet
Union and Ethiopia as well as the growing political participation of members
of the Arab community. The proportion of women in politics at the national
level did not grow dramatically, and on average 85 per cent of the members
were men. The share of women remains low and, even in recent years, only
a quarter of the MKs have been women. This reflects not only social norms
but also recruitment processes within political parties. This is particularly the
case for ultra-orthodox Jewish clerical parties (which tend to have 15 seats
in the Knesset) that refrain from placing women in their lists.

During recent decades, local political engagement has played a growing
role in the national political recruitment process. Similarly, leadership in
civil society organisations has led to political careers at national level. Within
existing parties, the nomination process of candidates differs across lists: in
some parties, primaries are held, while in others, candidates are selected by
party leaders.

The structuring of the Israeli political system and the changes that it has
undergone over time has shaped the context within which social workers
seek elected office. Borchert (2011) offers a useful framework for analysing
the impact of the political context on social workers’ efforts to attain political
office. He identifies three motivations that impact the decisions of individuals
regarding embarking on a political career. These are the availability of relevant
political offices, the degree of accessibility of these offices and the attractiveness
of political office with regard to impact, future options and remuneration.
The structure of the state and its political institutions as well as the nature
of representation and of political organisations have a major impact on the
motivations of individuals, and among them social workers, to embark on
a political career.
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After offering a quantitative overview of the political recruitment of social
workers in Israel at the national level, we explore these issues by looking at
the political careers of these social workers. Our analysis is based on diverse
sources. These include biographies and documentation, quantitative analyses
of data from the Knesset website on the place of social workers in politics
and their activities in this arena, and secondary sources relating to the careers
of social workers elected to political office.

Political recruitment

Between the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948 and the Knesset
starting in 2022, 15 social workers served as MKs. These comprise 1.3 per
cent of the 1,095 individuals who have served in the Knesset. As can be seen
in Table 7.1, social workers were present in nearly all of the 25 Knessets, with
the exceptions of the 6th to the 8th Knesset (1965—77). Between 1988 and
2015, there were between two and three social workers in the parliament.
While the social worker MKs elected during the first decades after the
establishment of Israel tended to serve lengthy periods in the Knesset, this
changed dramatically in the 1990s, after which they tended to serve less
time, often a single Knesset term.

A comparison between social workers and other helping professions reveals
that teachers played a much greater role in the Israeli parliament than social
workers (66 teachers served in the Knesset since its establishment). This
may reflect the greater tendency of members of the political elite to engage
in teaching (often briefly) prior to the establishment of the state and in the
first decades after statechood. Apart from teachers, the social work profession
was represented to a much greater degree in the Knesset than other helping
professions. Only 11 medical doctors, 2 nurses and 2 psychologists served
in the Knesset over all the periods (Knesset website).

The gender, party affiliation, ethnicity and terms of office of the social
workers who served as MKs are presented in Table 7.2. As can be seen, the
social workers who served as MKs represented diverse political parties. While
a third of them (5) were affiliated with the social democratic Labor party
(previously Mapai), and another four represented centre or centre-left parties,
the remainder (6) were affiliated with parties across the political spectrum.
The right-wing Likud party, Jewish clerical parties and parties representing
the Arab sector all sent two social workers to the Knesset over the years.

Though the vast majority of social workers in Israel are women, the gender
of the social workers elected to the Knesset reflects more the male bias within
the Israeli parliament than the gender division within the profession. The
share of men among them (8 of the 15) is much larger than the proportion
of men in the social work profession. In terms of ethnicity, two findings are
interesting: First, three of the social workers were Arabs; this group comprises
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Table 7.1: Social workers in the Knesset, terms 1-25

Knesset term Years of term Number of social workers in the Knesset
1 1949-51 1
2 1951-55 1
3 1955-59 1
4 1959-61 1
5 1961-65 1
9 1977-81 1

10 1981-84 1
1 1984-88 1
12 1988-92 2
13 1992-96 2
14 1996-99 3
15 1999-2003 2
16 2003-06 2
17 2006-09 3
18 2009-13 3
19 2013-15 2
20 2015-19 1
21 2019-19 1
22 2019-20 1
23 2020-21 2
24 2021-22 1
25 2022- 1

Note: Terms 6 to 8 are not included as there were no social workers in the Knesset.
Source: https://m knesset.gov.il/

20 per cent of the Israeli population, but is traditionally significantly under-
represented in parliament. Arabs comprise a fifth of all social workers in the
Knesset but only a tenth of all social work professionals. Second, four social
worker MKs were Jews of Ethiopian origin. This is extraordinary given the
fact that this community comprises only 1.75 per cent of the population.
This can be linked to the fact that social work studies offered Ethiopian Jews
who had immigrated to Israel a relatively accessible path to a profession and
a social activist career. These individuals were also attractive candidates for
parties seeking representatives of the Ethiopian community on their lists.
Notably, a half of the MKs of Jewish-Ethiopian origin were social workers
(four out of a total of eight).
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Three social workers have served as ministers in Israeli governments.
Two of these were MKs while a third, Yisrael Katz (Minister of Labour and
Welfare, 1977-81), was a leading member of a political party that comprised
the governing coalition in the late 1970s, though he preferred not to stand
tor election to the parliament. Of the three, Katz was the only social worker
in government with a social welfare portfolio. Shalom Simchon served as
the Minister of Agriculture and the Minister of Industry, Trade and Labour
(2006—13), while Shaul Amor was Minister without Portfolio for a short
time in 1999 before becoming the Israeli ambassador to Belgium.

Political career patterns
Professional roles before the Knesset

Prior to their election to the Knesset, social workers tended to engage in
issues related to social welfare, either in state social services or in civil society.
Ten of the MKs served in formal social work jobs in diverse social services,
some of them holding managerial positions. For example, Jenia Tversky
(who served as MK between 1951 and 1964) established and led the local
social services in the city of Haifa between 1932 and 1942. Afterwards, she
headed the local social services in Jerusalem, worked with Jewish refugees in
Europe after World War II and then returned to head the social services in
the city of Haifa in 1948. Sarah Stern-Katan (an MK during 1977-81) was
an inspector in the Ministry of Welfare and the Ministry of Education. Nava
Arad (an MK during 1981-96) worked as a youth corrections officer until
1964, when she was selected to head the ITUSW; she served in that position
until 1970. Avi Duan (an MK in 2012) was a social worker for 25 years in
local social services and in a psychiatric hospital. Nadia Hilou (an MK during
2006—09) was first employed as a social worker in local social services and
afterwards became a youth probation officer. Following that, she was elected
as a delegate to the [IUSW and established an early childhood centre (Hilou,
2013). Iman Khatib-Yassin (an MK from 2020) worked with young women
in distress in local social services for nine years and then headed community
centres in two Arab localities.

While the other five social worker MKs were not employed in social work
positions prior to their formal political career, they were engaged in the
welfare or education fields. Shlomo Molla (an MK during 2006—13) was the
head of a centre for immigrants and later became an inspector of centres for
immigrants from Ethiopia. Shimon Solomon (an MK during 2013—15) was
an educational consultant at a high school for two years before becoming an
educational advisor to the Minister of Education between 1994 and 1996.
He later served as an advisor to the Association for the Advancement of
Education and became executive director of an Ethiopian community centre.
Yifat Kariv (an MK during 2013-15) worked in a major non-governmental
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Table 7.2: Gender, party affiliation, ethnicity and terms of office of social workers in

the Knesset

Name (gender) Party affiliation Ethnicity* Time in the Knesset
Jenia Tversky (F) Social democratic Jewish 1951-64
(Mapai)
Sarah Stern-Katan (F)  Clerical (NRP) Jewish 1977-81
Nava Arad (F) Social democratic Jewish 1981-96
(Labor)
Shaul Amor (M) Right (Likud) Jewish (Mizrachi)  1988-99
Shalom Simchon (M) Social democratic Jewish (Mizrachi)  1996-2013
(Labor)
Adiso Masala (M) Social democratic Jewish (Ethiopian ~ 1996-99
(Labor) origin)
Yair Peretz (M) Clerical (Shas) Jewish (Mizrachi)  1999-2006
Nadia Hilou (F) Social democratic Arab 2006-9
(Labor)
Shlomo Molla (M) Centre (Kadima) Jewish (Ethiopian  2006-13
origin)
Avi Duan (M) Centre (Kadima) Jewish (Mizrachi) 2012
Shimon Solomon (M)  Centre-left (Yesh Atid)  Jewish (Ethiopian ~ 2013-15
origin)
Yifat Kariv (F) Centre-left (Yesh Atid)  Jewish 2013-15
Avraham Neguise (M)  Right (Likud) Jewish (Ethiopian  2015-19
origin)
Heba Yazbak (F) Arab (Joint List) Arab 2019-21
Iman Khatib-Yassin (F)  Arab (Ra'am) Arab 2020-

Note: * Jewish refers to either Ashkenazi (European) or mixed origin.
Source: https://m.knesset.gov.il/

organisation for youth at risk as a manager and developer of the youth
hotline and an initiative for youth who experienced sexual abuse. Later, she
worked in diverse jobs in the welfare and educational fields, among them
head of the youth department at the Ministry for the Development of the
Negev and Galilee.

Political careers

The political careers of the social worker MKs differed over periods of
time and reflect the findings in Ram’ (2003) study on the formation of
the political class in Israel during two distinctive periods in the country’s
political history.
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The social workers elected to the Knesset before the 1990s typically
worked their way up, generally over long periods of time, through the ranks
of traditional political parties. Jenia Tversky was active in Mapai and was
a leader of the women workers’ movement, initially in Haifa and then at
national level. Nava Arad was active in Mapai from an early age, and this
affiliation paved the way for her being appointed head of the ITUSW by the
Mapai-dominated Histadrut leadership. After her term of office as head of the
[TUSW, she joined the leadership of Histadrut as a Labor Party representative
and in 1977 was elected to head the Histadrut-affiliated women’s organisation
Naamat. Shaul Amor was a long-time leading activist in Likud and served as
the mayor of the town of Migdal HaEmek for two decades. Similarly, Sarah
Stern-Katan had been active in the religious youth movement affiliated to
the NRP during World War II and continued this in the party following
her immigration to Israel.

A more recent example of a social worker working her way up the ranks
of the party is that of Heba Yazbak, who became involved with the then
newly established party Balad at the age of 15. She joined the party while
at university and became chair of the Haifa University branch. She was
placed sixth on the party’s list for the 2013 Knesset elections, but the party
won only three seats. In the April 2019 elections, she was placed high on a
joint list (the United Arab List) that Balad formed with other Arab parties
and was elected to the Knesset and then re-elected twice for short terms.

By contrast, since the 1990s, many of the social workers spent relatively
short periods of time as members of political parties prior to their election
to the Knesset. Adisu Massala joined the Labor Party shortly before the 1996
internal elections and managed to attain the place on the party list reserved for
immigrants. Shlomo Molla and Shimon Solomon joined parties established
just prior to the elections in which they gained seats in the Knesset. Other
social workers tended to seek election to the Knesset by moving across party
lists or occasionally were recruited directly by party leaders without having
any prior ties to the party. Thus, Avraham Neguise established the Atid
Ehad party, which contested the 2006 Knesset elections but failed to win a
seat. After a number of subsequent efforts to be elected to parliament, he
was elected to the Knesset on the Likud list. Shlomo Molla was initially a
candidate on the Israel BeAliya list in 1999, but after failing to be elected,
he joined Kadima and entered parliament in 2008 after another party MK
resigned. In 2012, he ran on the Hatnua list but failed to be elected. Yifat
Kariv is an example of social worker recruited directly. She had previously
established a local list of candidates to a city council and served in the council.
Kariv received a direct invitation to run for office by the head of the Yesh
Atid party and was elected to the Knesset in 2013.

Following their terms as MKs, the social workers did not return to serving
as street-level social workers, though a few engaged in activities related to
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social welfare. Sarah Stern-Katan headed the religious women’s movement
and focused on early childhood education and social welfare institutions.
Nadia Hilou served as a consultant to a number of initiatives concerning
education and employment in the Arab community. Some of the MKs
sought, unsuccessfully, to continue their political career at national or local
level. Nava Arad, for example, established a senior citizen’s party, but it
failed to garner sufficient support to be represented in parliament. Yifat
Kariv ran for mayor in her city of residence, but failed. Finally, a number
of the former social work MKs developed careers in fields unrelated to
social work or politics. Shimon Solomon served as the Israeli Ambassador
to Angola. Adisu Massala returned to Ethiopia as a businessman, Shalom
Simchon established a winery and Yifat Kariv became an executive director
in the legal cannabis industry.

Borchert’s (2011) conceptual framework for the analysis of political careers
is useful for understanding the political careers of Israeli social workers.
The unicameral structure of the 120-seat Israeli parliament and the fact
that no intermediate elected institutions exist between the local and the
national levels offers relatively limited availability of elected positions apart
from at local level. This inevitably depresses political options at national
level. Similarly, the data on social worker politicians does not offer any
strong support for the notion that election to office at the local level, at
least in the case of social workers, is a useful step in the ladder to attaining
office at national level.

The weak political salience of social welfare issues in the parliament reduces
the attractiveness of political office to social workers seeking to further a social
welfare agenda. It also offers limited motivation on the part of political
leaders and party members to include social workers in their Knesset party
lists, thus limiting the accessibility of political office to social workers (also see
other facets of this discussed later). The instability of the political system and
the frequent elections to parliament, particularly in recent decades, provide
limited job security for MKs and thus further undermines the attractiveness of
a national-level political career. Indeed, as we have seen, the political careers
of most social workers in the Knesset during recent decades were short,
generally lasting a single term. An examination of the careers of the social
workers after leaving their posts indicates that serving in the parliament does
not appear to be particularly useful for social workers seeking to obtain major
positions in the field or for those seeking other elected political positions.

Existing societal obstacles to the political participation of women and
the overt refusal of Jewish ultra-orthodox parties, which comprise 12 per
cent of the seats in the Knesset, to include women in their lists further limit
the accessibility to the political system of members of a profession that is
predominantly female. It is, thus, not surprising that the majority of social
work politicians are men.
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Social advocacy

All the social workers in the Knesset were involved, to one degree or
another, in social, welfare and human rights issues, and they employed diverse
parliamentary tools in support of vulnerable groups, such as immigrants,
youth at risk, older adults and women. For example, Avraham Neguise
focused on social issues such as helping new immigrants integrate into Israeli
society and providing support and education for youth in underprivileged
neighbourhoods. The social worker MKs promoted their goals through
formal roles in the parliament — as, for example, the head of lobbies or
parliamentary committees — by joining relevant parliamentary committees
or by tabling laws intended to further social rights.

In order to assess the political activity of social workers in the Knesset,
we have employed three indicators, as can be seen in Table 7.3. The first of
these relates to the roles held in the parliament. These pertain to leadership
roles either in lobbies, which are voluntary cross-party caucuses that MKs
can form in order to advance issues of particular importance to them, or in
parliamentary committees. A second indicator relates to the parliamentary
committees MKs were members of during their entire term of office. The
indicator is the proportion of all the parliamentary committees they were
members of that dealt with social issues, broadly defined. While membership
in the Knesset committees reflects the relative representation of the parties in
the Knesset, the decision as to which committees MKs join is indicative of
both the individual preferences of the MKs and the demands of the political
parties. The final indicator reflects the proportion of all the draft laws that
the MKs tabled during their term of office that were devoted to social issues.
It should be noted that the use of this parliamentary tool has become more
popular over time because of changes in Knesset by-laws and that most of
the draft laws are tabled by a number of MKs, often from different parties.
Only a very small percentage of these draft laws are actually adopted.

Table 7.3 shows that some of the social workers in the Knesset had
leadership roles that reflected their social work background. Jenia Tversky
headed the subcommittee that formulated the legislation that led to the
establishment of the social security system in Israel in the early 1950s. Others
chaired parliamentary committees or ad hoc or subcommittees dealing with
social issues such as immigration, foreign workers and drug abuse. Two of
the social workers headed the social work lobby in the Knesset.

It is hardly surprising that all the social workers were members of
parliamentary committees dealing with social issues. However, our analysis
reveals that, apart from three of them, half or more of the committees on
which the vast majority of social workers sat dealt with these issues. They
ranged from the labour, welfare and health committee to the parliamentary
committees on women’s rights or children’s rights, to the committees on
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Table 7.3: Social welfare-related parliamentary activities of social workers in the Knesset

MK Leadership roles Social welfare- Social welfare-
related parliamentary related draft laws
committees (%) (%)

Jenia Tversky Chair, Subcommittee, 50 100

Committee on social
insurance

Nava Arad - 100 85

Sarah Stern-Katan - 100 33

Shaul Amour - 66 45

Avi Duan Head of social work lobby 100 5

Nadia Hilou Chair, committee on the 50 35

rights of children

Shalom Simchon  Chair, finance committee, 25 12

economics committee

Adisu Massala - 66 23

Yair Peretz Chair, committee on drug 70 18

abuse, committee on
foreign workers

Shlomo Molla - 17 19

Shimon Solomon  Chair, lobby for social 50 22
workers

Yifat Kariv Chair, lobby for holocaust 25 20

survivors, lobby for the
promotion of local services
for youth, lobby for young

people
Avraham Neguise Chair, committee for 60 16
immigration
Heba Yazbak - 100 20
Iman Head, lobby for early 60 34

Khatib-Yassin childhood

Source: https://m.knesset.gov.il/

education or immigration. Alongside this, they also served in committees
dealing with other public issues. These included diverse committees such
as finance (Shalom Simchon), internal affairs (Yifat Kariv), economic affairs
(Iman Khatib-Yassin) and the constitution, law and justice (Jenia Tversky).

Our analysis of the draft laws tabled by the social worker MKs reveals a
more varied complex picture. First, it is worth noting that the number of
draft laws submitted by social workers ranged from a low of 5 to a high
of over 400. This wide divergence reflects the length of the social worker
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term of office, the difference between being a part of a governing coalition
or serving in opposition, and the changes in Knesset by-laws. MKs in
governing coalitions tend to table fewer draft laws, while, particularly in
recent decades, social workers in opposition have viewed draft laws as a key
parliamentary tool despite the fact that the chances of these laws actually
being enacted are very slim.

The findings of our analysis reveal that the proportion of draft laws that
were on social issues ranged from a low of'5 per cent in the case of Avi Duan
to 100 per cent in the case of Jenia Tversky. The daft laws on social issues
tabled by six of the social workers comprised more than a third of the laws
that they tabled. Thus, one of them, Iman Khatib-Yassin, tabled numerous
amendments to the social security legislation and to legislation relating to the
social safety net law, and draft laws relating to student rights, to the rights of
people with terminal illness and to subsidies for gluten-free products. Four
of the social worker MKs devoted between a fifth and a quarter of their
daft laws to social issues, while another five devoted less than a fifth of their
draft laws to these issues.

Conclusion

In all, 15 social workers served as members of the Israeli parliament from
1948 to the parliament elected in 2022, 1.3 per cent of the total number
of individuals that served in the Knesset since its establishment. In some
of the Knessets, two or even three social workers served as MKs. The
social workers elected in the early decades of Israeli independence tended
to have worked their way up the ranks of traditional parties. They were
predominantly women from European backgrounds. In recent decades, the
social work politicians have reflected more diverse ethnic and class groups
and have been more likely to be men. They spent less time as members of
political parties prior to their election to office and were often selected by
party leaders on the basis of their community leadership. Once in office, all
of the social workers devoted much of their efforts to social welfare issues
that reflect their social work background.

The structural features of the Israeli political system, the lack of salience of
social welfare issues in public debate through much of the country’s history
and social norms vis-a-vis gender all offer insights into the question as to why
relatively few social workers were elected to political office at national level.

Within Israeli social work there is little encouragement for social workers to
seek political office. The schools of social work in Israel devote only very limited
resources to prepare or to encourage social work students or social workers to
run for political office. In other words, social work education does not actively
encourage social workers to seek elected office or to nurture political ambition
or a sense of qualification to run for office. Similarly, the [USW has also not
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encouraged social workers to run for political office. However, there is sign of
change in this approach, at least with regard to politics at local level.

The findings of this study indicate that various structural and social
constraints have led to relatively few social workers in Israel playing a formal
role in national politics. National-level political positions are limited, social
welfare issues are not major issues on the agenda and, particularly in recent
decades, holding political office does not appear to be an attractive career
choice. Nevertheless, our study indicates that social workers have been a
nearly constant presence in the Knesset since its establishment. Moreover,
despite the diversity in the demographic and social characteristics of the
social worker politicians and their diverging political affiliations, those that
held elected office did indeed seek to further core social work goals and
values during their time in office.
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Italy: social workers in political office
as a municipal phenomenon

Martina Francesconi and Riccardo Guidi

In this chapter,' we examine social workers holding elected office (SWHEOs)
in Italy, focusing on the national and local levels. Our findings reveal that
SWHEOs are predominantly a local phenomenon, with a significant
concentration in small and medium-sized municipalities. This local
engagement is influenced by the structure of Italy’s political system and the
specific professional characteristics of social work.

Social work as a profession

Social work in Italy is a legally regulated profession with specific qualifications
and certifications required to practice. To become a social worker, one must
obtain a degree in social work, pass a national licensure examination and
register with the National Council of Social Workers (Consiglio Nazionale
Ordine degli Assistenti Sociali). This council acts as the official regulatory
body, ensuring that standards of practice and ethics are maintained. It also
represents social workers’ interests at the national level and works to elevate
the profession’s status.

Thus, the social work profession in Italy is characterised by a structured
system of education, certification and professional oversight. According
to recent data, there are approximately 47,000 registered social workers
(assistenti sociali),” about 40,000 of whom work as social workers, constituting
approximately 0.2 per cent of the total workforce in Italy. The profession is
predominantly female, with women comprising more than 90 per cent of
the workforce (National Council of Social Workers, 2025).

Social workers in Italy are primarily employed by local public organisations,
such as municipalities and local health agencies, or non-profit organisations,
which also mainly operate at the local level. Overall, social work in Italy
remains a profession deeply connected to the local community context.

Social workers in Italy serve in various sectors, including child and
family services, support for the elderly and disability services. The working
conditions for social workers vary strongly depending on whether they
are employed in the public or the private sector. In general, public sector
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social workers tend to have more job security and benefits but might face
bureaucratic constraints.

The profession enjoys a moderate level of prestige and is often declared as
essential in institutional documents, but it is undervalued in terms of remuneration
and negatively biased by public opinion. The relationship between social
workers and other social professions — such as psychologists and educators — is
generally collaborative, although distinctions in roles and professional boundaries
sometimes create tensions. Social workers generally receive less credit than other
professions such as physicians or psychologists in public opinion.

Professional associations in Italy, such as the National Council of Social
Workers, play a vital role in advocating for the profession. These associations
provide resources for professional development, set ethical standards and
lobby for social work issues at various government levels. However, the
degree of organisation among social workers varies, with a generally low
proportion actively engaged in professional or advocacy groups.

Institutional opportunity structures

Italy is a complex southern European country, known for its late transition
to democracy and its socio-institutional divide between the North and South
(Putnam, 1993). The republic president and prime minister — elected by
parliament — are the peak authorities. Comprising the Chamber of Deputies
(Camera dei Deputati) and the Senate (Senato), parliament functions under
‘equal bicameralism’, mainly differing in the electorate’s age. Parliament includes
600 elected members and up to five ‘life senators’ nominated by the president.

Italy is divided into 20 regions, 5 of which have special autonomous status.
Sub-national governance has gained importance since the 1970s, especially
in health and social policy. Since 2001, municipalities, regions and the
national state have had equal institutional standing. Legislative powers are
mainly assigned to regions, except for certain national domains (for example,
migration) and others that are jointly managed (for example, health). As the
core administrative units, municipalities manage most ordinary functions
under the principle of subsidiarity. Mayors and region presidents are directly
elected by citizens, primarily through double ballot systems.

In Italy, the political system provides various institutional opportunities
for social workers interested in holding elected office. While national
positions are concentrated in parliament and government, ‘the largest part
of the political class sits in local institutions’ (Reecchi and Verzichelli, 2003, p
230). Recchi and Verzichelli (2003) estimate that there are around 120,000
town councillors, 6,500 officials in regional and provincial councils and
governments, and approximately 8,000 mayors.

As in other countries, political parties are the primary collective organisations
competing for local, regional and national power. According to Russo and
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Verzichelli (2015), from 1948 to 1992 (the First Republic), political careers
followed a hierarchical, predictable path dominated by mass parties such as
the Christian Democrats and the Communist Party. Careers typically started
locally and progressed to national positions, with limited flexibility. Since
1992 (the Second Republic), political careers have become more flexible
and complex, with territorially defined competition but a diversified pool
of candidates and qualifications. The reduced gatekeeping role of political
parties broadened elite pathways, leading to a mix of political and technical
skills, especially in executive roles where non-professional politicians often
enter laterally. The recent rise of populist parties seems to have further
highlighted the irregular and volatile nature of Italy’s political class, with no
clear, structured model for political class selection (Ponzo et al, 2023).

These trends are particularly noticeable at the local level, especially in
municipalities. Since 1993, local political competition has become more
complex in both regulation and dynamics. Independent lists ‘display a
remarkably high presence, especially in small-sized municipalities’ (Bolgherini
and Grimaldi, 2022, p 233). While the rise of the so-called civic lists (Liste
Civiche) does not indicate depoliticisation or a diminished role for political
parties (Bolgherini and Grimaldi, 2022), civic lists are often crucial to the
success of mayoral candidates (Freschi and Mete, 2020) and can pose a
challenge to political parties (Chiaramonte and Emanuele, 2016). Notably,
the identity of council rather than mayoral candidates plays a crucial role in
the electoral success of civic lists (Freschi and Mete, 2020).

Considering all of these factors, local-level elected offices —such as mayor, city
council member and municipal councillor —seem to be more accessible to social
workers, for several reasons. First, local political offices in smaller municipalities
often have lower entry barriers than national or regional positions due to less
intense competition and the more significant influence of personal networks
and community ties in these smaller settings. Social workers who often have
deep-rooted connections within their communities and a keen understanding
of local social issues might also find these positions more attractive as they
allow for direct engagement and impact on social policy at a community level.
Moreover, the civic lists might facilitate social workers’ access to local elected
office. The civic lists often prioritise candidates with strong community ties
and local expertise over those with a traditional political background, making
them a suitable entry point for social workers whose protessional experience
closely aligns with the values and needs of local communities.

Political recruitment
Social workers holding elected office at national level

Analysis of the representation and characteristics of SWHEOs in the
national government and national parliament from the 1st (1948) to the
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19th (2022) legislature shows a significant under-representation of social
workers in national political roles. A quantitative analysis of the educational
and professional backgrounds of the members of the national parliament
(MPs) and government (MGs) was conducted in spring 2024. Official web
pages and secondary sources, such as Wikipedia, were consulted to identify
social workers among the 605 MPs and 64 MGs at the time, as well as past
MPs. This analysis aimed to assess the presence and characteristics of social
workers at national level.

Our detailed investigation into the educational and professional
backgrounds of current MPs and MGs reveals that social workers were
starkly under-represented. The vast majority of MGs (82.0 per cent) hold
a bachelor’s (BA)/master’s (MA) degree, while 16.4 per cent — including
Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni and one of her deputies, Matteo Salvini —
hold only a secondary school diploma. Among those with a BA/MA, the
predominant field of study was law (43.1 per cent), followed by economics
(17.6 per cent), arts and philosophy (15.7 per cent), political science and
sociology (11.8 per cent) and various other disciplines.

Similarly, most MPs hold a BA/MA (73.3 per cent), while 24.5 per cent
hold a secondary school diploma. The distribution of fields of study among
MPs with a BA/MA is comparable to that of MGs. The majority hold
degrees in law (41.1 per cent), followed by degrees in economics (15.6 per
cent), political science and sociology (14.0 per cent), arts and philosophy
(10.8 per cent) and other fields.

Out of the 605 MPs and 64 MGs in 2024, only one MP holds a social work
qualification. However, he pursued a career in entrepreneurship rather than
practising as a social worker. The disparity between the number of practising
social workers and their representation in national politics is thus stark. Italy,
as noted earlier, has approximately 47,000 social workers, yet they are almost
entirely absent from national political roles. By comparison, professions such
as law, economics and political science are significantly more represented.

Historical data further reinforce this trend: when examining the historical
data across 19 Italian legislative terms from 1948, a persistent lack of social
worker representation — in both absolute terms and compared to other
professions — is evident.

Since 1948, social workers have rarely appeared in national-level roles.
Only four MPs — one man and three women — reported holding a degree in
social work, and only two of them — both women — listed ‘social worker” as
their primary profession.” One of them served in the Chamber of Deputies
for four legislatures (from 1994 to 2013, with a break from 2001 to 2006),
representing the centre-Left parliamentary groups. Her parliamentary work
focused on agriculture, economic activities, trade and tourism. Before
becoming an MP, she volunteered in Catholic local organisations and held
elected office at the municipal level. The other served in the Chamber of
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Deputies during the 16th legislature (2008—13) and in the Senate during
the 17th legislature (2013—18), also in the centre-Left parliamentary groups.
Her parliamentary focus was on labour, childhood and adolescence. Before
becoming an MP, she held elected office at municipal level. The other
MPs who reported having a degree in social work were affiliated with the
Communist (Rifondazione Comunista) and Forza Italia parties.

A diachronic analysis of Senate data’ shows a clear discrepancy in the
prevalence of different professions over time. Since 1948, professions such
as lawyer (1,172 entries), university lecturer (645 entries) and manager (543
entries) have dominated Senate membership. By contrast, social workers —
together with sports professionals — are at the bottom, with each profession
having been declared only twice in the entire history of the Senate.

The findings prompt a consideration of the potential barriers to the political
engagement of social workers at the national level. Several structural, cultural
and professional factors might contribute to the limited representation of
social workers as MPs and MGs. One possible factor is gender dynamics,
given that the gender composition of social workers and politicians differs
significantly. Social work is a predominantly female profession, whereas
the national political arena in Italy remains male dominated. This gender
imbalance might present additional challenges for female social workers
aspiring to national political roles. Another relevant factor might be related
to social workers’ professional experience and networks. Social workers might
lack the necessary political networks and experience for entry into national
politics, partly because their professional activities are often concentrated at
the local level. As shown by our local-level analysis (see later), this might limit
their appeal or perceived competence for national office. Furthermore, the
social workers’ occupational roles — often centred on direct service delivery
rather than leadership, social advocacy or administrative positions — might
not be viewed as suitable preparation for national political roles. Finally, the
structure of Italy’s political system at the national and regional levels — which
favours individuals with substantial party backing and political experience —
presents a significant hurdle for social workers, who often come from non-
political backgrounds. These barriers might be lower at the local level.

SWHEQs at the municipal level

At the local level, a qualitative methodology with semi-structured interviews
was used. A snowball sampling strategy was employed, starting with the
presidents of the regional Councils of Social Work, who were asked to
identify social workers currently holding elected office at the local (that
is, regional and municipal) level. Subsequently, all identitied SWHEOs
(n = 11) were contacted and interviewed online using Microsoft Teams.
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The interviews — conducted between March and July 2024 — were recorded,
transcribed and thematically analysed.’

Through this process, ten SWHEOs at the municipal level and one
mayor with a degree in social work were interviewed to explore their
engagement trajectories, drivers of political involvement, career patterns,
advocacy efforts, perceived impacts and the relevance of their educational and
professional background. Table 8.1 outlines the basic characteristics of our
non-representative sample, and the following sections present the findings.
The pathways that lead social workers to holding elected office at the local
level are shaped by a blend of personal networks, community involvement
and professional reputation. Many social workers in the sample were invited
to run for office by individuals already active in local politics — mayors or city
council members — who were already aware of the social workers’ professional
and community contributions. As one interviewee stated: “There was a
pressing request from the mayor and the deputy mayor ... they were aware
of my professional background and had the desire to employ a figure with
those skills’ (Interviewee B). These personal connections — often grounded
in community-based interactions — were critical in fostering candidacies.
Such relationships have been established by belonging to associations, schools,
parishes, sports or friends groups or by frequenting the same places or being
known as a professional.

Interestingly, none of the interviewees had prior formal political roles,
while several had participated in some kind of community engagement (for
example, volunteering). Their entry into politics was prompted by their
trusted relationships with community leaders, who saw value in their social
work expertise. This pattern underscores how political recruitment at the
local level can be deeply tied to personal relationships rather than formal
political engagement.

Moreover, many social workers joined civic lists, which are independent
from national political parties but often align with centre-Left values, as
highlighted by one interviewee:

I never intended to pursue a political career in the sense of joining
a party. I have always shunned situations where you have to support
a cause as a predetermined way of thinking. The civic list ... is
different .... Ours tends to be centre-Left oriented ... but nobody
on the list has a party card, so it is more a way of looking at things.
(Interviewee E)

These lists provided a politically comfortable space for social workers,
allowing them to avoid the rigidity and partisanship of party politics. This
independence was a decisive factor for many in accepting the invitation to
run for office. Another interviewee described the civic list as something
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Table 8.1: Basic characteristics of the interviewed SWHEOs at local level

Code Age Political roles Party Educational background and Region Size of municipality
profession

A 50  Mayor (2019-24, 2024-); city council member Civic list * BA Social Work Lombardy (North-West) Small
(2014-19) + Social worker

B 40  City council member (majority; 2020-) Civic list * BA Social Work Marche (Centre) Small

* Social worker

C 47  Municipal councillor Independent < BA Social Work Emilia-Romagna Medium
(2020-) « Social worker (on leave of absence) (North-East)

D 63  City Council Member (minority) and Councillor Civic list « MA and post-graduate training in ~ Emilia-Romagna Small
of the Council of the Union of Municipalities Social Work (North-East)
(2021-), Municipal Councillor and Councillor * Social worker
of a Mountain Community
(2011-2006, 2006-2001, 1992-1997)

E 63  Mayor and chair of the local assembly of Civic list * BA Social Work Lombardy (North-West) Small
mayors (2014-19, 2019-24) « Politician (never practised as a
Municipal councillor (2008-12); city council social worker)
member (2004-08)

F 66  City council member (majority; 2024-); Civic list * MA Social Work Emilia-Romagna Medium
municipal councillor, deputy mayor (2019-24) « Freelance social worker (North-East)

G 57  Municipal councillor (2024-); city council Civic list « BA Social work Emilia-Romagna Medium
member (majority), chair of city council * Regional official with a (North-East)
(2019-24) coordinating role in the field of

child and family protection
+ Councillor, Regional Council of
Social Work
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Table 8.1: Basic characteristics of the interviewed SWHEOs at local level (continued)

Code Age Political roles

Educational background and Region
profession

Size of municipality

H 51  City council member (majority; 2019-24)

| 62  Municipal councillor
(2019-24); mayor (2000-05, 2005-10) in a
smaller city; municipal councillor in the same
small city
(1996-2000)

J 65  Municipal councillor (2019-24)

K 56  City council member (opposition) (2024-);

municipal councillor, deputy mayor (2019-24)

+ MA Social Work

« Social worker until 2022

« Public office (in a large city) in the
field of protection and health

Emilia-Romagna
(North-East)

* PhD in Sociology and Social Work  Veneto (North-East)
« Social worker (with coordinating/

organisational position) and

Regional President of the Council of

Social Work
« Director of the Master in Direction,

Coordination and Management of

Social Services

* BA Social Work

« Retired social worker

« University lecturer in social design;
social worker supervisor; corporate
mediation consultant

* BA Social Work
« Social worker

Emilia-Romagna
(North-East)

Sicily (South)

Medium

Medium

Medium

Small

Note: The civic lists mentioned in the table generally lean toward the centre-left, although centre-right civic lists also exist. However, their political positioning is often
unclear and open to interpretation. According to the Italian Statistics Institute, small municipalities have 0-5,000 inhabitants and medium-sized ones have 5,001

250,000 inhabitants.
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very different from a supposed political party: “We are basically friends. We
have known each other for a long time because the town is small. We had
a sports club and we kept in touch from there’ (Interviewee H). However,
she also added: “There was this desire to create the list after we had taken
action to create a conference on youth disability to bring more knowledge
about this reality into local politics, and we did that’ (Interviewee H).
Most of the narratives revealed a high level of accessibility to office and
support for candidacy. Only in one case was there notably fierce competition,
both during the campaign (for example, because there were not many
opponents) and during the term in office (due to the opposition group,
which never showed a particularly cooperative attitude). However, the
majority of the sample talked about a more laid-back climate without heated
confrontations, as clearly expressed in the words of one interviewee: “With
the opposition, we were fortunate to have a position that was quite soft, a
position that at times was sided with the majority’ (Interviewee L).

Drivers of engagement

Several factors facilitate the political engagement of social workers at the
local level. One significant driver is their strong sense of civic duty and
commitment to community service, which aligns with the core values of the
social work profession. According to the interviewees, this strong sense of
civic duty and solidarity is typical of small towns, where residents are more
likely to know each other and the feeling of being part of a community
1s stronger.

Among the primary motivating factors within the sample were membership
in third sector organisations and a strong willingness to serve the community.
Several Catholic associations and parishes were mentioned, highlighting
the influence of Christian values — such as helping others — as an additional
driver. Many social workers saw entering politics as an extension of their
professional mission to promote social justice.

Another key factor was the community’s perception of social workers
as trustworthy and knowledgeable. Interviewees stated that personal
relationships and local visibility significantly enhance social workers’ appeal
as candidates in small towns. Their professional background in addressing
social issues further legitimises their role. As one participant noted: “When
you are a professional in a town with a population of less than 7,000, people
can see your skills and how you approach issues’ (Interviewee G).

Interviewees also thought that participation in third sector organisations
and parishes is vital in political mobilisation. These affiliations provide social
workers with platforms to showcase their leadership and advocacy skills. As
one interviewee expressed: ‘Entering politics seemed to me to be a good
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opportunity to contribute. Maybe even continuing things I was doing in
the voluntary sector’ (Interviewee G).

Additionally, interviewed noted that personal experiences such as dealing
with social injustices or having a family member with special needs, often
inspire social workers to seek political office. These experiences drive their
desire to use political power to address systemic issues and advocate for
marginalised groups. Finally, some interviewees identified the presence of
people on their list or in previous terms of office who were attentive and
sensitive to social issues as facilitating factors.

Political career patterns

The political career trajectory of SWHEOs at the local level typically follows
a quite simple and reversible path, merging community engagement and
formal political roles. Social workers generally viewed political involvement
as an extension of their professional commitment to social justice, with
many expressing a desire to continue serving their communities. Some
indicated they might seek re-election at the municipal level, while others
planned to return to their social work roles exclusively, enriched by their
political experience.

For a few social workers, the experience of political office strengthened
their resolve to pursue public service, although most preferred to remain at
the local level, where they felt their impact is more tangible. One respondent
reflected a common preference to avoid traditional political careerism,
stating: ‘At higher [regional or national| levels, no, I can’t do it, it doesn’t
belong to me’ (Interviewee A). Another interviewee strongly emphasised
this point: ‘As an administrator, you care about your community because
that’s where you were elected. We don’t care about our personal power.
I don’t mind going to Rome. Maybe I could do that, but I want to stay in
my area because that’s where my vocation is” (Interviewee D).

By contrast, some social workers intended to leverage their political
experience to advocate for the profession more effectively, potentially taking
on leadership roles within social work organisations. This engagement
highlights the strong alignment between their professional ethos and
political roles, with political service viewed as a natural extension of their
social advocacy.

Social advocacy

Social workers who hold elected office at the local level frequently engage
in advocacy efforts that reflect their professional values, focusing on
promoting social justice, protecting vulnerable populations and improving
local social services. These efforts are deeply rooted in their experience
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with community challenges, enabling them to push for policies that directly
address these issues.

Social workers practise both ‘case advocacy’ and ‘cause advocacy’ in their
political roles. Case advocacy involves addressing individual cases of injustice,
using their influence to secure necessary resources. Cause advocacy focuses
on influencing broader policy changes that serve larger groups. For instance,
one respondent recounted advocating for ‘the reduction of the price of
extra municipal transport for elderly people with disabilities’ (Interviewee
H) and working to establish a fund to assist families struggling with utility
bills, reflecting a pressing concern related to geopolitical events. This type
of advocacy enables SWHEOs to make a tangible difference in the lives of
individuals and families within their communities. Another interviewee
described proposing ‘a study on drug addiction among young people in
order to identify needs, critical aspects, and possible solutions’ (Interviewee
F). This type of advocacy often requires collaboration with local officials,
community organisations and social service agencies, building coalitions to
support these initiatives.

Despite their impact at the local level, social workers face challenges in
extending their advocacy to higher levels of government. ‘It’s very difficult
to have a voice, especially if you don’t join other councillors from other
municipalities’ (Interviewee F), explained one social worker, underscoring
the bureaucratic hurdles and limited reach of local government authority.
One interviewee reflected on this, saying: ‘I have initiatives in mind, proposals
that should be implemented over time. To do advocacy in a supra-municipal
context, I am working on it. It is objectively more complex’ (Interviewee A).
The limitations connected to their office (for example, being city councillor
and not mayor) and the lack of significant contacts with supra-municipal party
leaders or policy makers — likely exacerbated by the interviewees’ affiliation
with civic lists — emerged as an obstacle for the respondents.

Perceived impact of action as formal policy actors

SWHEOs perceived their impact on local governance and community
wellbeing as very positive. They felt their social work background provides
them with a unique perspective, enabling them to address social issues
holistically by considering both immediate needs and long-term solutions.
One interviewee explained: ‘As a politician with social competence, you
have power in your hands, or at least you have a recognised role that you can
play at the institutional level. The political role gives you the authority to
confront and pursue certain projects in institutional places’ (Interviewee I).

The impact of social workers on local politics is evident in the policies and
programmes that they help to implement. Many social workers have initiated
projects that address pressing social issues, such as combating educational and
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economic poverty and fostering youth engagement. One respondent shared
the success of an initiative to prevent school dropouts, stating: “We did an
educational project against school dropouts ... we managed to generate in
the community a sharing, a co-responsibility of taking charge. It became
an educating community’ (Interviewee I). These efforts were thought to
not only provide immediate support but also foster a more inclusive and
engaged community.

Moreover, social workers reported feeling empowered in their political
roles, with greater autonomy and authority to influence decision-making
processes. Unlike their roles within social service agencies, where bureaucratic
and managerial constraints, heavy workloads and micro-level casework limit
their actions, holding office enables them to propose new initiatives and
influence budget allocations for social programmes.

Despite this, social workers acknowledged the challenges that they face
in politics, such as navigating political dynamics, clashing against budget
constraints and securing sufficient support. Several interviewees revealed
that their formal political role allowed them to understand the limitations
that policy makers have to face, with one stating:

When you play the political role, you understand that it is not a
question of will, but that everything depends on the fact that it is true
that these resources are not available. You learn that there are systemic
and contextual limits that guide decisions, and that they do not depend
on ... there is no personal responsibility or insensitivity. (Interviewee B)

However, they reported that their sense of policy impact is generally stronger
in politics than in traditional social work, as they perceived a greater ability
to shape policy and advocate for vulnerable populations.

Relevance of educational and professional background

In the interviewees’ narratives, social workers’” educational and professional
backgrounds are highly relevant to their effectiveness as local politicians.
Social work education is relevant because it emphasises understanding social
systems, advocacy, community engagement and ethical practice, providing
a solid foundation for political roles that require addressing social issues
and community needs. One interviewee noted that social workers are
trained in skills that are essential for political roles, as these require building
relationships, collaborating with diverse stakeholders and mediating between
conflicting interests.

Social workers bring various skills to their political roles, including
conducting needs assessments, planning and implementing social programmes
and engaging with community stakeholders. The overlap between social
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work and political advocacy fosters a sense of continuity for social workers
transitioning into politics. For example, one interviewee explained that her
skills as a social worker were valuable in understanding the community’s needs
and using her political position to drive broader systemic change. These skills
are also valuable in local governance, where addressing community-specific
issues requires a deep understanding of social dynamics and mobilising
resources. One participant said: ‘“The social worker’s activity is a work of
relationships, and this can also be useful for the political role because it
is also based on relationships’ (Interviewee C). One of the interviewees
viewed social workers’ focus on networking as a distinctive characteristic,
stating: “This is our approach. Unlike traditional politicians, by putting
ourselves in politics, we have a point in our favour, which is the ability to
network and enhance resources’ (Interviewee M).

This background allows social workers to focus on the wellbeing of the
community or specific groups even when addressing broader issues such
as urban planning or tourism. Furthermore, social workers’ experience
navigating complex social service systems and advocating for clients translates
well into political advocacy and policy making. Their focus on social justice
often drives their political agenda, ensuring that local governance addresses
the needs of vulnerable populations. One respondent recounted a successful
initiative in the sports sector, demonstrating how social work skills shape
inclusive policies: “We redid the regulation of gymnasium concessions and ...
established that they must present a project aimed at the category of minors
with socioeconomic fragility’ (Interviewee C).

Conclusion

Our research has presented the first evidence on SWHEOs in Italy. Despite
some promising findings, the study is subject to several limitations. Although
official, the data about the MPs cannot be considered entirely reliable. The
sample size of the qualitative interviews is small, and snowball sampling
introduces the possibility of bias. However, the findings align with existing
research and offer valuable insights into the intersection of social work and
politics in Italy, warranting further investigation.

Our analyses show that in Italy SWHEOs are significantly under-
represented at national level, while their participation in local politics seems
to be more robust, especially in small and medium-sized municipalities.
Today, the municipal level serves as the crucial — and perhaps only — arena
for SWHEOs in Italy. Social workers are notably absent from national
government positions in both branches of parliament. According to key
informants — the presidents of the 20 regional Councils of Social Work —there
are no SWHEO:s at the regional level, although several serve at the municipal
level. This suggests that the SWHEO is largely a municipal phenomenon
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and has significant implications for understanding the intersection of social
work and politics in the Italian context.

The interviews conducted with ten social workers and one graduate in
social work who hold elected office at the municipal level shed light on
the distinctive pathways that lead social workers to engage in local politics.
Notably, none of the interviewees were politically active before running for
office; rather, they were invited to stand for election by people they knew,
typically through friendships or community ties, and were encouraged to join
civic lists with centre-Left values. This non-partisan affiliation was a key factor
for many in accepting the offer, as they did not wish to be formally aligned
with political parties. The electoral environment was described as relatively
accessible with substantial support from fellow candidates and minimal
electoral competition, partly due to the absence of strong alternatives.

Several drivers were identified as key to the engagement of SWHEO:s.
Personal drivers include the desire to serve the community, prior involvement
in third sector organisations and personal experiences such as caring for a
disabled child. Professional drivers are also important, with many interviewees
being recognised and valued for their expertise as social workers. Trust and
familiarity between the candidates and their communities play a significant
role in recruitment, while their prior knowledge of local government
mechanisms motivates them by highlighting the potential for substantial
impact on citizens’ lives if elected.

Regarding their political action, the SWHEOs demonstrate a clear
continuity between their professional roles as social workers and their
political functions. They remain committed to community wellbeing,
and many continue their professional practice even after assuming office.
This bi-directional relationship allows them to integrate their professional
and political responsibilities, with their political work enhancing their
ability to advocate for vulnerable populations. Their political roles afford
them greater freedom to implement broader initiatives, such as reducing
public transport costs for the elderly and disabled or creating funds to assist
families with rising utility bills. However, supra-local advocacy is rare due
to the difficulty of accessing higher institutional levels, although regional
connections or collaborations between municipalities occasionally enable
broader advocacy efforts.

One of the most significant findings is that SWHEOs perceive their
political roles as allowing them to make a more significant impact than
their professional roles as social workers. Elected office frees them from the
bureaucratic constraints of social service organisations, enabling them to
make decisions without managerial consent and address issues at a macro
level. Most respondents expressed a willingness to stand for re-election if
invited, although none were interested in pursuing political office at the
regional or national levels.
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Uniqueness of social workers as politicians in Italy

These findings largely align with existing literature on SWHEOs at the local
level (Binder and Weiss-Gal, 2022), particularly regarding the types of position
that social workers occupy (semi-professional roles) and the parties they run
tor (local non-partisan lists), their function as formal policy actors (evidencing
continuities between social work practice and formal policy work in terms of
issues and instruments), the recruitment process (highlighting the importance
of community-based relations over political party dynamics) and the underlying
drivers. Aside from some specific elements, our findings confirm the existence
of clear structural differences between national and local-level offices (for
example, professional versus non-professional roles; LofHer, 2024).

According to our analysis, social workers in Italy seem to hold a peculiar
position when they transition into political roles, largely due to the nature
of their professional training and experience. Their background in social
work equips them with a deep understanding of social systems, community
engagement, and advocacy for vulnerable populations. This expertise allows
them to bring a distinctive perspective to local governance, focused on
promoting social justice and addressing the needs of marginalised groups.
As one interviewee noted, the skills acquired through social work — such as
the ability to build relationships, assess community needs and develop social
programmes — are directly transferable to the politician role.

Social workers are set apart as politicians by their ability to integrate their
professional ethics into their political agendas. SWHEOs at the municipal
level are primarily motivated by their commitment to the wellbeing of
their communities and show little concern for party loyalty or electoral
success. This is reflected in their preference for joining civic lists, which are
independent of political parties and allow them to maintain their professional
integrity while engaging in politics.

Additionally, the continuity between social work and political advocacy
makes social workers uniquely eftective in their political roles. Many
SWHEO:s continue to practise social work while holding office, allowing
them to remain connected to the communities they serve and ensuring their
political decisions are informed by direct experience with social issues. This
dual role enables social workers to significantly influence local governance,
as they can draw on their professional expertise to advocate for policies that
address the root causes of social inequality.

Localism: Opportunities and problems for SWHEOs in Italy
The study’s findings also clearly underscore the importance of localism in

[taly for the SWHEO phenomenon. Italy’s long history of local governance —
particularly in small and medium-sized municipalities — provides a fertile
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ground for social workers to engage in politics. In regions such as the Centre-
North, local municipalities have been central to political and administrative
life since the Middle Ages, and their relevance has been reinforced by recent
institutional reforms. The electoral laws at the municipal level encourage close
relationships between candidates and voters, especially for small municipalities,
making it easier for social workers to enter the political arena. Furthermore, the
prevalence of civic lists — which are independent from political parties —allows
for a recruitment process based on community engagement and expertise,
rather than partisan politics. This was a key factor for all SWHEQOs interviewed,
who did not wish to align themselves with any political party.

While localism provides a unique opportunity for social workers to
translate their professional expertise into political action, it also presents some
challenges. The political competition in small municipalities is often less
intense, and decision making tends to focus on problem-solving rather than
ideological debate. While this environment is conducive to the recruitment
and sustained engagement of social workers, it also limits the scope of political
action. Issues that require engagement at higher levels — such as regional
budget allocations for social policies — are difficult to address at the municipal
level. The reluctance to face conflict may also prevent social workers from
tackling broader structural issues related to social justice, especially when
this would imply upscaling their policy action.

Notes

! The chapter originates from a strong and ongoing collaboration between the authors.
However, as some assessment processes require formal attribution, Riccardo Guidi can
be considered as the author of the ‘Social work as a profession’, ‘Institutional opportunity
structures’ and ‘Conclusion’ sections, and Martina Francesconi as the author of all the
other sections.

> In this chapter, the term ‘social workers’ is used to refer to assistenti sociali.

In the history of the Italian Republic, the percentage of women MPs has ranged from 5 per cent

in the first legislature (1948) to 33 per cent in the 19th (2022) one (Andreuccioli et al, 2023).

A section of the Senate’s official website provides access to the distribution of senators by

profession for each legislature, from the 1st to the 19th. Unfortunately, analogous data

about the Chamber of Deputies are not available. It should be noted that each senator

was allowed to list more than one profession. Additionally, it is important to consider

the possibility that the archive might have experienced some loss of information, which

could influence the accuracy of the results.

> Unfortunately, the snowball sampling strategy does not allow us to determine either the
number of SWHEO:s at the local level or the possible existence of additional SWHEOs
beyond those identified through our key informants.
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Portugal: delayed political engagement
and short terms of office

Francisco Branco

This chapter analyses the engagement of social workers holding elected
office in Portugal, focusing on the 21st century. As background, a historical
perspective is adopted, analysing the first participation of social workers
as elected politicians in the context of the authoritarian Estado Novo
political regime (1933) and the restoration of democracy after the 1974
Carnation Revolution.

Methodologically, analysis of documentary and secondary sources was
carried out, and fresh data were gathered through interviews with former and
current elected social worker deputies in the national Parliament (Assembleia
da Republica; 3) and the Madeira R egional Parliament (Assembleia Legislativa
Regional; 1) as well as social workers elected as mayor (2). In the absence
of systematic data on social workers elected at the municipal level, an
online survey was circulated among members of the National Association
of Social Workers (APSS) to provide a census of social workers elected at
the municipal level. This covered region, municipality, positions, mandates,
political affiliation. Information was gathered from a non-representative
sample (n = 43) for the terms from 1990 to 2024.

Social work as a profession

The institutionalisation of social work in Portugal occurred in 1935 under
the Francophone strand, which was evident in the early initiatives in training
and the campaigns for its professionalisation (Branco, 2017a; 2018). In this
context, the profession was termed ‘social service’ (servio social), with absolute
equivalence with the Anglo-Saxon term ‘social work’. As Laforest explains,
in French-speaking or French-influenced countries where the Catholic
religion 1s dominant, the term ‘social work’ derives from the decisive role
of the Catholic Church in the development and framing of this activity
(Laforest 1984, cited in Mayer, 2002).

This chapter is about the social worker (assistente social) profession in
Portugal, not covering professional disciplines such as specialised educator
(social pedagogue) and ‘sociocultural animator’ that, along with the historical
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profession of assistant de service social compose, according to the Francophone
designation, the professions of travail social (see Bouquet, 2005, p 35).

In Portugal, social work is a certified profession. Social work education
is not regulated by national law, and universities and polytechnic institutes
enjoy autonomy in designing their courses. However, these are submitted to a
regular accreditation process, a soft regulation contributing to harmonisation
of the core education requirements.

Policy engagement is not a core element of social work education in
Portugal. Social policy only became a domain of social work education
in the context of curricular reforms introduced after the Carnation
Revolution in April 1974. Betore this, social policy was limited to courses
on social legislation. Since the end of the 1970s, social policy has been an
established subject in social work curricula. It tends to take the form of
standard two-semester courses in social policy or related subjects (Branco,
2009a), characterised by heterogeneity and different syllabi. The main topics
covered are an introduction to social policy, the historical development of
social policy and the welfare state, the welfare state crisis and its current
reconfiguration, and the main areas of social policy in Portugal. The design
and implementation of social policy, the relationship between social policy
and social work and, specifically, policy practice in social work are often
omitted or addressed without great depth (Branco and Amaro, 2018).

Figures regarding the number and sectors of social workers in Portugal
are lacking, but Branco (2009b) estimated in 2009 that 14,875 people in
Portugal had a degree in social work. Nowadays, the number is estimated to
be more than 20,000, representing 0.48 per cent of the active population in
the country (4,151,112, according to the 2021 census). It has been estimated
that around two thirds of social workers work in the social security and
health sectors (Carvalho, 2020). In 2015, 24.4 per cent of social workers
operated in the ageing sector, whereas 23.5 per cent did community
protection work (Ribeiro, 2015). The non-profit sector constitutes social
workers’ foremost field of labour since non-profit organisations have been
the major social services providers for several years, especially in the fields
of older people and children (Branco, 2009b). Non-profit organisations
employ 53.6 per cent of social workers, while 33.8 per cent work in the
public sector, 5.5 per cent work in the private sector and 7.1 per cent work
in more than one sector.

Social workers are a small professional group compared to professionals in
education or health, but they can be considered one of the main professional
groups in the field of social services. Portuguese social workers’ principal
activities are direct psychosocial intervention and child protection (child
welfare). However, their role is also relevant in the coordination and
administration of social services in non-profit organisations, especially in the
areas of disability, children, older people and people who are homelessness.
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According to Carrilho and Branco (2023), only 9.1 per cent of Portuguese
social workers are involved in policy decisions, while 73.9 per cent act
on implementing public policies through casework and community
work activities.

The expansion of public services observed since the period of democratic
restoration (1974) and the development of third sector organisations in the
field of social services through agreements with the state has contributed
to the consolidation of social work in the system of professions in Portugal,
which is shared with professions based in the social sciences (sociology,
psychology, anthropology), sociocultural animators, physicians and nurses.

Concerning wages, there is a clear divide between the public, the private
social and the for-profit sectors. As public servants, social workers earn
salaries similar to those of other social sciences and humanities specialists.
In the private social sector, wages are lower than in the public sector, and
a collective bargaining agreement regulates labour relations. Also, for social
workers, professional careers are less favourable in the private sector than in
the public services sector. In the for-profit private sector, except for large
companies covered by collective bargaining agreements, a considerable
number of entities, particularly in the provision of social services to older
adults, have no collective bargaining agreement, and labour relations are
marked by precariousness and meagre pay, in some situations at the level of
the national minimum wage.

Institutional opportunity structures

According to the Portuguese Constitution, adopted two years after the
Carnation Revolution in 1974, the new democratic political system in
Portugal is a unitarian three-tiered state structure comprising central,
regional and local levels, though administrative regions have only been
established in the autonomous regions of Madeira and the Azores.' Thus,
the primary political structure comprises the central government (and the
regional governments of Madeira and the Azores) and municipalities at the
local level.? Local government has a consolidated and relevant role in public
policy administration despite the incomplete, incremental and variable level
of decentralisation of competencies from the central government to the
local sphere — specifically in relation to the transfer of resources and decision
making (Branco, 1997; Magone, 2003; Teles, 2022).

The relationship between the Parliament and government in Portugal can
be considered a ‘hybrid [form] of semi-presidentialism — a constitutional
design that enshrines both presidential and parliamentary powers’ (Neto,
2023, p 122). Despite their reduction, presidential powers — namely, to
appoint and dismiss the government and dissolve Parliament — remain
significant (Neto, 2023, p 125).
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The national Parliament is unicameral. It is composed, since 1991, of 230
deputies who are elected for four years by a proportional representation
system based exclusively on political party lists. This privileging of political
parties serves to prevent the clientelism that was present in the political
system in the past (see Goes and Leston-Bandeira, 2022).

At the regional level, the political structure is composed of a regional
government and a regional parliament — the regional parliament in Azores
has 57 deputies and the regional parliament in Madeira has 47. Portuguese
municipalities are governed by an executive council (Cdmara Municipal) and
a municipal assembly (Assembleia Municipal), bodies elected for four years’
by proportional representation and, since 2001, via independent lists. The
municipal assembly scrutinises and approves the municipality’s main initiatives
and governance instruments. The Portuguese political system is completed
by the civil parish (Freguesia),' the lower tier of local government. The
elected presidents of these sub-municipal units are inherently members of
the municipal assembly (see Oliveira et al, 2014; Teles, 2022).

Parliamentary party groups are central actors in the national Parliament.
They are complemented by parliamentary committees, which are organised
according to areas of speciality related to legislative activity and public
policies. Parliamentary committees, over time, have gained more substantial
powers in terms of parliamentary auditing of civil society organisations,
academics, cabinet members and other key informants or interests involved
in public policy areas, but also in terms of government scrutiny and, on an
ad hoc basis, inquiry into critical and controversial issues (Fernandes and
Riera, 2019; Goes and Leston-Bandeira, 2022).

At the national Parliament level, proportional representation under the
d’Hondt method, closed party lists and the absence of intra-party competition
are the characteristics of the electoral system, which ‘makes political parties
the pivotal actors in the delegation of power’ (Fernandes, 2022, p 181).
The party statutes provide most of the rules for the candidate selection
process, except for the quota system established by law in 2018, which is
based on a minimum threshold of 40 per cent for both sexes and prohibits
more than two consecutive positions of the same sex on the candidate list.
The candidate selection process is characterised by a multilevel negotiation
between central bodies and local and regional branches, without affecting
the power of the party leaders and the voice of the ‘party’s people’, and with
a comparatively low degree of decentralisation (Jalali and Sanches, 2022, pp
329-35 and Table 21.1).

Parliamentary representation has been dominated by four parties since
1974: the Right-wing Democratic and Social Centre (Centro Democratico
y Social — CDS); the centre-Right Social Democratic Party (Partido Social
Democrata — PSD); the centre-Left Socialist Party (Partido Socialista —
PS); and the Portugese Communist Party (Partido Comunista Portugués).
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Another Left-wing party, the Lett Bloc (Bloco de Esquerda), was registered
in 1999. More recently, four new parties have obtained representation
in Parliament: the animal rights party People-Animals-Nature (Pessoas-
Animais-Natureza — PAN); the populist radical Right-wing party Enough
(Chega); the liberal-libertarian party Liberal Initiative (Iniciativa Liberal);
and the green/Left-libertarian party LIVRE.?

According to Jalali (2019) and Pratas and Bizzarro (2022), we can
characterise the current Portuguese party system as an institutionalised and
consolidated party system constructed after the democratisation that followed
the Carnation Revolution, with the main parties surviving unchallenged
for most of the time since.

From the perspective of a social worker running for elected office, the
Portuguese political system can be characterised as an institutional structure
that, by its multilevel nature, provides a significant number of political careers
opportunities. Analysing the accessibility of elected offices in Portugal, we can
say that the legal rules for candidates are not restrictive beyond age, citizenship
and political rights criteria. The absence of geographical constraints, the
electoral rhythm, the order of elections (Borchert, 2011, pp 121-3) and,
in particular, the gender quotas can benefit social workers. The quotas are
key given the female predominance in the social work profession. Against
this formal background, the political career opportunities for social workers
in Portugal are similar to those for other professional groups, including
professions with a high prevalence of women. Still, it is necessary to put
into the equation the profession’s social status, political career traditions
and the importance of the role of political parties in candidate selection.
In Portugal, women have been under-represented in political participation
(Barroso et al, 2022; Espirito-Santo and Weeks, 2022), though this has
lessened with the introduction of gender quotas in 2006, the activism of
women’s organisations and the gender equality policy agenda of government
agencies (see Espirito-Santo and Weeks, 2022).°

The attractiveness of a political career is related to the benefits of elected
offices. The income varies according to the specific office,” making some
offices more attractive than others, but attractiveness also depends on the
social worker’s occupational sector, since wages differ between public,
private social and private for-profit workplaces. Career maintenance and
advancement are other drivers for pursuing political office, along with other
immaterial and material rewards, such as power, prestige, public visibility,
political influence and staff support (Borchert, 2011). The erosion of the
professional prestige of social workers in the country due to criticism,
especially by the media (Payne, 2006; Branco, 2017b), may act as a strong
barrier in terms of attractiveness. Still, the evidence does not confirm this
assertion given the relatively low number of social workers engaged in elected
office, as we observe in the next section.
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Political recruitment

The participation of social workers as elected politicians in Portugal started
after the establishment of the Estado Novo political regime in 1933, a
corporatist and authoritarian system, opposed to public intervention in the
social sphere and the welfare state conception. The first social worker was
elected in 1949 as deputy of the Assembleia Nacional,” the parliamentary
body of the political system at the time. In the period up to the Carnation
Revolution in 1974, five social workers were deputies in the national
Parliament (Table 9.1), all women from the regime’s political organisations
and Catholic associations, and members of the Parliamentary Committee
on Labour, Welfare and Social Assistance and the Committee on Education,
Popular Culture and Spiritual and Moral Interest (Vargas, 2000, pp 49-60).
As Vargas (2000) notes, in a male-dominated parliament, social workers
and teachers were the most represented professional groups among women
deputies until 1974, two occupational groups valued by the political regime
given its familist and maternalist ideology.

After the fall of the Estado Novo regime and the restoration of democracy,
it was almost two decades before there were social worker members of the
national or regional parliaments again (Rodrigues, 2014). This meant a long
period of distancing of social workers from elected political positions in
national and regional legislative bodies, and this is observed also at the level
of municipal elected bodies. This study sheds some light on the reasons for
this gap. The social workers’ biographies (see appendices A and B) reveal that
their affiliation to party organisations and participation in local and regional
party bodies or local government preceded their prospective candidature for
political office. The democratic context of the post-Carnation Revolution
can be considered a facilitator in this time-demanding process. However,
for a deeper understanding, a comparative analysis of other professional
groups is needed.

Table 9.1: Social workers elected to office in the Assembleia Nacional, 1934-74

Legislature Deputy, age at election Female deputies in parliament
1949-53 (V) Maria Leonor Correia Botelho, 34 2/120
1953-57 (V1) Maria Leonor Correia Botelho, 38 2/120
1969-73 (X) Maria Raquel Ribeiro, 44 4/130

Luzia Neves Perndo Pereira Beija, 50
1973-74 (XI)"  Josefina de Encarnagdo P. Marvédo, 34  9/148

Maria Angela Craveiro da Gama, 44

Note: * Parliament was dissolved in April 1974 in the context of the Carnation Revolution.
Source: Based on Vargas (2000)
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Table 9.2: Social workers elected to office in national and regional parliaments,
legislative mandate VI to X1V, 1974-2028

Legislative mandate Deputy, age at election (party) Female deputies in
parliament
NP 1991-95 (VI) Ema Leite, 47 (PSD) 20/230
NP 1995-99 (VII) Filomena Bordalo, 48 (PSD) 28/230
M. Lurdes Farinha, 48 (PS, substitute)
NP 2005-09 (X) M Conceicdo Cruz, 57 (CDS) 49/230

M José Gamboa, 57 (PS)
Paula Nobre Deus, 35 (PS)

NP 2009-11 (X1) M José Gamboa, 61 (PS) 63/230
José P. Marques, 37 (PS, resigned in
2010)

NP 2022-24 (XV) Patricia Faro, 49 (PS) 85/230
Irene Costa, 49 (PS)

NP 2024-25* (XVI) Patricia Faro, 51 (PS) 76/230
Irene Costa, 51 (PS)

RP Azores 1996-2000 (VI) M Fatima Moniz Sousa (PS)** 5/52

RP Madeira 201519 (XI) Lina Pereira, 32 (JPP; for seven months ~ 10/47
from 2017 in a replacement regime)

RP Madeira 2023-24 (XII)*** Lina Pereira, 36 (JPP) 14/47
Ménica Freitas, 27 (PAN)

RP Madeira 2024-28 (XIV) Lina Pereira, 36 (JPP) 21/47

Ménica Freitas, 27 (PAN)

Notes: NP: national Parliament; RP: regional parliament; * the National Parliament was dissolved in
March 2025; ** age not available for this RP; *** the Madeira regional Parliament was dissolved in
March 2024, five months after the regional elections in October 2023

Source: Based on Rodrigues (2014), Pordata and national and regional parliament websites

As shown in Table 9.2, from 1974 to the most recent legislative mandate
(XVI, 2024-28), the elected social workers at national level have all been
women, belonging to the 45—60 age cohort, though a younger cohort is
found in the Madeira Regional Parliament.

As shown in Table 9.3, social workers represent a low proportion of the
parliamentarians at national and regional levels, at most 2 per cent, except
for the Madeira Regional Parliament in the most recent election, at 4.25
per cent. Compared with other professional groups, social workers are less
well represented than lawyers, magistrates and other legal professions (19.7
per cent and 19.1 per cent in legislative mandates VI and VII, respectively),
and teachers at all levels of education (23.2 per cent and 27.3 per cent in
legislative mandates VI and VII, respectively), though they compare better
with other human sciences and health professions (see Freire et al, 2001).
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In legislative mandate XV, according to data from the national Parliament,’
as of 2024 there were 58 lawyers, magistrates and other legal professionals
(25 per cent), 37 teachers at all levels of education (16 per cent) and just 2
social workers (1 per cent).

Analysing the weight of these occupational groups in the Portuguese
active population to consider the extent of parliamentary representation,
a distorted distribution is observed, with a much higher representation of
lawyers (0.88 per cent of the population with 25 per cent of all MPs) and
teachers (4.5 per cent of the population with 16 per cent of MPs) compared
to social workers (0.48 per cent of the population with 1 per cent of MPs;
Table 9.3).

Considering the party affiliation of social workers in national Parliament,
they belong primarily to the parties of the parliamentary Left, specifically
the Socialist Party, though a minority belong to parties of the centre-
Right and Right-wing, such as the Social Democratic Party and the
Democratic and Social Centre. This political profile is also observed at
the regional level, with some nuance in that in the Madeira Regional
Parliament, the elected social workers are affiliated with new political
parties: the Together for the People civic movement party (Juntos Pelo
Povo — JPP) and the PAN.

According to the data gathered, no social workers from ethnic minorities
held political office in the national and regional parliaments. National and
regional deputies have degrees in social work, some at postgraduate level
(master’s and PhD). Their occupational expertise is diverse, covering family
and child welfare and protection, equality and women’s rights, health, social
security and education. Their most common professional activities are

Table 9.3: Occupational groups in national parliament, legislative mandate XV, 2022-24"

Number Percentageof Number Percentageof  Percentage

of MPs  occupational inthe occupational of MPs in the

group in population group in the occupational
national total population group
Parliament

Teachers 37 16 186,600 4.50 0.02

Lawyers 58 25 36,634 0.88 015

Social workers 2 1 20,000 0.48 0.01

Total MPs 230 100

Active 4151112

population™

Notes: “ Figures are for 2024; ™ the number in the 2021 population census

Source: Based on Pordata, a national Parliament website, Perfil do Docente, 2020-21,
Diregdo-Geral Das Estatisticas da Educacdo, and Justice Statistics for 2023
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coordination of services and victim support, especially for women, followed
by teaching, training and, in one case, political consultancy.

The interviews conducted with former and current elected social
worker deputies (three from national Parliament and one from a regional
parliament) indicate that the motivation to enter politics is related to
representation of ‘the social realm’and under-represented territories (MP1),
the opportunity to ‘contribute to a better world” at the political level
(MP2), the opportunity ‘to be able to change and create public policies
adapted to the areas of professional and academic expertise’ (MP3) and
the opportunity to do politics in a different way by promoting people’s
participation, listening and giving voice to citizens and enacting political
advocacy for people’s needs (MP-RP). At the local level, contributing
to community development and meeting the human and social needs
of peripherical or low-density communities was the primary motivation
of social workers elected as mayor (Mayor 1 and Mayor 2). Despite the
variation in motivations, these are all associated with the values and purpose
of the social work profession.

At the local level, social workers have been elected in municipal political
bodies as city councillor and municipal deputy, and less so as mayor (see
Table 9.4).

Regarding regional distribution, the sample reveals a higher concentration
of elected social workers in the regions of Alentejo, Lisboa e Vale do Tejo,
and Central Region. From a longitudinal perspective, the data gathered
show increasing numbers of social workers in elected office at the municipal
level, the highest figures being observed in Alentejo. This may be explained
by greater policy engagement associated with the small scale of these
municipalities and political affiliation with Left-wing parties.

Table 9.4: Sample of social workers elected to office at the municipal level, by position,
1990-93 to 2022-25

Municipal 1990- 1994- 1998- 2002- 2006- 2010- 2014- 2018- 2022- Total Number

body 93 97 2001 05 09 13 17 21 25 of office
holders”

Mayors 1 1 2 2 1 2 9 4

City 1 2 2 3 2 12 9 26 20

councillors

Municipal 3 5 4 3 7 12 33 19

deputies

Mandates 1 1 1 5 7 9 7 20 23 68 43

Notes: N = 43, non-representative sample; * one person can be elected several times
Source: Based on the Social Workers Elected Officers in Portugal Survey, 2023
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Political career patterns

The interviews with social workers, elected parliamentarians and mayors
show that their pathway into politics follows the pattern described in the
international political science literature regarding political careers generally.
The individuals were recruited based on civic and professional reputation
and recognition, previous or current affiliation to party organisations, with
prospective candidature for political office preceded by participation in local and
regional party bodies or local government offices. These recruitment drivers
(see Figure 9.1) are consistent with the thesis that ‘individual and group-based
resources |are| strongly associated with different forms of activism, in political
parties, interest and community groups’ (Norris and Lovenduski, 1995, p 143).

According to the evidence gathered from the biographies of four social
workers in elected office (see Appendix A), the political career of social
workers in Portugal has not been characterised by a typical pattern of
professionalisation — which departs from the pattern observed for most
professional groups represented in Parliament — or by career maintenance
and advancement (Borchert, 2011). Effectively, despite these politicians

Figure 9.1: Recruitment drivers for MPs

Social background
Civic activism
Professional recognition
Investment in education

Gender (women)

Party membership

Youth organisations e
Motivation
Local bodies )
Represent social causes
Regional bodies . o .
Influence social policies Prospective
World betterment candidature for
Resources Change political culture political office
Support of social and Local community
community organisations development

Support of advocacy

organisations

Experience

Local government office

Source: Based on interviews with MPs and mayors, 2024
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leaving their former occupations in social work to pursue full-time
professional politics, their political biographies do not reflect long-term
political careers and advancement opportunities. In the case of MPs, the
maximum period in office was two four-year mandates.'” This may be
followed by non-remunerated local government office, returning to a
social work post or retirement. In the case of the member of the Madeira
Regional Parliament, the parliamentary activity recorded is very recent,
but considering that she was elected party leader, this could lead to the
advancement of her career as a politician. Despite this, she stated: ‘I never
stopped to create a strategy of pursuing politics exclusively. It’s just that [I
wanted] to have a political career or to go into or try public administration.
I’'ve never done that because, until today, I've always been mobilised by
projects’ (MP-RP, Pos 47).

In two cases (MP1 and MP2), it must be emphasised that the social workers
were candidates for a new parliamentary mandate in ineligible seats; this was
as a direct result of primary elections or the decision of regional political
bodies in the face of the occupation of eligible seats by party members
who held government posts. As we observe in one case (MP2), after their
parliament office mandate, the social worker was appointed to a non-elected
political office in the regional administration for two years, which could
be seen as a reward for not continuing as an MP. In another case (MP1),
retirement was accompanied by a voluntary and honorary position as chair
of a local development association, thus following one of the typical stages
of the end of a political career, as pointed out in the literature (see Norris
and Lovenduski, 1995; Borchert, 2011).

Considering social workers elected to office as mayor, some differences
compared to the biographies of MPs are identified. These mayors present a
longer political career consisting of several mandates, extending over 20 to
25 years, as city councillors and mayors, covering practically all their working
life (see Appendix B). The political career of these social workers took place
exclusively in local political bodies. No transition to higher levels of state
administration was recorded, in contrast with the general pattern that can
be observed of holding local political office as a stepping stone to becoming
a member of Parliament (MP) or a member of government. Related to
what Norris and Lovenduski (1995, p 174) call ‘drive’ (or ‘the persistence,
vigour, and intensity with which applicants try to get selected and elected
within a particular opportunity structure’), this can be explained as their
choice (M1) or as a lack of opportunities in the recruitment process at local
and regional levels (M2).

A political career, always, in the town hall, yes. I have had several

invitations to become a member of [regional| parliament and never
accepted. (M1, Pos 31)
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I can clearly say that I was not given a chance. [...] It did not necessarily
have to be as a deputy. Other interesting places were in [city] and
around [regional public administration places]. [...] I did nothing to
stay in politics. I would have liked to, as I said, but I realised that this
opportunity could have arisen naturally, and it did not. (M2, Pos 23)

Social advocacy

Analysing elected social workers’ commitment to social justice causes, we
can consider their involvement in parliamentary committees and their
contribution to bills, policy measures and political resolutions related to
vulnerable groups and relevant social problems.

The parliamentary participation of Portuguese social worker MPs includes
participation in the Labour and Social Security Committee (MP1, MP2), the
Health Committee (MP2, MP3, MP-RP), Social Inclusion and Youth (MP-
RP), Environment, Climate and Natural Resources (MP-RP), and Rights,
Freedoms, and Guarantees Committee — which covers issues of gender
equality, domestic violence and migration (MP3), domains that are linked
with social workers” professional expertise — or the party’s programmatic
agenda, as in the case of the PAN regional parliamentarian. The PAN
MP-RP is one of the few exceptions, as they were also a member of the
Eventual Commission for the Consolidation and Deepening of Autonomy
and Reform of the Political System of the Autonomous Region of Madeira,
a matter of a highly political nature.

Following this pattern, some of the significant legislative initiatives of
these elected officers also show a relationship with their areas of expertise
and professional engagement, such as:

» anamendment to the Labour Code to protect the labour rights of victims
of domestic violence;

¢ inclusion of children and young people in the framework of protection
for victims of domestic violence;

e an amendment to the Labour Code to promote the reconciliation of
professional and personal life;

* carly intervention legislation;

e an amendment to the State General Budget to guarantee regular
financial support for the National Support Network for Victims of
Domestic Violence;

* participation in the Parliamentary Committee on Inquiry of Waiting Lists
at Madeira Regional Health Service.

The following comments by MPs emphasise social workers’ contribution
to parliamentary activity, acting as a liaison and a kind of ombudsman on
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the ground and in social life, promoting a more effective relationship with
citizens and peripheral territories.

I could tell many stories ... and explain [to the peers] that the country
they were talking about was not the country I knew based on my
professional experience. Our country was different. It was a country
with greater precariousness, weak social protection and fewer rights.
(MP1, Labour and Social Security Committee, Pos 21)

One of the first measures we took when we were elected and had a
parliamentary group was to create a mobile support office. We had a
van ... we bought a van .... We had a telephone contact publicised on
social media and in leaflets people received by post. [...] For example,
on Mondays, we would be in [a municipality] and parked there in a
well-known place by the town hall. (MP-RP, Pos 51)

This lens of analysis underlines the relationship between social workers’
socialisation through education and the professional context. Still, it should
also be considered that policy agenda-setting is influenced by several processes
and actors and not only by the individual’s own agency. Despite the different
models of agenda-setting (Garraud, 2014), according to the MPs interviewed,
important influences on their parliamentary activity include the specific
government programme and the parliamentary group dynamics — namely,
peers’ perceptions and social representation of their advocacy agenda and
vulnerable people, as the following illustrates:

Intervention in social areas and areas involving minorities are not
considered noble policy areas. It will not be politically correct to say
this, but it will be honest. Because they are minorities and, therefore,
from the electoral point of view, less expressive than drawing up public
policies that target citizens in general. (MP2, Pos 29)

This analysis should also consider the social worker MPs’limited parliamentary
experience, political careers and skills in terms of political and policy skills,
despite their previous participation in local and regional party committees.

A last aspect of reporting is the link that MPs and mayors maintain with
their former social work profession through social work organisations. The
data gathered reveal low activity and some circumstantial contacts.

Conclusion

In summary, the engagement of social workers holding elected office in
Portugal was late historically and numbers at the national and regional
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parliamentary levels are small. However, a significant increase at the local level
is observed, suggesting the relevance of proximity as a recruitment driver.

These social work professionals are recruited based on civic and professional
reputation and recognition as well as previous or simultaneous affiliation
with party organisations. Prospective candidature for political office is
preceded by participation in local and regional party bodies and/or local
government office. The political career and professionalisation of social
workers in Portugal is not characterised by a typical pattern, as has been
observed for most represented professional groups in both career maintenance
and advancement.

The engagement of social worker MPs in the social justice agenda is
multidetermined, influenced by the specific government programme, the
parliamentary group dynamics, the individual’s social work experience and
political skills and the individual’s agency.

Further research is required to incorporate former MPs in national and
regional parliaments. Above all, a mixed-methods methodology at the local
level is needed; this should combine extensive research to attain a national
census of social workers elected at the municipal level and interviews with
city councillors and municipal deputies to gather evidence on drivers of
recruitment, motivations, prospective careers and advocacy agendas.

Appendix A: Biograms of social workers elected to office in
national and regional parliaments

MP1

Age Education Professional career Political career

1971-72 23 Degreeinsocial  Social worker
work Non-governmental
organisation for social
promotion of women victims
of prostitution

1992-... Social worker
Family and Child Support
Project (PAFAC)
Ministry of Justice

1997-98 Postgraduate
qualification in
child protection

2000 PS affiliation
PS local and regional
committees

2005 (X) 57 Elected MP,
1st mandate

2009 (XI) Elected MP,

2nd mandate
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Age Education

Professional career

Political career

2012 (Xn) Return to Ministry of Justice ~ MP candidate, not
elected
2013-... Retirement Elected President of
Board Member National Parish Council
Confederation of Social
Solidarity Institutions
MP2
Age Education Professional career  Political career
1995-96 25 Degreeinsocial Social worker
work Child abuse protection
non-governmental
organisation
1997-2005
Social work teacher
2000 PS youth commissioner in
municipal elections (2001)
2001 PS affiliation (2002)
PS local and regional
committees
2005 35 Elected MP, 1st mandate
(X) Elected Municipal Deputy
2009 Returns to child MP candidate, not elected
(xn) abuse protection Elected Municipal Deputy
non-governmental
organisation
2010 Vice-President
CCDR Alentejo (Alentejo
Regional Coordination and
Development Commission)
2012 Returns to child
abuse protection
non-governmental
organisation
2014 Master's degree
in social work
2022 PhD in social Social work teacher
work
MP3

Age Education

Professional career

Political career

1988 15
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Age Education

Professional career

Political career

1992
1996

2003

2003

2011

2014

2017

2020

2021

2022
xv)

2024
(xv1)

23

30

49

Degree in social work

MSc in psychology of
justice

Completing a PhD in
sociology

Social worker
Social security
ministry/ local services

Social worker

Red Cross shelter for
victims of domestic
violence

Specialist

Office of Secretary of
State for Citizenship
and Equality

Socialist Party affiliation

Socialist Youth Oporto
Committee (1995-97)

PS affiliation
PS local and regional
committees

PS local committee
(2014-17)

Elected Municipal
Deputy

Chair of the Socialist
Women Oporto region
(2020-22)

President of the Socialist
Women Oporto Region
and Socialist Women
National Council
(2022-24)

Elected MP, 1st mandate

Elected MP,
2nd mandate

MP-RP (Madeira Regional Parliament)

Age Education

Professional career

Political career

2009

2010
2012

24

Degree in social work

Master's degree in
social work
Completing a PhD in
social work

Assistant Professor
at the University of
Madeira
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Age Education Professional career Political career

2014 Elected member of
Parish Council by JPP
Movement

2015 JPP Parliamentary Membership of the JPP (JPP
Group Advisor became a political party)

2017 MP - Madeira Regional
Parliament (replacement
regime for seven
months)

2018 Re-elected member of
Parish Council

2024 PhD in social work Re-elected member of
Parish Council
MP - Madeira
Regional Parliament
Elected party leader

Source: Based on interviews with MPs, 2024

Appendix B: Biograms of social workers elected as mayor
Mi*

Age Education Professional career  Political career

Membership of Socialist Youth

1975 Degree in Elementary school
education teacher
1984 Degree in social  Social worker
work Local social security
office (1984-94)
1990 Membership of the
Socialist Party
Elected as City Councillor (no
mandate)
1994 Elected as Mayor
1998 Re-elected as Mayor
2002 Mayor candidate, not
re-elected
Elected as City Councillor (no
mandate)
2010 Elected as Mayor
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Age Education Professional career  Political career
2014 Retirement Re-elected as Mayor
Chair of local Resigns from office in 2015
development
association
(2015-23)

Note: * Born in Azores

M2*
Age Education Professional career  Political career
1964
1988 24 Degreeinsocial  Social worker
work Local social security
office
1989 Social worker
Social solidarity non-
profit organisation
1992 Postgraduate
qualification in
family and social
systems
1994 Social worker at
municipality
1996 Mayoral assistant Participates in

the parliamentary
election campaign
PS affiliation (1998)

2001 Member of PS
national, regional and
local committees™
Chair of Socialist Women,
Coimbra Region (2002-10)
Elected as City Councillor

2005 Returns to municipality Declines invitation to new
as social worker election as city councillor

2008 Elected as Mayor

2012 Re-elected as Mayor

2016 Re-elected as Mayor

2020 Returns to social

security national long-
term care network

Notes: * Born in Coimbra; ** member of regional and local committees, 2002-18; member of
National Political Committee, 2002-23

Source: Based on interviews with social workers who were elected mayor, 2024
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Notes
" The implementation of the administrative regions was the subject of ongoing public
debate. A referendum in November 1998 resulted in rejection of regionalisation by a
two thirds majority (Magone, 2003).

* Portugal has 308 municipalities, 278 on the mainland, 11 in Madeira and 19 in the Azores.
In 2013, a limit of three successive mayoral mandates was introduced. According to Teles
(2022: 25), this electoral reform ‘had a significant impact on the renewal of local political
elites, but ... also produced long-term effects which are yet to be determined’.

There are 4,260 civil parishes in Portugal.

For more detailed information about Portuguese parties, see Jalali (2019) and Pratas and
Bizzarro (2022).

The composition of parliament (230 deputies after 1991), evidences the under-
representation of women. Before approval of the Parity Law, women made up: 8.7 per
cent of deputies in the 1991-95 legislature; 12.2 per cent in 1995-99; 17.4 per cent in
1999-2002; 19.6 per cent in 2002-05; 21.3 per cent in 2005-09. In the first legislature
after the Parity Law was implemented, women made up: 27.4 per cent in 2009-11;
decreasing to 26.5 per cent of deputies in 2011-15. Ater that, the share was 33 per
cent in 2015-19 and 38.7 per cent in 2019. This tendency is observed in all the parties
represented, more so in the small and newer political parties (see Pordata at: www.pord
ata.pt). See also Espirito-Santo and Weeks (2022).

In Portugal, the salary for those in elected office is indexed to that of the president of
the republic and varies according to the level in the administration hierarchy: central
government and parliament, regional government and assembly, executive and
municipal assembly, and parish executive. Remuneration at the local level is based on
population numbers.

¥ Maria Leonor Correia Botelho (legislative mandates 1949-53 and 1953-57) was 34 years
old when she was first elected. She was head of the Social Service Department at the
Family Assistance Institute; teacher at the School for Social Auxiliary Workers at St
Vincent de Paul Homes, the Portuguese Red Cross Nurses’ School and the Portuguese
Oncology Institute Nurses’ Technical School; and national vice-president of the Unido
Noelista Potuguesa, the Red Cross of Benevolence (Vargas, 2000).

Data from the Divisio de Informagio Legislativa e Parlamentar, February 2024.

Some mandates were not completed due to the early dissolution of parliament.
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Switzerland: strong representation
of social workers in the cantonal
and federal parliaments

Tobias Kindler

Social workers in Switzerland have a long and rich tradition of influencing
policy and engaging in politics at the local, cantonal, federal and international
levels. Some of the early pioneers of social work were actively involved in
the political arena. Mentona Moser, one of the forerunners of social work
education in Switzerland, was a founding member of the Communist Party
in 1921. Emma Steiger, who was a founder of the Conference for Socialist
Welfare, was an active member of the Social Democratic Party (Epple and
Schir, 2015). In 1923, she published an article in the social democratic
magazine in which she elaborated on the connection between the modern
economic system and welfare services as follows:

A socialist system will make a considerable part of welfare unnecessary,
because it will eliminate the profit economy as one of the main causes
of the need for welfare. Once the right of every person to the necessities
of life is established ... no old person or cripple will be dependent on
charity. (Steiger, 1923, p 229)

Today, social work in Switzerland is still closely linked to political decision-
making processes. Taking this into account, the Swiss social work professional
organisation, AvenirSocial, defines policy intervention as a core task of social
work. In their code of ethics (AvenirSocial, 2010), they even call on social
workers to advocate for democracy and social justice in their role as citizens.
And, indeed, Swiss social workers do influence policy through lobbying, policy
practice, voluntary political participation and other forms of engagement (for
example, Ostrander et al, 2021; Kindler, 2024a; Burzlaff et al, 2025). One form
of policy engagement by social workers that has received limited attention in the
international, but also in the Swiss, discourse is holding political office (Demircali
etal, 2024). To address this gap in the literature, this chapter examines the actual
number of Swiss social workers in parliament, how their political careers typically
unfold and whether they promote social work values once elected.
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Social work as a profession

The social sector in Switzerland is growing at an impressive rate. Whereas in
1970 there were around 5,500 professionals working in the social sector, by
2016 this number had risen to 115,000. This growth has been accompanied
by the establishment of additional fields of social services, such as school social
work or corporate social work. However, AvenirSocial (2018) estimates that
half of the workers employed in the social sector do not have a specific degree
in social work. This figure is confirmed by the Federal Statistical Office
(BFS, 2023a; 2023b), which estimates that the number of social workers in
Switzerland in 2021 was 50,000 — 68 per cent of whom were female and
32 per cent male (gender data from the Federal Statistical Office are binary
coded). Based on this figure, social workers account for about 1 per cent of
Switzerland’s working population of 4,420,000. According to AvenirSocial’s
definition, social workers are professionals with a degree in social work, social
pedagogy, sociocultural animation, community animation, child pedagogy
or vocational training and workplace integration. These degrees can be
obtained at university or university of applied sciences level in the form of
a bachelor’s or a master’s in social work or at higher technical schools in
the form of a higher education diploma. While all these institutions offer a
general degree in social work, some of them allow students to specialise in
one of the three main branches of social work in Switzerland: social work,
social pedagogy and sociocultural animation (AvenirSocial, 2018). These
qualifications are officially protected, but there is no licensing or registration
system for social workers and no legal protection of the title of social worker.
Approximately 4,000 social workers (8 per cent) are currently members
of the social work professional organisation. The aims of AvenirSocial are
to build a strong network of social workers, to lobby for the interests of
both social workers and service users, to fight for a more just society based
on human rights, to improve the working conditions of social workers,
to promote social work education and to establish the Code of Ethics as a
common ethical framework for the profession (Kulke et al, forthcoming).
[t was reported in 2018 that 35 per cent of social workers were employed
in private organisations. Another 31 per cent worked in associations, 20 per
cent in foundations and 14 per cent in public institutions at national, cantonal
or local level (AvenirSocial, 2018). The majority of social workers work
with people with disabilities or in the fields of early childhood/education,
youth work and social welfare (Madérin et al, 2017). While salaries vary
considerably between cantons and fields of practice, the average gross salary
of a social worker in Switzerland in 2020 was CHF 6,700 per month (CHF 1
is currently worth EUR 1.07), which was exactly the average of all salaries
across all professions. To compare, the salaries of some other professions
were CHF 5,400 per month for a farmer, CHF 8,000 per month for a
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lawyer and CHF 9,400 per month for a teacher (BES, 2022). This mid-
position of the social work profession in terms of remuneration reflects in
the status of the profession. Using an online questionnaire, Joye et al (2023)
asked a representative sample of the Swiss population to rank a number of
occupations on a scale from O (lowest status) to 100 (highest status). While
kitchen assistants were rated lowest (28) and doctors highest (86), social
workers received a score of 58, next to photographers (57), priests (57), tax
advisors (59) and police officers (61).

Institutional opportunity structures

Previous studies on social workers who run for and hold political office in
Switzerland have mainly focused on the individual factors that motivate
them to do so. This research shows that social workers’ decision to run for
office is strongly affected by social work education and social work practice.
Additional influencing factors are age, family background, biographical
experiences, social networks and membership in professional and political
networks (Kindler and Amann, 2022; Demircali et al, 2024). While this body
of research certainly enables us to better understand individual experiences,
pathways and choices, social workers’ opportunities and motivations to hold
political office are also influenced by the specific institutional setting of the
political system in which they (aspire to) pursue their political careers. Jens
Borchert (2011) has shown how, at the institutional level, the perceived
availability, accessibility and attractiveness of a particular political office play
a crucial role in structuring the ambitions of potential candidates. In the
following, these aspects are discussed for the Swiss context.

Availability is defined as the sheer number of existing offices. In
Switzerland’s multilevel system, which has been described as an archetype of
tederalism (Vatter, 2018), political offices are available at the local, cantonal
and national levels. At the local level, Switzerland consists of more than 2,100
municipalities (BFS, 2023c¢). They are governed by 15,000 members of the
local executive, which consists of 3-21 members of government. In 2011, for
94 per cent of them, this was a part-time post with an average working week
of nine hours. The average salary for this part-time position was CHF 11,400
per year, which means that the position is not very attractive from a financial
point of view. Only in larger cities do municipal councillors work full time
(Geser et al, 2011). Twenty-two per cent of municipalities have not only
their own government but also a local parliament, which varies in size from
9 to 124 seats (Strebel, 2023). Taken together, the 461 local parliaments have
a total of 17,500 seats, all of which are honorary (Ladner, 2016).

At the cantonal level, each of the 26 cantons has its own executive and
legislative bodies. All cantonal governments consist of either five or seven
members (156 across all cantons) who are directly elected by the citizens
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(Vatter, 2015). With the exception of three small cantons, these are full-time
posts. The size of the cantonal parliaments varies from 50 to 180 seats. Taken
together, the 26 cantonal parliaments have a total of 2,594 seats. As at the
municipal level, these positions are honorary. However, the time spent as a
percentage of a full-time job varies considerably from canton to canton: while
the average in 2014 was 19 per cent, members of parliament in the canton
of Appenzell Innerrhoden devoted 7 per cent and those in the canton of
Geneva gave 37 per cent of their time to their parliamentary duties. The
salaries of members of parliament are roughly correlated with the amount
of time they spend on parliamentary activities. The lowest annual salary in
2014 was CHF 1,500, the highest was CHF 37,500, and the average across
all cantonal parliaments was CHF 12,000 per year (Bundi et al, 2017).

Unlike the local and cantonal levels, the national parliament is bicameral.
The Council of States, which represents the cantons, has 46 seats. The
National Council, which represents the people, has 200 seats. Switzerland’s
national parliament was originally designed to function according to the
militia principle, a typically Swiss political institution based on the ‘idea of
volunteering one’s time to perform political and social tasks communities
need’ (Ladner, 2019, p 13) in addition to one’s main occupation in various
professional fields. According to Biitikofer (2013), a politician who spends
less than a third of their time on politics is a militia politician, a politician
who spends between a third and two thirds of their time can be defined
as a semi-professional politician, and a politician who spends more than
two thirds of their time is a professional politician. In view of the militia
principle, the Swiss national parliament has traditionally been identified as
semi-professional. However, the professionalisation of the Council of States
and the National Council — both in terms of the time individual politicians
devote to politics and the institutional professionalisation, such as the
increase in academic staft working in parliament — is progressing (Biitikofer,
2013). In 2014, Council of States members invested 31 hours and National
Council members 27 hours per week (Bundi et al, 2018), resulting in an
average salary of CHF 115,000-175,000 per year (including all allowances),
depending on the number of memberships in specialised committees (D1
Capua et al, 2022).

The national government consists of seven members with equal rights.
The office is a full-time post and members are elected jointly by the Council
of States and the National Council. The federal councillors represent the
four largest parties in parliament, the Swiss People’s Party (26 per cent), the
Social Democrats (17 per cent), the Liberals (15 per cent) and the Centre (14
per cent; Federal Chancellery, 2023). The president changes every year on
a rotating basis and chairs the council, but has only a symbolic role (Linder
and Iff; 2011). In 2024, the gross annual income of a federal councillor was
CHEF 450,000 per year, making it the most financially attractive political
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office in Switzerland (The Federal Council, 2024). Members of parliaments
and governments at all federal levels are elected for a fixed term, usually four
years. Parliament can’t withdraw its confidence from the government, nor
can the government dissolve parliament (Freiburghaus et al, 2021).

In summary, there are more than 35,000 political offices at all federal levels,
which means that one in every 154 Swiss citizens over the age of 18 is an
elected politician (0.65 per cent). Some of these available positions can be
very attractive to social workers who want to bring about change not only
at an individual level but also at a structural level. As the vast majority of
political posts are honorary, especially those in local and cantonal parliaments,
members of parliament keep their jobs alongside their political posts. This
allows social workers to continue practising their profession and to directly
influence policy-making processes in the formal political arena on the basis
of their professional knowledge. According to interviews with social workers,
they are particularly valued as experts in applied social policy and they are
consulted on genuine social work issues, such as addiction, disability, housing,
migration and poverty (Amann and Kindler, 2021; 2022). In addition, the
structures described provide opportunities for social workers not only to
advocate on behalf of service users, but also to engage them directly in policy
processes as experts on their own lives — for example, in official hearings,
lobbying or public actions to influence parliamentary and governmental
decisions, thus opening up opportunities for self~advocacy. Probably the
most effective places for social workers to contribute their expertise to
parliamentary discussions at all federal levels are the parliamentary committees
specialising in social issues. Both chambers of the national parliament have
nine standing specialised committees, one of which is the Social Security
and Health Committee (SSHC). For social workers in executive positions
as members of local, cantonal or national governments, the departments of
social services, social welfare or social security would be the most attractive.
However, access to parliamentary committees and government departments
depends not only on the preferences of individual politicians, but also on
several other factors, such as seniority and internal party politics.

Political recruitment

According to the militia principle described earlier, the Swiss political
system is designed in a way that offers members of parliament at all federal
levels the possibility to remain in their original profession concurrently with
their political mandate. The idea behind this principle is that all members
of parliament should contribute to political discussion from the perspective
of their ongoing professional practice. This approach offers social workers
a powerful way to influence policy. This chapter presents original data on
the numbers of social workers in the cantonal and national parliaments of

154



Switzerland

Switzerland. The data was collected in January 2024 through the cantonal
state calendars, the official websites of the cantonal and national parliaments,
and the personal websites of members of parliament. Further details on data
collection and the dataset are available online (see Kindler, 2024b).

At cantonal level, there are a total of 2,594 posts in all 26 cantonal
parliaments. In 2024, 65 of these were held by social workers (2.5 per
cent). As can be seen in Table 10.1, the vast majority of these social workers
belonged to either the Social Democratic Party (51 per cent) or the Green
Party (17 per cent). While, as mentioned earlier, 68 per cent of the Swiss
social work population is female and 32 per cent male, male social workers
were over-represented in political office at the cantonal level with a share
of 46 per cent. The average age of cantonal members of parliament was
47.9 years, with the largest age group between 51 and 60. The identified
social workers in the cantonal parliaments were in office for an average of
5.6 years, and 78 per cent were currently in their first or second term of
office, while three were already in their fifth term of office. Considering that
social workers make up 1 per cent of the working population in Switzerland,
they were over-represented in the cantonal parliaments, holding 2.5 per cent
of all offices. However, representatives of other professions were even more
over-represented in 2024, including farmers (9.3 per cent of members of
cantonal parliaments; 1.9 per cent of the working population), lawyers (8.2
per cent; 0.8 per cent), teachers (8.2 per cent; 4.2 per cent) and economists
(8.1 per cent; 4.2 per cent) (Kindler, 2024b).

At the national level, there were three social workers in the National
Council (200 seats) in 2024 — Barbara Gysi (Social Democratic Party),
Katharina Prelicz-Huber and Manuela Weichelt (both Green Party) — and
two in the Council of States (46 seats) — Maya Graf (Green Party) and Simon
Stocker (Social Democratic Party). As can be seen in Table 10.1, only one
member of the national parliament identified as male. The mean age of social
work members of the national parliament was ten years higher (mean = 57.4)
than that of members of the cantonal parliament (mean = 47.9). At the
national level, social workers had been members of the parliament for an
average of 9.4 years. With five out of 246 members of the national parliament
(2 per cent), social workers were slightly over-represented, as was the case
in the cantonal parliaments, compared to their 1 per cent share of the total
working population. However, in 2024, the over-representation of certain
other professions was much more striking — for example, lawyers (21.1
per cent of members of national parliament; 0.8 per cent of the working
population), farmers (7.3 per cent; 1.9 per cent) and economists (8.9 per
cent; 4.0 per cent) (Kindler, 2024b).

At the national level, members of parliament with a social work
background differed from the average member of parliament in a number
of ways. First, social workers in the national parliament were predominantly
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Table 10.1: Characteristics of social workers in elected political office in the cantonal and

national parliaments

Variable Cantonal parliament National parliament
(N =65) (N=5)
Gender
Female 35 (54%) 4 (80%)
Male 30 (46%) 1(20%)
Age M =479 years M =574 years
21-30 3 (5%) -
31-40 18 (28%) -
41-50 15 (23%) 1(20%)
51-60 19 (29%) 2 (40%)
> 60 10 (15%) 2 (40%)
Party
Social Democratic Party 33 (51%) 2 (40%)
Green Party 11 (17%) 3 (60%)
Evangelical People’s Party 5(7.5%) -
The Centre 4 (6%) -
The Liberals 3 (5%) -
Alternative List 2 (3%) -
Swiss People's Party 2 (3%) -
Other parties 5(7.5%) -
Current term M = 5.6 years M =9.4 years
1st (1-4 years) 30 (46%) 1(20%)
2nd (5-8 years) 21(32%) 2 (40%)
3rd (9-12 years) 11 (17%) -
4th (13-16 years) - 1(20%)
Sth (17-20 years) 3 (5%) -
6th (21-24 years) - 1(20%)

Sources: Kindler (2024b); author's compilation

female (80 per cent), whereas the overall proportion of female members of
the national parliament was 38 per cent. In addition, social workers were
older (mean = 57.4) than the average member of parliament (mean = 51.4).
This difference in age also corresponds to the average number of years in
national office, which was higher for social workers (mean = 9.4) than for
members of parliament without a social work background (mean = 6.7).
Finally, similar to the cantonal level, national social work members of
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parliament were exclusively affiliated with the Social Democratic Party and
the Green Party, which is in stark contrast to the centre-conservative-Right
majority in parliament (Kindler, 2024b).

Political career patterns

One of the most prominent and experienced members of parliament with
a background in social work is National Councillor Barbara Gysi, born in
1964. She graduated in educational science and later in social work. She
worked for almost ten years as a social pedagogue in residential care and as
a social worker in a women’s shelter. It was during this time, in the early
1990s, that she began her political career in the canton of Sankt Gallen. Her
first posts were honorary positions as president of the local Social Democratic
Party and as a member of the party’s cantonal executive. She stopped working
as a social worker in 1997 when she became cantonal secretary general of
the Social Democratic Party. At the same time, she was elected to the local
parliament, where she served for four years. Between 2000 and 2012, she
was a member of the local government, where she was responsible for the
department of social welfare, youth and the elderly, and a member of the
cantonal parliament. After almost 20 years of political experience at local and
cantonal level in various functions, she was elected to the National Council
in 2011, where she is serving her fourth term. Since 2016, she has been
a member of the important SSHC, which she chaired for the 2024/2025
period. In addition to her formal political career, Barbara Gysi has always
been active in trade unions, an additional form of policy engagement. She
is an active member of various trade unions, including the Public Service
Union (VPOD), the most important union for social workers. She has been
a member of the executive committee of the cantonal trade union federation
since 2007 and was its president from 2012 to 2024 (Gysi, nd).

Barbara Gysi’s political career from local to cantonal to national level
provides a vivid illustration of the prototype of the integrated and hierarchical
political career of national members of parliament in Switzerland. More
than 80 per cent of members of the National Council and the Council
of States previously held political office at the local and/or cantonal levels
(Pilotti, 2017). In such a political trajectory towards the centre, the cantonal
parliaments function as stepping stones for nationally oriented politicians
(Stolz, 2003). While local and cantonal parliaments remain non-professional,
the national parliament is slowly becoming more professionalised, both
institutionally and individually (D1 Capua et al, 2022), thus reinforcing
unidirectional political career patterns from the local and cantonal levels to
the national level (Borchert and Stolz, 2011). While in the 1970s, about 20
per cent of the members of the Council of States were professional politicians
(defined as spending more than two thirds of working hours on their political
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office), by 2007 this proportion had risen to 60 per cent. In the National
Council, however, the share of professional politicians remained relatively
stable at around 28 per cent over the same period (Biitikofer, 2013).

In her analysis of typical careers of national members of parliament in
Switzerland, Sarah Biitikofer (2013) identified three types of parliamentarians.
The first type is the experienced politician. These politicians gain extensive
experience in previous political offices at the local or cantonal level before
being elected to the national parliament. They often hold honorary party
posts — for example, as executive members or secretaries of a local party. In
addition to their party and political offices, experienced politicians usually
have a rich professional background in non-political fields, such as social
work. The second type is the young, ambitious politician. These politicians
start their political careers at an early age, often with the explicit aim of
pursuing a long-term political career at national level. They typically have
little professional experience outside the political arena and are elected to
national political office when they are under 40. The third type is the career
changer. These politicians have little or no political experience when they
enter the national parliament and have never held political office at local or
cantonal level. According to this typology, in 2013, 8 per cent of national
members of parliament were career changers, 28 per cent were young
ambitious politicians and 64 were experienced politicians (Biitikofer, 2013).

Based on this categorisation, all five social workers in the national
parliament in 2024 clearly resembled the experienced politician type. As
can be seen in Table 10.2, they all had extensive experience in political and
party offices at local, cantonal and even national level. Manuela Weichelt, for
example, was a member of the cantonal parliament from 1994 to 2002 and
a member of the cantonal government from 2007 to 2018 before becoming
the first woman to represent the canton of Zug in the National Council in
2019. As described earlier, Barbara Gysi combined political positions, such as
member of parliament, with (honorary) party service, as, for example, party
secretary or executive member, very early in her political career. In addition
to their political experience, all social workers in the national parliament
had been active in interest groups (such as the social work professional
organisation), advocacy organisations or trade unions. Katharina Prelicz-
Huber, for example, was president of the Public Service Union from 2010
to 2023. Finally, the five social workers holding national office in Switzerland
had strong professional backgrounds in different subfields of social work,
including health/ageing population, youth work and residential care.

In summary, the political careers of social workers in the Swiss parliament
in 2024 are similar to those of parliamentarians with other professional
backgrounds. Like the vast majority in the national parliament, these social
workers were seasoned politicians with extensive experience in previous
political offices at all federal levels. Most began their political careers at local
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Table 10.2: Political and professional background of social workers in elected political
office in the cantonal and national parliaments

Variable Cantonal parliament National parliament
(N =65) (N=5)
Previous political offices
Local 29 (45%) 4 (80%)
Cantonal - 4 (80%)
National - 2 (40%)
Previous party/interest group offices
held
Interest group 17 (26%) 5(100%)
Local party 28 (43%) 3 (60%)
Cantonal party 19 (29%) 4 (80%)
National party 3 (5%) 2 (40%)
Professional social work experience M=18.6 M=15.2
0-5 years 4 (6%) -
6-10 years 17 (26%) 2 (40%)
11-20 years 17 (26%) 2 (40%)
21-30 years 21(33%) -
> 30 years 6 (9%) 1(20%)
Predominant subfield of social work
occupation
Social welfare 7 (11%) -
Health sector/ageing population 7 (11%) 3 (60%)
Youth work 7 (11%) 1(20%)
School social work 5(8%) -
People with a disability 4 (6%) -
Residential care 3 (5%) 1(20%)
Other fields 32 (48%) -

Sources: Kindler (2024b); The Federal Assembly (2024); personal websites of politicians

level, continued at cantonal level and were finally elected to the national
parliament. While all of them had a profound professional background in
social work, at some point they stopped practising social work and became
semi-professional or full-time politicians, like more than 80 per cent of
national members of parliament (Biitikofer, 2013; Di Capua et al, 2022).
This stands in stark contrast to the social workers who were members of
cantonal parliaments in 2024. All of them still worked as social workers as
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their main profession alongside their political mandate, with the largest group
in the fields of social welfare, health/ageing, youth work, school social work,
disability and residential care (see Table 10.2).

The description of the political careers shows that all five social workers
serving in the national parliament possessed a substantial amount of
professional expertise and knowledge, acquired through their experience in
social work. This background enabled them to bring these insights into the
political arena. To revisit the example from the beginning of this section,
Barbara Gysi can draw on a mix of profound experience gained from her
involvement in social work, trade unions and political offices at all federal
levels for her political engagement. It is noteworthy that the areas of social
work in which she engaged during her career are closely aligned with
her political agenda, which focuses on improving the living and working
conditions and the wellbeing of all people (Gysi, nd). Although all five social
workers were working full or part time as politicians and were no longer
directly involved in the social work sector, they still identified strongly as
social workers. It could be argued that by moving from the local and cantonal
to the national level, and thus from militia to (semi-)professional politics,
social workers change not only the political level but also their profession.
With such a transition, their income is dependent on their re-election, and
therefore we might also expect their political agenda to shift from social
justice and improving conditions for service users to more mainstream
policy positions (Borchert, 2011). These issues are explored in more detail
in the next section.

Social advocacy

Previous studies on social workers in politics, both internationally (for
example, Lane and Humphreys, 2011; McLaughlin et al, 2019; Meehan,
2021; Binder and Weiss-Gal, 2022; Leitner and Stolz, 2023; LofHer, 2024)
and in the Swiss context (for example, Amann and Kindler, 2022; Demircali
et al, 2024), have assumed, from a normative perspective, that the mere
presence of social workers in political offices is desirable. However, we still
don’t know whether social workers, once elected, use their position to
promote social work values and use their insider position in parliaments or
governments for social advocacy in favour of social work, service users and
the wellbeing of all people. This section addresses this gap by focusing on
the following three indicators of a strong link between social work members
of parliament and the professional values of social work: involvement in
parliamentary committees specialising in social welfare issues, initiation
of parliamentary policy papers (parlamentarische Vorstosse; these include
motions, postulates, interpellations, inquiries and questions) dealing with
social work issues, and ongoing contact and identification with social work
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stakeholders. The information in this section is taken from cantonal and
national parliamentary services and personal websites.

Both chambers of the national parliament have nine parallel specialised
committees. The most relevant for social work issues are the SSHCs. These
committees discuss and prepare parliamentary policy papers on issues such as
migration, addiction and social assistance before they are discussed in plenary
sessions. The SSHC in the National Council has 25 members (12.5 per cent
of the seats in the National Council) and the SSHC in the Council of States
has 13 members (28.3 per cent of the seats in the Council of States). In 2024,
two out of three social workers in the National Council and one out of two
social workers in the Council of States were members of the SSHC. Not all
cantonal parliaments have a similar committee at cantonal level. However,
in the SSHC of the cantonal parliament of Zurich, for example, 2 of the 15
members in 2024 were social workers. These high numbers clearly show that
the professional expertise of social workers is sought after in these particular
committees and that social workers are willing to contribute their knowledge.

A second indicator of a continued strong link with the social work
profession is the initiation of parliamentary policy papers dealing with social
work issues. In 2024, with the exception of Simon Stocker, who was only
recently elected to the Council of States, all social work members of the
national parliament had initiated and submitted a number of parliamentary
policy papers on various topics. Councillor of States Maya Graf had
initiated 306 policy papers, 12 per cent of which were directly related to
social work issues, including proposals to address domestic violence. While
this is still a high percentage, the main focus of her political activity was
clearly on environmental, sustainability and animal rights issues. National
Councillor Manuela Weichelt had initiated 112 policy papers, 30 of which
(27 per cent) focused specifically on the field of social work — for example,
measures against discrimination of people with a disability. A second
focus of her political activity was clearly the health sector. This was also
the case for Barbara Gysi, who often combined health issues with social
issues — for example, in her fight for more affordable health insurance. Of
her 140 policy papers, 52 (37 per cent) dealt with issues directly related
to social work. Finally, Katharina Prelicz-Huber, a politician in the Green
Party and president of the public service union for more than ten years,
had promoted social work issues in 60 out of 106 of her policy papers
(57 per cent). In line with her background, she combined these activities
with policy proposals on labour rights and environmental protection. On
average, 33 per cent of the 664 parliamentary policy papers submitted by
these four national members of parliament focused on social work. This is
different from the policy papers by parliamentarians without a social work
background as, on average, only 12 per cent of all policy papers in the
Council of States directly related to the field of social work (Kindler, 2024b).
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The observation that social work members of parliament are considerably
more active in proposing parliamentary policy papers in the field of
social work is likely to be attributed to their professional knowledge and
expertise. This suggests that their contributions are particularly focused on
promoting the development of issues specific to the field of social work
and advocating for social justice. However, further research is needed to
closely investigate the specific content of social workers’ contributions to
policy development.

Continued contact and identification with social work stakeholders (for
example, employers, organisations, associations, radical social work groups) is
the third indicator of an ongoing link between elected parliamentarians and
the social work profession. While almost all social workers in the cantonal
parliaments in 2024 continued to work in the social work sector alongside
their political mandate, the five social workers in the national parliament
had left social work practice and were full-time or part-time politicians.
All of them explicitly and prominently mentioned both their social work
training and their practical experience on their websites. However, only one
of them referred to their social work background on the parliament’s official
website. Three out of five were members of the Swiss social work professional
organisation AvenirSocial, and all of them were actively involved in social
advocacy organisations — for example, as the head of Inclusion Handicap
(the umbrella organisation for Swiss disability organisation), alliance f (the
tederation of Swiss women’s organisations) and the Swiss Organisation for
Foster and Adoptive Children (PACH), or in leading positions in trade
unions at cantonal and national level.

Conclusion

In summary, this chapter provides a snapshot of Swiss social workers in
political office by identifying social workers in parliament and examining
their political careers and whether they promote social work values
once elected. There were 65 social workers in cantonal parliaments
and 5 social workers in the national parliament in 2024. Their political
careers were similar to those of parliamentarians with other professional
backgrounds. Social workers in the national parliament in 2024 were
seasoned politicians with extensive experience in previous political and
party offices at all federal levels. Although all of them were part-time or
full-time politicians and no longer worked directly in the social work sector,
they still maintained links with the social work profession — for example,
through membership in AvenirSocial or through active involvement in
social advocacy organisations. Building on these links and their social work
experience, they were the main initiators of social work policy papers and
key members of parliamentary committees specialising in social welfare
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issues. Further research should analyse the political careers and policy
initiatives of social workers in political office in earlier periods. This would
allow for full political careers to be examined, including biographies after
leaving political office. Finally, politicians at local level and in government
positions should be included in further analyses to provide a full picture
of social workers in political office.
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United Kingdom: social workers
in Westminster — party or profession?

Christin Reuter and Joanne Warner

In this chapter, we explore the career trajectories and political activities of 32 social
workers who became Members of Parliament (MPs) in the United Kingdom.
Our findings suggest that the sensibilities we might associate with social work,
such as a desire to promote social advocacy through political action, may be more
strongly mediated by political party and gender than a professional background
in social work. We suggest that there may be an element of disidentification with
social work and certainly a departure from the profession once on a political
career trajectory. Furthermore, the fact that most British MPs are seen as
engaging in a form of ‘social work’ through their representation of constituents
with grievances adds another layer of complexity to our understanding of social
workers who hold political office in the British context.

Social work as a profession

The increasing trend since the 2000s towards the professionalisation of
social work in the United Kingdom resulted in the statutory regulation and
registration of social workers from 2001 and the status of ‘social worker’
becoming a legally protected title from 2005. The regulation of social work
is devolved to relevant bodies in England, Wales, Northern Ireland and
Scotland. In England, registered social workers must re-register annually
with the national regulator, Social Work England, which can also remove
them from the register for professional malpractice. The average salaries of
social workers range from a starting annual salary of £27,000 to £50,000
for those with experience (see basw.co.uk).

The British Association of Social Workers (BASW) is the independent
non-regulatory national membership body for the profession. It acts as
a union to its approximately 22,000 members and owns two academic
journals, The British Journal of Social Work and Practice. The BASW runs
public campaigns on policy issues such as poverty and lobbies Westminster,
acting as ‘the voice for social work’. A national College of Social Work was
briefly established by government in 2012, but was promptly abandoned in
2015 (Nosowska and Templeton, 2016).
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A particular focus politically in the United Kingdom has been the
university-based education of social workers. Successive policy makers have
regarded the focus on social justice in social work education programmes
with — at best — suspicion. Despite this, the level of education required for
qualified social worker status has steadily increased from the Certificate of
Qualification in Social Work (1975-91) to the undergraduate Diploma
in Social Work (1991-2009) to the current bachelor’s degree (available
since 2003). Postgraduate routes have continued to be available, including
a diploma and a master’s level qualification. In recent years, controversial
‘elite’ fast-track postgraduate routes to qualification have reduced the role of
universities. The most recent route is the social worker degree apprenticeship,
which trains those employed as unqualified care workers.

As of 2022, the total number of registered social workers in the United
Kingdom was 115,478, representing 0.35 per cent of the total UK workforce
(32,925,000 in 2022; ONS, 2025). By far the largest number of social workers
is in England, with 100,654 in 2022 (Social Work England, 2023), followed
by Northern Ireland with 6,417 (Department of Health (Northern Ireland),
2022), Scotland with 4,226 (Scottish Social Services Council, 2023) and
Wales with 4,181 (Social Care Wales, 2022). In terms of the distribution
of social workers by sector, in England, specifically, in services for adults,
most are employed in local authorities (18,500), followed by the National
Health Service (4,000) and the independent sector (2,200; Skills for Care,
2024). In children’s social care, again most are employed in local authorities
(33,100) and there are also agency workers (7,200; GOV.UK, 2024). Social
work employees constitute the largest subsector of those employed in the
voluntary sector, but it is not clear how social work is defined in this context
(National Council for Voluntary Organisations, 2021).

In terms of the distribution of social workers across England, there are
some striking regional divides. It has been found that London and the South
East, taken together, have one social worker per 495 people, a higher rate
than in the Midlands (one per 610), the South West (one per 638) and the
East (one per 671; Samuel, 2023). There has been a significant increase in
applications to register by social workers from overseas, particularly from
Africa and India. Social work remains a largely feminised profession as
measured by those registered, with 82 per cent of registrants female as at
September 2022 (Skills for Care, 2023).

The social work profession has been subject to repeated cycles of crisis
and reform resulting from negative media and political reaction to serious
events, such as child deaths (Warner, 2015). In a 2023 survey commissioned
by Social Work England, only 11 per cent of social workers reported feeling
respected, while 44 per cent of the public reported that they respect social
workers (Social Work England, 2024). UK social work, at least in the
statutory sector, is a profession with low morale that faces increasing demands
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on services with diminished resources, with retention a significant issue. Of
the 5,335 who left the social work register in 2022, almost a quarter had
been registered for less than one year (Samuel, 2023).

Institutional opportunity structures

The UK parliamentary system is bicameral, comprising an elected House of
Commons and a non-elected revising chamber, the House of Lords, with the
Sovereign constituting a third part of the system. In each election, one MP
is elected to represent one of around 650 constituencies for the duration of a
Parliament through a plurality voting system known as ‘first past the post’. Voters
cast a vote for a single candidate and the candidate with the most votes is elected.
In most elections, this system produces a one-party majority government drawn
from one of the two major parties — Conservative and Labour. There are notable
exceptions to this rule, one being the 2010 ‘hung Parliament’, which resulted
in a Conservative—Liberal Democrat coalition government.

Once elected, MPs have a dual role as legislator and as advocate, both for their
constituency as a whole and for individual constituents. MPs have a range of
routes into influencing policies and legislation, the most powerful of which is
to undertake a ministerial role on the Executive if their party is in government.
There is also a wide range of cross-party committees that can influence policies
through producing reports and by scrutinising legislation and policies. Parliament
and its MPs act as a check on the Executive and can even block government
legislation if sufficient numbers of MPs vote against it. For many backbench MPs
(those who are not serving as ministers on the government’s ‘frontbench’in the
House of Commons), their main focus is helping their constituents by being a
good ‘Constituency Member’ (Searing, 1994). These constituency activities have
long been defined in political circles, often disparagingly, as a form of ‘glorified
social work’ (Crewe, 2015, p 86; see also Warner, 2020).

There are between 800 and 900 Lords, or ‘peers’, in the House of Lords,
making it the largest upper house in the world. Like MPs, they pass laws and
scrutinise the work of government. Unlike MPs, peers are not elected, but
formally appointed by the reigning monarch and on the advice of the prime
minister. For some politicians, an appointment to the Lords is the logical final
step in their political career. This particular layer of institutional opportunity
structures is therefore closed to all but a tiny minority of UK citizens.

The opportunity structure for would-be politicians in the United Kingdom
has expanded significantly since the late 1990s due to the devolution of
powers to Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, all of which now also
have their own unicameral elected parliament or assembly. There have been
between 90 and 108 seats available in the Northern Ireland Assembly, 60 in
the Senedd Cymru (Welsh Parliament) and 129 in the Scottish Parliament.
These distinctive legislatures and executives have a range of devolved powers
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in policy areas such as health and social care, education, policing and
transport. These policy areas in England are retained by the Westminster
Parliament, which additionally has reserved powers for policy in areas such as
defence, foreign affairs and immigration across the whole United Kingdom.

Local government structures in the United Kingdom are complex and
overlapping, with approximately 12,000 local councils, which range in size
from small parish councils to large combined authority areas. Like MPs,
councillors are generally elected via the first-past-the-post system. There are
16,169 elected local councillors in England (Lawson, 2025), 1,254 and 1,226
in Wales and Scotland, respectively, and 462 in Northern Ireland. Serving on
a local council is often a stepping stone to election to Parliament (Cairney,
2007; Allen, 2013), reflecting the growing importance of ‘localism’, in which
voters express a preference for electoral candidates who come from and live
in the local area (Campbell et al, 2019). Transition from one of the devolved
national legislatures to the UK Parliament appears to be a less well-worn
route than that from the local to the national political stage (Stolz, 2024).

In addition to devolution, the United Kingdom’s institutional opportunity
structures have also been expanded through decentralisation, involving the
transfer of powers and budgets to ‘metro mayors’, who represent combined
authorities, including in city deals. Police and crime commissioners,
introduced in 2012, make up an additional directly elected tier. They are
responsible for ensuring that the police meet the needs of the local community.

For the 2024/25 financial year, the basic annual salary of an MP was
£91,346 (Kelly, 2025), which is considerably higher than the national median
wage in the United Kingdom of /34,963 in 2024 (Statista, 2025). The prime
minister’s salary, including their MP salary, was £164,951 in 2022 (GOV.
UK, 2022). One attraction for those ambitious to hold political power is the
additional earning capacity that can result from a time in front-line politics. It
1s said that former Prime Minister Boris Johnson earned /5 million during
the first six months after leaving office (Thévoz, 2023).

Disincentives to hold political office include high workloads and the
proliferation of threats and abuse that MPs receive. Women MPs and those
from Black and minority ethnic groups are frequently targeted (Lilly, 2024).
As well as there being a high volume of correspondence, constituency surgery
work takes an emotional toll (Warner, 2020). The job can involve long
periods of time away from family, particularly for those with constituencies
far outside London, where Parliament is located.

Political recruitment
Data collection

The research reported in this chapter focuses on social worker MPs
(SWMPs) — that is, MPs who had previously been employed and/or qualified
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as a social worker. The complex range of qualifications and changes to the
regulation of the profession were important factors to consider in identifying
SWMPs. While some could be identified easily by their qualification,
others, particularly older MPs, had practised as social workers in the period
before statutory regulation. In those cases, we looked closely at job roles
alongside factors such as having a first degree in the social sciences, which
was a traditional route into a social work job. A good example is Sylvia
Heal, who was elected as a Labour MP four times between 1983 and 2010.
Information in the public domain states that she practised as a social worker
for several years, including ten years working in drug rehabilitation services,
and that she 1s a graduate, though the degree subject is not specified. Sylvia
is included in our group of SWMPs based on her career background even
though her social work qualification status is unknown.

We collected data within the 30-year time frame of 1992 to 2022, covering
eight elections and 5,215 MPs (most of them re-elected multiple times),
to encompass MPs with long experience of Parliament as well as newer
incumbents and to include a range of Parliaments in terms of the parties
in government. There is no official biographical data available in MPs’
parliamentary profiles (UK Parliament, 2023), so it was necessary to consult
sources ranging from personal websites to Wikipedia, relevant news articles and
The Almanac of British Politics (Waller and Criddle, 1995; 1999; 2002; 2007).

We initially identified 78 MPs and then checked these more closely for
relevant qualifications and job roles. Six MPs were borderline in that they
described themselves as social workers in one or more of the resources we
searched but had no identifiably relevant qualification and no clear job
role. Only those fitting the definition of ‘social worker’ in terms of their
qualification and/or clear job role were included in the final list of 32 SWMPs
that is the basis for all following analyses.

For the purpose of comparison, in addition to the SWMP data, we drew
on data available from existing studies on three other groups of professionals —
teachers, barristers and solicitors — and created a comparison group for each
group. The teacher and solicitor groups were matched to the SWMP group
by party; this was not done for the barrister group due to the lack of enough
Labour barristers. To deepen our analysis, we created a ‘random occupation’
group, comprising a group of MPs from random occupations but matched
by gender, age, party and region.

Results

During the 30-year period under consideration, there were 32 SWMPs.
Seven of them (21.9 per cent) held the Certificate of Qualification in Social
Work, while five were awarded a master’s in social work (15.6 per cent)
and two held a Diploma in Social Work (6.3 per cent). Three SWMPs
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studied applied social science (9.4 per cent) while two held a degree in
social administration (6.3 per cent). One held a degree in sociology with
social work, one had a degree in social science, and one completed a social
work degree abroad (all 3.1 per cent). For the remainder (n = 10; 31.3 per
cent), a qualification in social work was confirmed but not specified. Most
of the qualifications of this group predate the United Kingdom’s formal
social work qualification framework. All of the MPs had relevant working
experience as a social worker in addition to their degree.

The vast majority of SWMPs (n = 29; 90.6 per cent) were members of
the Labour Party, while only two (6.3 per cent) were Conservatives and
one (3.1 per cent) was Plaid Cymru. Accordingly, it comes as no surprise
that during years of Labour government, the number of SWMPs was higher
(see Figure 11.1).

Of the 32 SWMPs, 18 (56.3 per cent) were female. By comparison, only
23 per cent of all MPs elected since 1992 were female. The continuously
rising share of female MPs from 9 per cent in 1992 to 34 per cent in 2019
(Cracknell and Tunnicliffe, 2022) was not reflected in rising numbers of
SWMPs, however. Furthermore, the gender split in favour of women found
in the overall number of social workers in the United Kingdom (as noted
earlier, 82 per cent of social workers were female in 2022; Skills for Care,
2023) did not translate to Parliament, which suggests that it tends to be men
in the social work profession that feel drawn to more powerful public offices.
This would be consistent with a similar split in management positions in
social services, where men have tended to predominate despite the otherwise
‘feminised’ profile of the social work profession (McPhail, 2004).

The average age of first-time-MPs varied between 39 and 43 years between
1979 and 2019 (Cracknell and Tunnicliffe, 2022). The average age of first-
time SWMPs (1992-2019) was slightly higher at 44.4 years.

SWMPs are found in almost all regions of the United Kingdom, though
most of them represent constituencies in the North of England, the Midlands

Figure 11.1: Number of SWMPs per election, 1992-2019
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and Wales, those areas where Labour traditionally is most successful.
Moreover, SWMPs tend to represent English constituencies with higher
rates of deprivation (for deprivation data by constituency for England, see
Francis-Devine, 2020). Of the 25 English SWMP constituencies in our
sample, 21 were among the most deprived 50 per cent of constituencies.
However, in general, we find that the more deprived the region, the higher
the percentage of Labour MPs. Labour MPs were vastly over-represented
in constituencies in the two most deprived deciles, still over-represented in
deciles three and four, and under-represented in all the rest. This suggests
that SWMPs do not represent areas that are any more deprived than the areas
represented by Labour MPs as a group. On the contrary, our SWMPs tended
to represent less deprived areas than the average Labour MP (see Table 11.1).

Social work as a politics-facilitating profession

Can social work be seen as a politics-facilitating profession in the United
Kingdom? In comparison to their overall share of the UK workforce,
SWMPs do indeed appear to be over-represented in the House of Commons.
Referring to data for the last 20 years, we find that social workers comprised
between 0.26 and 0.41 per cent of the total workforce in the United

Table 11.1: Number and share of English constituencies represented by SWMPs and non-
social worker Labour MPs, by constituency deprivation

Deprivation Deprivation Number Percentage  Number of Percentage of

decile indexrank of SWMP of all SWMPs Labour MP all Labour MPs
constituencies (n=25)in  constituencies (n=180)in
(1992-2022) in decile (2019) in decile
decile decile

Ist (most <53 3 12.0 44 24.4

deprived)

2nd <107 4 16.0 39 217

3rd <160 2 8.0 29 161

4th <213 7 28.0 24 13.3

5th <267 5 20.0 14 7.8

6th <320 1 4.0 13 72

7th <373 0 0.0 1 6.1

8th <426 0 0.0 5 2.8

9th <480 2 8.0 0 0.0

10th (least <533 1 4.0 1 0.6

deprived)

Source: Based on constituency deprivation data from Francis-Devine (2020)
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Kingdom (Office for National Statistics — ONS, 2019). In 1997 and 2001,
SWMPs’ share of all MPs peaked at 3.2 per cent, with the lowest point
being 1.1 per cent in 2015.

However, in comparison to other traditional politics-facilitating
professions, such as law and teaching, the share of SWMPs was relatively low
(see Figure 11.2). In 2015, 14.2 per cent of MPs had a background as either
a barrister or a solicitor, whereas these together made up only 0.64 per cent
of the total workforce that year (Cracknell and Tunniclifte, 2022). Moreover,
the share of barristers who went on to be an MP was considerably higher
than the share of social workers becoming an MP. As an example, in 2010
there were 120,000 social workers in the United Kingdom and 10 SWMPs
(0.008 per cent). In comparison, there were 157,000 legal professionals and
86 barrister or solicitor MPs (0.05 per cent; ONS, 2019).

As Figure 11.2 also shows, barristers appear to have been more closely
aligned than solicitors with Conservative rule; we see a steady increase in
the number of solicitors across all Parliaments. While schoolteachers were
over-represented in the 1990s and early 2000s, numbers have subsequently
gone down, and in 2015 there were only 15 former schoolteachers in
Westminster, or 2.3 per cent of MPs, compared with their 3 per cent share
of the total workforce (ONS, 2019). As such, in that year, they were the
only under-represented group out of the ones compared here.

In terms of the time spent in social work prior to entering Parliament,
this was 15.5 years on average for SWMPs for whom this information was
stated (n = 19). Of those where the field of social work is known, seven
worked in child care/protection or fostering (21.9 per cent), four were
probation officers (12.5 per cent), three were psychiatric or mental health
social workers (9.4 per cent), three were in a managing/director position
(9.4 per cent) and one each was a social work tutor, welfare rights officer,

Figure 11.2: Number of SWMPs in comparison to MPs from other occupations,
1992-2015
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residential care home inspector, worker in a drug rehabilitation centre and
worker with survivors of childhood sexual abuse (3.1 per cent each). Eighteen
were still practising social workers when they were elected. The other 14
had worked as social workers in the past but their occupation immediately
before being elected was something different (for example, a journalist) or
was somewhat unclear.

In conclusion, when considering political recruitment, it is perhaps
most accurate to argue that the key factor has been political party, with the
complex array of co-occurring factors that this represents. As highlighted
in Figure 11.2, the presence of socially oriented professions, such as social
work and teaching, increase when Labour is in the electoral ascendancy.
Similarly, when the Conservative Party dominates, we see an increased
preponderance of law professions, specifically barristers.

Political career patterns
Pathways into Parliament

To understand the different pathways into UK parliamentary politics, a
range of factors should be considered. First, a distinction can be made
between the ‘traditional’ route into politics and what has become an
increasingly ‘professionalised’ route. Traditional pathways are characterised
by a background of involvement in the relevant political party at a local
or regional level, such as by serving as a councillor, or, in the case of the
Labour Party, through trade union activism (Durose et al, 2013, p 251). The
so-called professionalised route typically involves paid employment in or
around Westminster — for example, as a special advisor, known as a ‘SPAD’.
A university education is a defining feature of the professionalised pathway
into politics (Durose et al, 2013).

Turning to our sample of 32 SWMPs, 27 (84.4 per cent) had previous
political experience at regional, local or party level, with 23 (71.9 per cent)
having served as elected councillors. Judging by this indicator, most SWMPs
followed the traditional path into politics, as outlined by Durose et al (2013).
This is also supported by their average age at entry into Parliament, which,
at 44.4 years, is similar to the average of 43 in 2015 and 42 in 2019. In a
‘professionalised’ group, we would expect to see a younger average age at
entry because politics is their first profession. SWMP Beverley Hughes, a
former probation officer, is a good example of someone who became an
MP via the ‘traditional’ route, as she was elected to Parliament in 1997 aged
47 years, having served as a Trafford borough councillor since 1986.

In terms of the ‘professionalised’ route into politics, only two SWMPs
(6.3 per cent) had worked as a case worker for an MP, while three (9.4 per
cent) had worked for a union and two (6.3 per cent) had been employed
by an executive party committee. The traditional route appears to be more
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closely associated with Labour-dominated Parliaments, in which SWMPs
are more likely to be present. While 62 per cent of the MPs in the 1997
Labour-dominated intake had a background in local elected politics, this
proportion fell to 41.6 per cent in the hung Parliament of 2010 (Allen, 2013,
p 690). In the random occupation group of MPs, which we created for
comparison, only 52 per cent had experience as local councillors, while more
of them were parliamentary researchers or personal assistants for other MPs
(18.8 per cent), political researchers for councils (6.3 per cent) or involved
with a union (18.8 per cent). It seems MPs in random occupations, despite
belonging to the same party, age group and region, are somewhat closer to
the professionalised route into politics than SWMPs.

Parliamentary careers

Career progression once in Parliament is probably best measured in terms of
advances to frontbench positions. Between 1945 and 1974, 28.2 per cent of
MPs held ministerial office while between 1974 and 1992 this proportion
rose to 45.6 per cent (Rush, 1994). This overall trend reflects the supposed
increasing professionalisation of politics plus the expansion of government
posts such that the opportunities for MPs to carve out a career within
Parliament have grown. Of the 31 SWMPs (excluding the Plaid Cymru MP,
who would not have been eligible for a frontbench role), 19 (61.3 per cent)
held a frontbench (or shadow) position at some point in their Parliamentary
career and 6 (19.4 per cent) of them held cabinet or shadow cabinet roles.

For comparison of SWMPs and non-SWMPs, we focused on Labour
and Conservative MPs elected between 2010 and 2023 only. Data collected
from UK Parliament (2023) show that 71.9 per cent of this group had
held either a ministerial or a shadow ministerial position at some point in
their career. This was the case for a higher share of the 16 SWMDPs elected
during the same period, with 14 (87.5 per cent) having held a frontbench
or shadow position at some point. SWMP Tessa Jowell, for example, was a
Labour MP for 23 years, between 1992 and 2015, and held a range of major
ministerial positions in the cabinets of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown as
well as opposition frontbench roles.

In terms of tenure, in 2019 the median time in Parliament of all retiring
MPs was 18 years (Cowley, 2022). The median tenure of SWMPs who
had left Parliament by 2019 was slightly lower, at 14 years. However, seven
SWMPs achieved a tenure of more than 20 years, showing that some of
them have served for long periods. Like Tessa Jowell, Hilary Armstrong
had a long and distinguished parliamentary career as a Labour MP, sitting,
like Jowell, for 23 years, between 1987 and 2010. She held multiple major
ministerial portfolios in government under Tony Blair and subsequently
was a shadow minister. The relationship between political careers and social
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work practice was the subject of a social work conference panel event held
in 2020 that featured Hilary Armstrong and two other prominent social
worker politicians, Mark Drakeford and Julie Morgan (see Scourfield and
Warner, 2022).

Careers after Parliament

The professionalisation of politics suggests that more politicians commit the
majority of their time to politics, can live off it and have a long-term interest
in career maintenance (Borchert, 2003). This means that MPs can leave
their pre-politics careers behind. After full-time politics, they might retire
but maintain honorary or voluntary positions in charities, while for others
their political career can act as a springboard into a further paid position in
administrative or other roles.

Of our 32 SWMPs, eight were incumbents, two died in office and no
information is known for one. Of the remaining 21, among those who left
Parliament, none returned to social work and only two (9.5 per cent) pursued
related fields. Cathy Jamieson became chief executive of Care Visions, which
provides residential and foster care placements for vulnerable young people
in Scotland. Hilton Dawson became chief executive of a care charity and
was also chief executive of the BASW.

The low number of only two SWMPs returning to the social work field
can be compared with four SWMPs who retired directly from Parliament,
five who went to the House of Lords and six who stayed in other politics
and related fields (being elected to regional parliaments, returning to local
councils, becoming a mayor, founding new parties or becoming a police and
crime commissioner). The remaining four SWMPs became consultants or
writers. From these figures, we can conclude that the SWMPs largely leave
their profession behind for a professional career in politics and do not return
to it. This is in stark contrast to barrister MPs, 50 per cent of whom returned
to law after leaving Parliament. In this light, it is particularly interesting to
have found one case of a non-SWMP, Anne Begg, whose career moved closer
to social work after leaving the House of Commons. She was appointed
a Council member of the Scottish Social Services Council, the regulatory
body for social and care workers in Scotland (Begg, nd).

Social advocacy

We define social advocacy as the substantive representation of vulnerable
groups and expected this to be reflected in MPs’ engagement in different
committees or ministries. On policy, MPs with a background in social
work might be expected to pursue more socially oriented goals — in other
words, to engage in social advocacy more than their colleagues with different

176



United Kingdom

backgrounds. To test this, we collected data on SWMPs’ government/
opposition (frontbench) posts as well as their membership of committees
(as found on the House of Commons members career webpage; UK
Parliament, 2023). These committees/frontbench posts were coded as social
advocacy related if they had a direct connection to a social justice issue,
such as immigration, equalities and poverty and/or a direct connection to
a social work practice domain, such as mental health, older people, health
and education (as this encompasses children and families). Examples of social
advocacy committees include those on: Education and Employment, Health
and Social Care, and Levelling Up, Housing and Communities. Typical
non-social advocacy posts would include those related to: Defence, Energy
and Climate Change, Trade and Industry, and Science.

As noted earlier, of the 31 SWMPs who were eligible, 19 (61.3 per cent)
held a frontbench position at some point in their career. For 63 per cent of
these 19, at least one of the positions was in a social advocacy ministry (see
Table 11.2). However, most of them worked in other fields during their time
in Westminster as well. Only 32 per cent held a majority of their positions
in social advocacy fields. The numbers for committee memberships were
fairly similar: 31 of 32 (96.9 per cent) had committee positions listed on their
career page; for 26 per cent, the majority were social advocacy committees.

Comparing these numbers to other professions, barristers stand out as the
professionals least inclined to be involved in social advocacy-related policy
work, particularly at ministry level. The bulk of their ministerial work is in
non-social advocacy related arenas. Turning to committee work, the share of
MDPs across all the groups that had membership of at least one social advocacy
committee ranged from 62 per cent to 71 per cent. However, when it comes
to having a preponderance of activities on social advocacy committees, the

Table 11.2: Membership in social advocacy ministries and committees, 1992-2022

SWMPs Random Teacher Solicitor Barrister

(%) occupation MPs MPs (%) MPs (%)
MPs (%) (%)

MP was part of at least 1 social 63 65 57 63 27
advocacy ministry
The majority of the MP’s ministry 32 15 24 4 0
positions were in social advocacy
ministries
The MP was part of at least 1social 71 66 64 70 62
advocacy committee
The majority of the MP's committee 26 24 14 7 10
positions were in social advocacy
committees
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SWMPs and MPs in the random occupation group appear to be closely
matched between 24% and 26%. In contrast, out of all the groups, it was
solicitors who seemed to focus almost exclusively on non-social advocacy
fields, with barristers — the only group that could not be matched by party
and was mainly made up of Conservative MPs — not far behind.

The UK Parliament also houses All-Party Parliamentary Groups (APPGs),
which are informal, cross-party groups formed by members of both chambers
who share a common interest in a particular policy area (Parallel Parliament,
2024). The APPG on Social Work was linked with the BASW and consisted
of ten members, only two of which were former social workers. Notably
this means that there were eight other members who shared a strong interest
in social work without having any professional background in the field. This
shows that a background in social work is no requirement for a focus on
social advocacy and may also suggest a disidentification with their profession
on the part of those SWMPs who were not involved.

Similarly, not all SWMPs focus on social work-related issues. Sarah
Atherton was an SWMP whose activities in Parliament focused on non-
social advocacy themes. A former generic social worker, she previously sat
on the Defence Select Committee, leading its inquiry into the experiences
of women in the military, and was the Parliamentary Private Secretary to the
Wales Office and the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office.
In contrast, the political activities of Paul Goggins, a former children’s
social worker, were strongly aligned with social advocacy themes. He was a
junior minister for prisons and the probation service, then the voluntary and
community sector. He also served on the Social Work and Poverty APPGs.

Conclusion

Our analysis suggests that political party is the key factor in the political
recruitment and routes into Parliament of individuals from socially oriented
professions such as social work. When Labour is popular electorally, we tend
to see more such professionals elected. In future work, it would be interesting
to check if this held true in the 2024 general election, particularly given
Labour’ large majority.

Once in Parliament, while the SWMPs in our study show a slightly stronger
focus on social advocacy ministries and committees compared with MPs
from other professions, the biggest difference was again along party lines.
Furthermore, our analysis shows that a significant proportion of SWMPs
are drawn to engage in activities that are firmly outside the social advocacy
domain. Rather than using their political position primarily to advocate for
social issues that might be considered well-aligned with social work’s social
justice and human rights agenda, they also use it to stretch their experience
in other policy directions, such as defence or foreign policy. Future research
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might address what motivates these individuals to adopt this approach and,
specifically, whether disidentification with social work may be a factor. To
be taken seriously in politics, perhaps a close affiliation with ‘soft’ issues
as compared with the ‘hard’ politics of, say, defence is not considered a
good strategy. None of the SWMPs in our study returned to social work,
suggesting that — like many other MPs, aside from barristers — their political
career supplants their original profession. Given that the SWMPs reflect the
gender dynamics of the profession in terms of the recruitment of men to
more powerful leadership positions, further research should also consider the
role that gender plays in this complex picture of politics, power and advocacy.

It is notable that meaningful political activity relating to issues such as
defence or foreign policy is only possible in Westminster, whereas advancing
social advocacy goals can be effectively pursued at regional or local levels as
well as in Westminster. Another avenue for further research would, therefore,
usefully focus on the devolved powers and their strong social advocacy focus,
as well as these matters for England in Westminster. Similarly, future work
should also consider the relationship between social advocacy and social
work at local council level.

It is clear from the literature that many British MPs perform ‘social
advocacy’ in their constituency work to the extent that they are seen to
become ‘like’ social workers in certain respects. This may reflect the nature
of political representation in a first-past-the-post electoral system, where the
connection between an MP and their constituents has a deeply symbolic
importance in the public and political imagination. Future research might
explore the nature and extent of the constituency work carried out by
SWMPs compared with their non-social worker colleagues. Closer analysis of
these activities would further deepen our understanding of what characterises
social workers holding political office in the UK context.
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United States: opportunities and
barriers for social work members
of Congress

Shannon R. Lane and Allysha Bryant

Although social work has a long history of being involved in the development
of social policy, modern US political social work emerged in the 1980s
(Powers and Fisher, 2019) with an emphasis on policy within social work
practice. In this chapter, we discuss the social work landscape in the United
States, highlight the common pathways for social workers to the US Congress
and discuss the career patterns of elected social workers. Additionally, we
identify unique opportunities and initiatives focused on getting social workers
into elected office. Lastly, we determine the continued connections between
social workers and the social work values and profession once they are in
elected office.

Social work as a profession

In the United States, there are many ways to define a social worker. This
includes definition by education, licensure, membership of a professional
organisation or employment in human services-related fields. The federal
government recognised 751,900 social work positions across the United
States in 2023 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024).

Social work education and licensure

Social work education in the United States includes degrees at the
undergraduate, master’s and doctoral level. The Council on Social Work
Education (CSWE) accredits 548 bachelor’s and 334 master’s degree
programmes across the country (CSWE, 2024b). The most common social
work degree offered in the United States is the Master of Social Work
(MSW), considered a terminal degree for practice, which involves one to two
years of coursework and at least 900 hours of practicum. MSW specialisations
typically include individuals and families (micro practice), groups (mezzo
practice) and community/policy work (macro practice). A Bachelor of Social
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Work (BSW) awards a social work degree in four years of coursework and
an applied practicum of at least 400 hours (CSWE, 2024a). Although the
MSW is generally considered the terminal practice degree, students may
pursue a Doctor of Social Work (DSW) or Doctor of Philosophy in Social
Work (PhD).

After obtaining a BSW or MSW, social workers may be eligible for
licensure. Licensure is regulated at the state level and varies widely across
the country. Less than half (352,000) of people doing work classified by
the federal government as social work hold a license at one of those levels
(National Association of Social Workers — NASW, 2023). Several states
legislate title protection as well, requiring social workers to hold a license
and/or a social work degree to refer to themselves as a ‘social worker’.
Although licensure regulations vary, generally applicants for licensure must
hold a degree from a programme accredited by the CSWE, sit for the
appropriate exam administered by the Association of Social Work Boards
and complete any additional steps required by the state in which they wish
to practise (Association of Social Work Boards, 2024).

Professional associations

Social workers may hold membership in a social work professional
organisation. Examples include the NASW, the National Network for
Social Work Managers, the Association for Community Organization and
Social Action, the School Social Work Association of America, the Center
on Immigration and Child Welfare, the National Association of Black
Social Workers, the Latino Social Workers Organization, the Association of
Oncology Social Work, the Clinical Social Work Association, the National
Association of Forensic Social Workers and state-level associations such as the
Minnesota Association of Macro Practice Social Work (Meehan et al, 2021).

The NASW, founded in 1955, is the largest professional social work
organisation in the world, serving over 120,000 social workers annually with
55 chapters across the country (NASW, nd-b). The NASW sets the Code of
Ethics of the profession, provides training opportunities for social workers,
promotes professional growth among its membership and advocates for the
advancement of socially just policies.

Practice areas

In 2023, there were 162 million people in the US workforce. Roughly one
half of 1 per cent (0.465 per cent) were social workers. Of the 751,900 people
doing work classified as social work in 2023 (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2024), 39 per cent (291,169 people) did not have a degree in social work.
In 13 states, more than 50 per cent of the social work workforce is without
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a social work degree (George Washington University Health Workforce
Institute, 2017).

The depth and breadth of the social work profession is vast. Community-
based public agencies and non-profits employ high numbers. Social workers
can be found in schools, hospitals, older adult centres, prisons and mental
health clinics, and some work for elected officials. Social workers serve in
administrative and leadership roles (7.5 per cent), but predominantly work
in direct or clinical practice (82 per cent) (2019 figures; Fitzhugh Mullan
Institute for Health Workforce Equity, 2020). Direct practitioners include
those providing clinical mental health services, who outnumber psychiatrists,
psychologists and psychiatric nurses by 200,000.

Social workers entering the workforce between 2017 and 2019 were
predominantly women (90 per cent) and ethnically diverse (22 per cent were
African American and 14 per cent were Hispanic/Latino; Fitzhugh Mullan
Institute for Health Workforce Equity, 2020). Responses to a public opinion
survey by the NASW (2023) demonstrate that 80 per cent of Americans
view social workers in a positive light, with 81 per cent indicating that a
social worker had been instrumental in changing a situation for themselves
or a loved one and 84 per cent reporting they are in favour of congressional
legislation to improve social worker safety. More than half of respondents
indicated that social workers should be paid more than the profession’s
median pay, which was around USD 50,000 at the time of the survey
according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Many Americans were aware of
social work’s role in child welfare agencies and social service programmes;
however, nearly half (46 per cent) were unaware of the role of social workers
in advocacy and community organisation (NASW, 2023).

Institutional opportunity structures
Structure of the US government

The United States has a federalist system of government, sharing power
between the federal government and states, with states delegating to the local
level. The three branches of the federal government, mirrored in every state,
are legislative, executive and judicial (Lane et al, 2019). The legislative branch
creates and amends legislation, and at the federal level is the bicameral US
Congress, including the House of Representatives (lower chamber) and the
Senate (upper chamber). The executive branch, headed by the president and
encompassing 15 cabinet-level agencies, implements laws, primarily through
regulation and occasionally executive orders, and enforces implementation
(White House, nd). The judicial branch is represented by the US Supreme
Court and other federal courts (Lane et al, 2019).

The 435 members of Congress (MCs) who serve in the House of
Representatives (or ‘the House’) includes at least one representative from
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every state, apportioned by population, and is considered the ‘People’s House’
(Lane et al, 2019). The 100 MCs in the Senate include two members from
each of the 50 states, and this is designed to serve as a cautionary brake on the
actions of the House. While all 50 states have at least three MCs (two senators
and at least one House member), US territories and the District of Columbia,
where the US government is seated, do not have voting representation in
the US Congress (Mamet, 2021). American Samoa, Guam, the Northern
Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico, the US Virgin Islands and Washington, DC
have non-voting representation which limits the power and voice of those
who live in these spaces, including the 700,000 residents of Washington,
DC and the 3.5 million people in US territories. Nearly all (98 per cent)
of these disenfranchised are members of racial and ethnic minority groups.

The two major parties in the United States today are the Democratic Party
(Left/progressive/liberal) and the Republican Party (Right/conservative).
The two major parties have significant power to choose congressional
candidates, direct campaign funds, determine policy agendas and assign key
leadership positions in Congress (United States Senate, nd).

For all elections except presidential, US voters cast votes directly for their
preferred candidates. Presidential elections are mediated by the Electoral
College (ACE Electoral Knowledge Network, nd). In federal elections and
most other kinds of elections, the United States uses a plurality/majority
election system: the first-past-the-post (FPTP) electoral system or plurality
single-member district system. The candidate with the largest number of
votes is elected, even if they do not get more than 50 per cent of the vote
(ACE Electoral Knowledge Network, nd). FPTP systems tend to favour
the development and maintenance of two major political parties and
disadvantage third parties. Voters and candidates who differ from the main
two parties and members of minority groups are disadvantaged, particularly
in national elections. In this US system, few candidates of colour are elected
in majority White districts, and to date the United States has had only one
non-White president and no female presidents. FPTP systems can lead to
large numbers of wasted votes and feelings of alienation by voters who do
not see themselves represented and feel their vote does not matter. This
system is heavily influenced by the drawing of district boundaries, a task that
is handled at a state level and is often controlled in a partisan manner by the
majority party in state legislatures (ACE Electoral Knowledge Network, nd).

Interest groups

In 1929, 500 lobby groups existed in Washington, DC. Today it is estimated
there are more than 200,000 interest groups (Schechter, 2021). At the federal
level alone, interest groups spent an estimated USD 6 billion to influence
political action during the 2022 election cycle, including USD 3.5 billion
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directly to political candidates and parties and USD 2.7 billion to outside
groups (Open Secrets, 2023a).

Social workers are represented in all types of interest groups. The most
visible interest group representing social workers is the NASW. In the 2022
election cycle, the NASW raised USD 377,000 and donated USD 29,500
to candidates, all but USD 1,000 to Democrats, including three social
workers (Open Secrets, 2023b). The CSWE, which accredits schools of
social work nationwide, spends $120,000 per year on lobbying, with no
donations to parties or candidates (Open Secrets, 2024a). The School Social
Work Association of America spends USD 40,000 per year to lobby the
tederal Department of Education and Congress about education, including
the Student Mental Health Helpline Act and EDUCATORS for America
Act (Open Secrets, 2024D).

Accessibility and attractiveness of Congress for social workers

Although there are more than 500,000 elected offices in the United States,
the hierarchy of offices generally offers higher status, power and financial
reward as one moves up from the local and state levels to the federal level
(Copeland and Opheim, 2011). The attractiveness of congressional service
includes financial rewards, status and power. Financial benefits include
salary, benefits and funds for official expenses. Positions in the US Congress
pay a minimum of USD 174,000 (2023 figure; Brudnick, 2023). MCs are
eligible for retirement benefits after five years as well as health insurance,
lite insurance and social security, and they may make more in leadership
positions. Social workers in other areas of practice have a median salary
of USD 61,330 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025), with no guarantee of
retirement benefits or health insurance. Each MC also receives funds to run
their office through the House Members’ Representational Allowance and
the Senators” Official Personnel and Office Expense Account (Brudnick,
2023). Part of the attractiveness is opportunities after leaving office, as MCs
often take public policy jobs, including lobbying, which are well-paid. For
example, of the 68 MCs who left office in 2021-23, 33 (49 per cent) took
up lobbying positions (Open Secrets, nd).

A disincentive for social workers who have been members of Congress
(SWMCs) 1s they can no longer hold social work jobs, either full-time or part-
time. MCs are limited by both dollar amounts of outside income (USD 31,815
in 2023) and by ethics rules that preclude them from receiving compensation
for professional services other than medical practice (Johnson, 2023). Holding
an outside job, even part-time, can bring conflicts of interest. SWMC
Kyrsten Sinema taught as an adjunct faculty member. Her students petitioned
to remove her from teaching because they believed the way she treated
constituents did not align with the NASW Code of Ethics (Priest, 2021).
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Others questioned whether a sitting US senator teaching a course on
fundraising was appropriate (Klippenstein, 2021).

Other benefits include status and power. This power may be of value
to social workers because of their unique position to speak to the ways in
which policy can address social problems because of both their training
and their experience with populations most directly affected (Haynes and
Mickelson, 1991).

Federal offices are available and attractive, but their accessibility is low,
particularly for political newcomers. Social workers who have run for office
identify useful skills and knowledge developed in social work education/
experience, such as communications skills, active listening, contlict
management/resolution, bargaining and compromising, forming and
maintaining coalitions, political skills, advocating for groups served by social
work, social policy and group dynamics (Lane and Humphreys, 2011). Most
respondents had learned about the ethical responsibilities of social workers to
advocate for clients (91 per cent) and to affect policy (84 per cent), while a
majority (64 per cent) had learned about advocacy techniques. However, the
power of incumbency makes it difficult for newcomers to enter office unless
the incumbent vacates it, and the campaign finance system favours existing
office-holders. A significant barrier is the cost of elections in the United
States, which gives power to donors, political consultants and, to some extent,
political party leaders as key gatekeepers (Copeland and Opheim, 2011).

To address these barriers, several initiatives exist in the United States to
make elected office more accessible to social workers. Political Action for
Candidate Election (PACE) is the electoral arm of the NASW. PACE is a
political action committee that raises money from NASW members or those
associated and uses funds to advance a party or candidate (NASW, nd-d).
Decisions about which US House and Senate candidates to support are
made by the National PACE Board of Trustees (NASW, nd-d), who find
candidates to support legislation and policies that are consistent with goals
of the social work profession and benefit populations served by social work.
PACE not only endorses social workers, but generally has contact with any
social worker running for office (personal communication, Dina Kastner,
25 April 2024). Candidates who have not held federal office are asked
about their stances on social welfare issues. Those answers and evidence of
their positions and values, such as voting records, bill sponsorship and other
legislative activities in previous offices, are used to determine endorsement.

To increase the pool of qualified candidates among social workers and
decrease barriers to accessibility, the Humphreys Institute for Political Social
Work at the University of Connecticut was founded in 1995 by the late Dr
Nancy A. Humphreys (UConn School of Social Work, nd). The institute
has run the Campaign School for Social Workers since 1996, training more
than 3,000 students, social workers and allies to run for office, take leadership
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roles on campaigns and support social workers and diverse candidates in
running for and winning elected office (personal communication, Tanya
Rhodes Smith, 28 April 2024). The Institute conducts extensive research on
the process and outcomes of the Campaign School, political participation by
social workers and voting. The Congressional Research Institute for Social
Work and Policy (CRISP) supports the work of social workers in Congress,
including by running a political boot camp and media training to help social
workers prepare to run for office and serve in leadership positions (CRISP,
nd). These efforts are primarily successful in increasing the number of elected
social workers at the state and local level (Ostrander et al, 2017; Lane et al,
2018; McClendon et al, 2020). Barriers to accessibility for social workers
to serve in Congress remain, however.

Political recruitment

In this section, we present findings about 17 SWMCs since 1917. We used
three of the most common definitions of social workers in the United
States: education, job title and identification. All MCs with a social work
degree from a US school of social work (n = 15) were included. Two
individuals who had worked in a social services occupation and identified
as a social worker were also included.

The first data source we used was the NASW’s compendium of SWMCs,
compiled since 2011; this included 13 SWMCs. Second, we carried out a
search of the Biographical Directory of the US Congress using the terms
‘social work’and ‘social welfare’. An additional four SWMCs were identified.
An additional search of the NASW Pioneers database and the social work
literature did not discover any additional SWMCs. This brought the total
sample to 17. While we cannot be sure that all social workers in Congress
have been discovered, our process of systematic searches, discussions with
experts and reviews of the relevant literature mean we are confident that
we have found them all. Although not elected, so not included in this list,
two notable appointed social workers at the federal level are Francis Perkins
and Harry Hopkins, who served as cabinet secretaries in President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt’s administration in the 1930s and 1940s. Table 12.1 shows
the SWMCs organised by the time they served, the total SWMC:s for each
session of Congress and the percentage of that Congress that was SWMCs.
No social workers served in Congress during 1920—40 or 1943-70.

Results

The 17 SWMCs identified represent just 0.14 per cent of the 12,516
individuals who have served in Congress since 1789 (Manning, 2024),
though this share is larger than social work’s percentage in the workforce
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Table 12.1: Social work members of Congress, 65th to 118th Congress

Congressional  SWMCs Total SWMCs Percentage of Congress
term that is SWMCs*

118th Senate 5 1

2023-24 Kyrsten Sinema

Debbie Stabenow

House

Sylvia Garcia
Barbara Lee
Hillary Scholten

117th Senate 5 1
2021-22 Kyrsten Sinema
Debbie Stabenow

House

Karen Bass
Sylvia Garcia
Barbara Lee

116th Senate 6 11
2019-20 Kyrsten Sinema
Debbie Stabenow

House

Karen Bass
Susan Davis
Sylvia Garcia
Barbara Lee

115th Senate 8 1.5
2017-18 Debbie Stabenow

House

Karen Bass

Susan Davis

Luis Gutierrez
Barbara Lee

Carol Shea-Porter
Kyrsten Sinema
Niki Tsongas

114th Senate 7 1.3
2015-16 Barbara Mikulski
Debbie Stabenow

House

Susan Davis
Luis Gutierrez
Barbara Lee
Kyrsten Sinema

Niki Tsongas
113th Senate 9 17
2013-14 Barbara Mikulski

Debbie Stabenow
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Table 12.1: Social work members of Congress, 65th to 118th Congress (continued)

Congressional  SWMCs Total SWMCs Percentage of Congress
term that is SWMCs*

House

Susan Davis

112th
201112

11th
2009-10

110th
2007-08

109th
2005-06

108th
2003-04

107th
2001-02

106th
1999-2000

105th
1997-98

Luis Gutierrez
Barbara Lee
Allyson Schwartz
Carol Shea-Porter
Kyrsten Sinema
Niki Tsongas

Senate 7
Barbara Mikulski
Debbie Stabenow

House

Susan Davis

Luis Gutierrez
Barbara Lee

Allyson Schwartz
Edolphus ‘Ed’ Towns

Senate 2
Barbara Mikulski

House
Ciro Rodriguez

Senate 2
Barbara Mikulski

House
Ciro Rodriguez

Senate 1
Barbara Mikulski

Senate 2
Barbara Mikulski

House
Ciro Rodriguez

Senate 2
Barbara Mikulski

House
Ciro Rodriguez

Senate 2
Barbara Mikulski

House
Ciro Rodriguez

Senate 3
Barbara Mikulski
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0.4

0.4

0.2

0.2

0.4

0.4

0.6
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Table 12.1: Social work members of Congress, 65th to 118th Congress (continued)

Congressional  SWMCs Total SWMCs Percentage of Congress
term that is SWMCs*

House

Ron Dellums

Ciro Rodriguez
104th Senate 2 0.4
1995-96 Barbara Mikulski

House

Ron Dellums
103rd Senate 2 0.4
1993-94 Barbara Mikulski

House

Ron Dellums
102nd Senate 2 0.4
1991-92 Barbara Mikulski

House

Ron Dellums
101st Senate 2 0.4
1989-90 Barbara Mikulski

House

Ron Dellums
100th House 2 0.4
1987-88 Ron Dellums

Barbara Mikulski
99th House 2 0.4
1985-86 Ron Dellums

Barbara Mikulski
98th House 2 0.4
1983-84 Ron Dellums

Barbara Mikulski
97th House 2 0.4
1981-82 Ron Dellums

Barbara Mikulski
96th House 2 0.4
1979-80 Ron Dellums

Barbara Mikulski
95th House 3 0.6
1977-78 Ron Dellums

Barbara Mikulski
William Francis Walsh

94th House 2 0.4
1975-76 Ron Dellums
William Francis Walsh
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Table 12.1: Social work members of Congress, 65th to 118th Congress (continued)

Congressional  SWMCs Total SWMCs Percentage of Congress
term that is SWMCs*
93rd House 2 0.4
1973-74 Ron Dellums
William Francis Walsh
92nd House 1 0.2
1971-72 Ron Dellums
77th House 1 0.2
1941-42 Jeannette Rankin
65th House 1 0.2
1917-19 Jeannette Rankin

Notes: * These percentages are calculated based on the total 541 voting and non-voting members
of Congress: 100 Senators and 435 voting Representatives, plus 6 non-voting delegates (from US
territories and DC). No social workers served in Congress during 1920-40 or 1943-70.

Source: Based on data gathered from the policy area subject search provided by the Library of
Congress at www.congress.gov

(0.465 per cent, as mentioned earlier). It should also be noted that there
were no social workers in the first 128 years that Congress existed, because
the profession had not been established.

The first SWMC, Jeannette Rankin, was elected in 1916, and she was
also the first woman elected to Congress. The 2013—14 session of Congress
had the largest number of SWMCs, at nine. The 119th Congress (seated in
January 2025) has only two SWMCs, Sylvia Garcia and Hillary Scholten.
Both Senate SWMCs retired in 2024, and no social workers were candidates,
meaning the 119th Congress now has no Senate SWMC:s for the first time
in 37 years (personal communication, Charles Lewis, 13 March 2024).

The 17 SWMCs represent 11 of the 50 states, with California (3), Michigan
(2), New York (2) and Texas (2) sending more than one each.

All 17 SWMCs (100 per cent) served in the House, and three (18 per
cent) also served in the Senate. The average age when elected is 48.24
(with a range from 27 to 69). The average age of MCs serving in the 118th
Congress (as of 2024) was 58 (House) and 64 (Senate) with a range from
25 to 89. In comparison, the average age of newly elected House members
was 48 and for senators, 50 (Manning, 2024).

In terms of the highest social work degree held for all SWMCs, 11 (65 per
cent) held an MSW, 3 (18 per cent) held a BSW degree and 1 (6 per cent)
attended the New York School of Philanthropy, a precursor to social work
education. Just two (12 per cent) held a degree other than social work. In
the 118th Congress, the social workers elected to office were more likely
to be Democrats than other members. As of September 2024, Congress
had 269 Republicans, 258 Democrats, four independents who caucus with
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Democrats and four vacancies (Manning, 2024). All of the SWMCs in this
period were Democrats. Taking SWMCs overall, 82 per cent were Democrats
(n = 14) and 12 per cent Republicans (n = 2) with 1 an Independent who
was formerly a Democrat. The only Republican SWMCs ever to have been
elected were the first two SWMCs, elected in 1917 and 1973.

Women made up only 28 per cent of the total 118th Congress (Manning,
2024), while, as of 2024, 50.5 per cent of US adults and 52 per cent of the
workforce were female (United States Census Bureau, nd). Of all SWMCs,
71 per cent (n = 12) have been female and 29 per cent (n = 5) male. African
Americans made up 12 per cent of the overall 188th Congress (Manning,
2024), 12 per cent of the US population, 13 per cent of the US workforce
(United States Census Bureau, nd) and 24 per cent of SWMCs (n = 4). Latinx
persons have made up 18 per cent (n = 3) of all SWMCs, 11 per cent of
the overall 118th Congress (Manning, 2024), 19 per cent of the population
and 18 per cent of the US workforce (United States Census Bureau, nd).
The remaining SWMCs have been White (n = 10, 59 per cent). No other
ethnic groups, including Asian/Pacific Islanders or Indigenous persons, have
been represented among SWMCs. Overall, SWMCs are more diverse than
typical members of Congress but do not represent the full diversity of the
US population or the social work workforce.

‘While there is much variety in the career paths of MCs, the typical path
includes a college education. In the 118th Congress, 96 per cent held a
degree and an additional 34 per cent held a law degree, 23 per cent holding a
master’s degree (including in social work) and 10 per cent holding a doctorate
(Manning, 2024). The most common professions represented were public
service/politics, business and law. Half of the US Senate and one third of the
House had practised law, 30 per cent of MCs had worked in business and
80 per cent had served as public servants or other elected officials prior to
Congress, including 44 per cent of senators who first served in the House. In
addition, 18 per cent of MCs had served in the military (Manning, 2024). The
number of social workers in the 118th Congress was the same as the number
of former professional athletes in this Congress (5). If we take all SWMCss,
each of the 17 held undergraduate degrees. Overall, social workers are more
likely to have a higher education, with 12 (71 per cent) of all SWMC:s holding
a master’s degree, 4 (24 per cent) a law degree and 1 (6 per cent) a PhD.

As noted earlier, there were five SWMCs in the 118th Congress, and nine
is the largest number to have served at the same time. Other professions
that social workers are often compared with have been more represented in
Congress. For example, 101 members of the 118th Congress (19 per cent)
had worked in education and 32 (6 per cent) had been medical professionals
(doctors, dentists, an optometrist, pharmacists, nurses and an emergency
medical technician). Other social service/mental health professions have
been less represented. There was one psychologist in the 118th Congress,
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and there were no mental health counsellors, marriage and family therapists,
or other mental health professionals (Manning, 2024).

Elected social workers had a combination of micro- and macro-focused
experiences before they came into their political careers. Nearly all (n = 16,
94 per cent) had professional experience as a social worker before being
elected. The exception is Karen Bass, who earned her MSW while serving
in Congress. In addition, nearly half (n = 8, 47 per cent) had faculty or
academic experience, while around a quarter had legal experience and
military experience (both n = 4, 24 per cent).

Political career patterns
Pre-congressional careers

Political careers in the United States typically follow a unidirectional pattern,
from the local level to the state level to the federal level (Copeland and Opheim,
2011). Significantly, 80 per cent of MCs in the 118th Congress were elected
officials or public servants before arriving in Congress (Manning, 2024). The
picture was similar for the 17 elected social workers, with 100 per cent having
served as elected officials (71 per cent) and/or appointed officials/staff (35 per
cent) before entering Congress. In the 118th term, both Stabenow and Sinema
had served in the US House before their election to the Senate, as had 42 other
senators, nearly half (Manning, 2024). Many MCs have been state legislators/
state senators, mayors or governors prior to running for office, with the largest
group (n =7, 41 per cent) serving as state legislators. No SWMCs in the 118th
Congress had served as governor, but one governor at the time, Katie Hobbs
of Arizona, was a social worker (Office of the Governor Katie Hobbs, nd).

Congressional tenure

The SWMCs served between 2 and 40 years, with 10 (59 per cent) serving
20 years or longer; the mean was 17.88 years. The two SWMCs in the
118th Congress who were expected to be re-elected, Scholten and Garcia,
are relatively junior, serving in their first and third terms respectively. For
all MCs in the 118th period, the average length of service was 8.5 years for
House members and 11.2 years for senators (Manning, 2024). Thus, even
it most of those MCs prolong their time in office for another legislative
period or more, social workers seem to have a much longer tenure than
non-social workers in Congress.

Post-congressional careers

The post-congressional careers of the 12 SWMCs who have left office show
they are more likely than MCs as a whole to turn to ‘lower’ offices and to
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leave public life, and less likely to work as lobbyists. None have returned to
social work practice.

It 1s unusual for MCs to move to local or state offices after they serve,
but 3 (25 per cent) of the SWMCs looked to those levels after Congress.
Karen Bass resigned after 11 years in the House to serve as the Mayor of
Los Angeles. Ron Dellums left Congress after 27 years, became a lobbyist
(including work for a telecommunications company) and subsequently served
as Mayor of Oakland for one term. Allyson Schwartz left Congress after ten
years to run for governor of Pennsylvania, but was not elected.

The typical path for members of Congress is to turn to advocacy or
lobbying. Of the 12 retired SWMCs, 3 (25 per cent) have formally become
lobbyists: Dellums; Ciro R odriguez, who worked as a lobbyist for technology
issues; and Edolphus Towns, who lobbied for business interests and worked
in a law firm. Three (25 per cent) served as advocates. Jeannette Rankin
advocated for women’s rights and peace during the 22 years between her
two terms in Congress and after her second term. Schwartz founded the
Better Medicare Alliance, a non-profit health advocacy organisation, and
then took a position as senior health fellow at the Bipartisan Policy Center.
One SWMC had retired but returned to the public eye as an advocate —
Luis Gutiérrez retired to Puerto Rico at age 66 after serving 26 years in the
House, then returned to Chicago after five years of retirement to advocate
for immigration reform, a key priority during his time in Congress.

Four SWMCs (33 per cent) retired from public life. William Francis
Walsh retired after six years of service (age 66). Two retired after 12 years of
service: Carol Shea-Porter (age 67) and Niki Tsongas (age 73). Susan Davis
retired at age 77 after 20 years in the House and has been mostly out of the public
eye, although she was appointed by President Biden to sit on the Board of the
United States Merchant Marine Academy, a volunteer position that highlights
her years of advocating for military veterans and members while in Congress.

The longest-serving SWMC and the oldest at retirement has also been
the most active. Barbara Mikulski retired at the age of 81 after 30 years in
the Senate and ten years in the House. Mikulski was also the longest-serving
woman in Congress. After retirement, she taught public policy at Johns
Hopkins University and went on to advise the Dean of Hopkins’ Krieger
School regarding community engagement. She also serves on the boards of
the National Democratic Institute and Baltimore Community Foundation.

To sum up, SWMCs have similar career paths to other MCs. Differences
include more education and higher likelihood of holding other elected or
appointed offices before being elected to Congress and afterwards. They
have longer average tenure than the average for all MCs. After they serve,
SWMCs are more likely to turn to office at the state or local levels or to
retire from public life, and slightly less likely to serve as lobbyists. They do
not return to traditional social work practice.

196



United States

Social advocacy

The purpose of this section is to determine whether SWMCs act differently
from their counterparts legislatively. We examined bills sponsored by SWMCss,
their committee assignments and their legislative relationship with the NASW.

Sponsored legislation

The large volume of bills introduced in each Congress and the inconsistencies
in coding between Congresses led us to focus on the SWMCs in the 118th
Congress. The Library of Congress codes legislation into 31 policy areas, 9
of which we identified as being most relevant to the social work profession,
although of course all policy has some relevance to social work. The areas
are health, civil rights and liberties; minority issues; education; labour and
employment; immigration; social welfare; families; Native Americans; and
housing and community development. The 22,036 bills introduced during
the 118th Congress are categorised accordingly, and 4,676 bills (21 per cent)
were introduced in those nine social work-related categories.

The results of this analysis are shown in Table 12.2. This shows that 37.69
per cent of legislation sponsored by SWMCs related to the social work
profession, from a low of 29.22 per cent to a high of 40.67 per cent. In
Congress as a whole, only 21.22 per cent of bills introduced were related
to the social work profession.

Committee assignments

Congressional committee assignments are made by each party’s leadership and
are designed to reflect a member’s seniority, expertise and ideology and the

Table 12.2: Social welfare-related legislation in the 118th Congress

SWMC Social work- Total bills Percentage of bills related to
related bills social work
Sylvia Garcia 190 469 40.51%
Barbara Lee 405 1,008 4018%
Hillary Scholten 102 319 31.97%
Kyrsten Sinema 109 373 29.22%
Debbie Stabenow 157 386 40.67%
All SWMCs 963 2,555 37.69%
AllMCs 4,676 22,036 21.22%

Source: Based on data gathered from the policy area subject search provided by the Library of
Congress at www.congress.gov
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character of their district. Political factors such as ideology, election margin and
support of leadership are also often considered (Schneider, 2008). While less than
half of SWMCss (n = 6, 35.3 per cent) served on committees that primarily focus
on social welfare-related topics, many used positions on powerful committees
such as Appropriations and Budget to advanced social welfare-related causes,
including the Affordable Care Act and the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act.

Relationship with the NASW

Once social workers are elected, the NASW prioritises the linkage with
SWMCs, develops strong, long-standing relationships with each of them
and works in partnership on issues important to the social work profession.
Relationship building happens through individual meetings, connections
with chapters and local members, awards and other forms of public
recognition, and helping members to connect with social worker constituents
(personal communication, Dina Kastner, 25 April 2024).

The NASW worked with SWMCs Stabenow and Lee to sponsor the
Improving Access to Mental Health Act in every Congress since the 114th
(2015—16). This bill addresses Medicare beneficiaries’ (generally those aged
65+ or people with disabilities) need for skilled mental health care by
increasing social worker reimbursement and enhancing access to psychosocial
services provided by clinical social workers in skilled nursing facilities. It also
supports clinical social workers’ provision of Health Behavior Assessment
and Intervention services (NASW, nd-a). Sinema co-sponsored this bill, and
the NASW has encouraged Garcia and Scholten to co-sponsor (personal
communication, Dina Kastner, 25 April 2024).

Another piece of important legislation related to the profession is the
More Social Workers in Libraries Act. Social workers Lee and Scholten have
co-sponsored this legislation, championed by Garcia. This bill has not been
introduced in the Senate by Stabenow or Sinema (NASW, nd-a).

The Social Work Caucus, founded in 2011 by SWMC Ed Towns and
currently chaired by SWMC Barbara Lee, includes four of the five SWMCs
in the 118th Congress. This group, which includes 31 non-social worker
MGCs, represents the interests of social workers in the United States and
spotlights their work (Legistorm, nd). SWMCs have also taken leadership
roles in other important caucuses that lead on social welfare issues, including
the Congressional Black Caucus, the Congressional Progressive Caucus and
the Congressional Hispanic Caucus.

Conclusion

Among SWMCs is the first woman ever elected to Congress and the
longest-serving woman in Congress. SWMCs are more educated and
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more likely to be liberal, female, African American and Latinx than MCs
overall. They serve longer tenures. Of particular note in these divided
political times in the United States, no Republican SWMCs have been
elected since 1973. In many ways, SWMCs continue to keep their social
work priorities in mind as elected officials in that they are more likely
than other MCs to support legislation that addresses the social welfare of
their constituents and they often join the Social Work Caucus and sponsor
NASW priority legislation. Social workers in the United States are actively
working to address barriers that prevent access for more social workers to
be elected to Congress.

References

ACE Electoral Knowledge Network (nd) ‘Electoral systems’, ACE, Available
from: https://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/es/esd/esd01/default

Association of Social Work Boards (2024) ‘Licensing requirements by state
or province’, ASWB, Available from: www.aswb.org/licenses/how-to-get-
a-license/licensing-requirements-by-state-or-province

Brudnick, I.A. (2023) ‘Congressional salaries and allowances: In brief”,
Congressional Research Service, 19 September, Available from: https://crs
reports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RL/RL30064

Bureau of Labor Statistics (2025) ‘Occupational Outlook Handbook: Social
workers’, U.S. Department of Labor, 18 April, Available from: www.bls.gov/
ooh/community-and-social-service/social-workers.htm

Copeland, G. and Opheim, C. (2011) ‘Multi-level political careers in the
USA: The cases of African Americans and women’, Regional & Federal
Studies, 21(2): 141-64.

CRISP (Congressional Research Institute for Social Work and Policy) (nd)
‘Our story’, CRISP, Available from: https://crispinc.org/our-story

CSWE (Council on Social Work Education) (2024a) ‘Prepare for your
education: Social work education at a glance’, CSWE, Available
from: www.cswe.org/students/prepare-for-your-education

CSWE (Council on Social Work Education) (2024b) ‘2020 statistics on
social work education in the United States: Summary of the CSWE
Annual Survey of Social Work Programs’, CSWE, Available from: www.
cswe.org/getattachment/726b15ce-6e63-4dcd-abd1-35d2e¢a9d9d40/
2020-Annual-Statistics-On-Social-Work-Education-in-the-United-Sta
tes.pdf?lang=en-US

Fitzhugh Mullan Institute for Health Workforce Equity (2020) ‘The social
work profession: Findings from three years of surveys of new social
workers’, Council on Social Work Education, August, Available from: www.
cswe.org/ CSWE/media/ Workforce-Study/ The-Social-Work-Profess
1on-Findings-from-Three-Years-of-Surveys-of-New-Social-Workers-
Dec-2020.pdf

199


https://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/es/esd/esd01/default
http://www.aswb.org/licenses/how-to-get-a-license/licensing-requirements-by-state-or-province
http://www.aswb.org/licenses/how-to-get-a-license/licensing-requirements-by-state-or-province
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RL/RL30064
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RL/RL30064
http://www.bls.gov/ooh/community-and-social-service/social-workers.htm
http://www.bls.gov/ooh/community-and-social-service/social-workers.htm
https://crispinc.org/our-story
http://www.cswe.org/students/prepare-for-your-education
http://www.cswe.org/getattachment/726b15ce-6e63-4dcd-abd1-35d2ea9d9d40/2020-Annual-Statistics-On-Social-Work-Education-in-the-United-States.pdf?lang=en-US
http://www.cswe.org/getattachment/726b15ce-6e63-4dcd-abd1-35d2ea9d9d40/2020-Annual-Statistics-On-Social-Work-Education-in-the-United-States.pdf?lang=en-US
http://www.cswe.org/getattachment/726b15ce-6e63-4dcd-abd1-35d2ea9d9d40/2020-Annual-Statistics-On-Social-Work-Education-in-the-United-States.pdf?lang=en-US
http://www.cswe.org/getattachment/726b15ce-6e63-4dcd-abd1-35d2ea9d9d40/2020-Annual-Statistics-On-Social-Work-Education-in-the-United-States.pdf?lang=en-US
http://www.cswe.org/CSWE/media/Workforce-Study/The-Social-Work-Profession-Findings-from-Three-Years-of-Surveys-of-New-Social-Workers-Dec-2020.pdf
http://www.cswe.org/CSWE/media/Workforce-Study/The-Social-Work-Profession-Findings-from-Three-Years-of-Surveys-of-New-Social-Workers-Dec-2020.pdf
http://www.cswe.org/CSWE/media/Workforce-Study/The-Social-Work-Profession-Findings-from-Three-Years-of-Surveys-of-New-Social-Workers-Dec-2020.pdf
http://www.cswe.org/CSWE/media/Workforce-Study/The-Social-Work-Profession-Findings-from-Three-Years-of-Surveys-of-New-Social-Workers-Dec-2020.pdf

Social Workers in Political Office

George Washington University Health Workforce Institute (2017) ‘Profile
of the social work workforce’, National Association of Social Workers,
Awvailable from: www.socialworkers.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=wCtt
jrHqOgE%3D&portalid=0

Grajeda, A. (2023) ‘Democratic social worker to run against Republican
incumbent for Northwest Arkansas congressional seat’, Arkansas Advocate,
24 October, Available from: https://arkansasadvocate.com/briefs/dem
ocratic-social-worker-to-run-against-republican-incumbent-for-northw
est-arkansas-congressional-seat/

Haynes, K.S. and Mickelson, J.S. (1991) Affecting Change: Social Workers in
the Political Arena (2nd edn), Longman.

Johnson, C.L. (2023) Rules of the House of Representatives: One Hundred
Eighteenth Congress, Clerk of the House of Representatives, Available
from: https://cha.house.gov/_cache/files/5/3/536119t8-24bc-4tbc-ac97-
3d79fd689602/1F09ADA16E45COE7B67F147DCF1761D95.118-rules-
01102023.pdf

Klippenstein, C. (2021) ‘Sen. Kyrsten Sinema is literally teaching a course
on fundraising’, The Intercept, 8 October, Available from: https://theinterc
ept.com/2021/10/08/kyrsten-sinema-fundraising-course-asu

Lane, S.R. and Humphreys, N.A. (2011) ‘Social workers in politics: A
national survey of social work candidates and elected officials’, Journal of
Policy Practice, 10(3): 225—44.

Lane, S.R., Ostrander, J.A. and Rhodes Smith, T. (2018) ‘Politics is social
work with power: Training social workers for elected office’, Social Work
Education, 37(1): 1-16.

Lane, S.R., Palley, E. and Shdaimah, C. (2019) Social Welfare Policy in a
Changing World, Sage.

Legistorm (nd) ‘Congressional Social Work Caucus’, Legistorm, Available
from: www.legistorm.com/organization/summary/122507/Congressional
_Social_Work_Caucus.html

Library of Congress (nd) ‘Federalism and the Constitution’, Congress.gov,
Auvailable from: https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/intro.7-3/
ALDE_00000032/

Mamet, E. (2021) ‘Representation on the periphery: The past and future of
nonvoting members of Congress’, American Political Thought, 10(3): 390418,
Available from: www journals.uchicago.edu/doi/full/10.1086/715010

Manning, J.E. (2024) ‘Membership of the 118th Congress: A profile’,
Congressional Research Service, 12 September, Available from: https://crs
reports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R /R 47470

McClendon, J., Lane, S.R., Ostrander, J. and Rhodes Smith, T. (2020)
‘Training social workers for political engagement: Exploring regional
differences in the United States’, Journal of Teaching in Social Work,
40(2): 147-068.

200


http://www.socialworkers.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=wCttjrHq0gE%3D&portalid=0
http://www.socialworkers.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=wCttjrHq0gE%3D&portalid=0
https://arkansasadvocate.com/briefs/democratic-social-worker-to-run-against-republican-incumbent-for-northwest-arkansas-congressional-seat/
https://arkansasadvocate.com/briefs/democratic-social-worker-to-run-against-republican-incumbent-for-northwest-arkansas-congressional-seat/
https://arkansasadvocate.com/briefs/democratic-social-worker-to-run-against-republican-incumbent-for-northwest-arkansas-congressional-seat/
https://cha.house.gov/_cache/files/5/3/5361f9f8-24bc-4fbc-ac97-3d79fd689602/1F09ADA16E45C9E7B67F147DCF176D95.118-rules-01102023.pdf
https://cha.house.gov/_cache/files/5/3/5361f9f8-24bc-4fbc-ac97-3d79fd689602/1F09ADA16E45C9E7B67F147DCF176D95.118-rules-01102023.pdf
https://cha.house.gov/_cache/files/5/3/5361f9f8-24bc-4fbc-ac97-3d79fd689602/1F09ADA16E45C9E7B67F147DCF176D95.118-rules-01102023.pdf
https://theintercept.com/2021/10/08/kyrsten-sinema-fundraising-course-asu
https://theintercept.com/2021/10/08/kyrsten-sinema-fundraising-course-asu
http://www.legistorm.com/organization/summary/122507/Congressional_Social_Work_Caucus.html
http://www.legistorm.com/organization/summary/122507/Congressional_Social_Work_Caucus.html
https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/intro.7-3/ALDE_00000032/
https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/intro.7-3/ALDE_00000032/
http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/full/10.1086/715010
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47470
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47470

United States

Meehan, P, Ostrander, J. and Lane, S.R. (2021) “Who is a social worker?
Lessons on sampling from political participation research’, Advances in Social
Work, 21(4): 1-13.

NASW (National Association of Social Workers) (2023) ‘National social
work public opinion survey’, NASIWW, Available from: www.socialworkers.
org/News/News-R eleases/1D/2618/National-Survey-from-Ipsos-finds-
80-percent-of-Americans-have-a-favorable-opinion-of-Social-Workers

NASW (National Association of Social Workers) (nd-a) ‘Action Center’,
NASW, Available from: www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Action-Center

NASW (National Association of Social Workers) (nd-b) ‘Facts about
NASW’, NASW, Available from: www.socialworkers.org/News/Facts/
Facts-About-NASW

NASW (National Association of Social Workers) (nd-c) ‘Social workers in
elected office’, NASW, Available from: www.socialworkers.org/Advoc
acy/Political-Action-for-Candidate-Election-PACE/Social-Workers-in-
State-and-Local-Office

NASW (National Association of Social Workers) (nd-d) ‘Political Action
for Candidate Election (PACE)’, NASIWW, Available from: www.socialwork
ers.org/advocacy/political-action-for-candidate-election-pace

Office of the Governor Katie Hobbs (nd) ‘Meet Governor Katie Hobbs’,
Office of the Governor Katie Hobbs, Available from: https://azgovernor.gov/
governor/meet-governor-katie-hobbs

Open Secrets (2023a) ‘Interest groups’, Open Secrets, Available from: www.
opensecrets.org/industries?cycle=2022

Open Secrets (2023b) ‘PAC profile: National Assn of Social Workers’, Open
Secrets, Available from: www.opensecrets.org/political-action-committees-
pacs/national-assn-of-social-workers/C00060707/summary/2022

Open Secrets (2024a) ‘Client profile: Council on Social Work Education’,
Open Secrets, Available from: www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/clie
nts/summary?cycle=2025&1d=D000049802

Open Secrets (2024b) ‘Client profile: School Social Work Assn of America’,
Open Secrets, Available from: www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/clie
nts/summary?1id=D000114129

Open Secrets (nd) ‘Former members of Congress: 117th Congress’, Open
Secrets, Available from: www.opensecrets.org/revolving-door/former-
members-of-congress?cong=117

Ostrander, J., Lane, S.R., McClendon, J., Hayes, C. and Rhodes Smith,
T. (2017) ‘Collective power to create political change: Increasing the
political efficacy and engagement of social workers’, Journal of Policy Practice,
16(3): 261-75.

Powers, J. and Fisher, R. (2019) ‘Political social work in the United
States’, Oxford Bibliographies Online in Social Work, doi: 10.1093/0OBO/
9780195389678-0275

201


http://www.socialworkers.org/News/News-Releases/ID/2618/National-Survey-from-Ipsos-finds-80-percent-of-Americans-have-a-favorable-opinion-of-Social-Workers
http://www.socialworkers.org/News/News-Releases/ID/2618/National-Survey-from-Ipsos-finds-80-percent-of-Americans-have-a-favorable-opinion-of-Social-Workers
http://www.socialworkers.org/News/News-Releases/ID/2618/National-Survey-from-Ipsos-finds-80-percent-of-Americans-have-a-favorable-opinion-of-Social-Workers
http://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Action-Center
http://www.socialworkers.org/News/Facts/Facts-About-NASW
http://www.socialworkers.org/News/Facts/Facts-About-NASW
http://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Political-Action-for-Candidate-Election-PACE/Social-Workers-in-State-and-Local-Office
http://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Political-Action-for-Candidate-Election-PACE/Social-Workers-in-State-and-Local-Office
http://www.socialworkers.org/Advocacy/Political-Action-for-Candidate-Election-PACE/Social-Workers-in-State-and-Local-Office
http://www.socialworkers.org/advocacy/political-action-for-candidate-election-pace
http://www.socialworkers.org/advocacy/political-action-for-candidate-election-pace
https://azgovernor.gov/governor/meet-governor-katie-hobbs
https://azgovernor.gov/governor/meet-governor-katie-hobbs
http://www.opensecrets.org/industries?cycle=2022
http://www.opensecrets.org/industries?cycle=2022
http://www.opensecrets.org/political-action-committees-pacs/national-assn-of-social-workers/C00060707/summary/2022
http://www.opensecrets.org/political-action-committees-pacs/national-assn-of-social-workers/C00060707/summary/2022
http://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/clients/summary?cycle=2025&id=D000049802
http://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/clients/summary?cycle=2025&id=D000049802
http://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/clients/summary?id=D000114129
http://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/clients/summary?id=D000114129
http://www.opensecrets.org/revolving-door/former-members-of-congress?cong=117
http://www.opensecrets.org/revolving-door/former-members-of-congress?cong=117
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/OBO/9780195389678-0275
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/OBO/9780195389678-0275

Social Workers in Political Office

Priest, R. (2021) ‘Sinema gets thumbs down from students in petition to
terminate her ASU contract’, The State Press, 18 November, Available
from: www.statepress.com/article/2021/11/social-work-students-start-
petition-to-fire-kyrsten-sinema

Schechter, S. (2021) ‘Interest groups in the federal system’, Center for the
Study of Federalism, Available from: https://encyclopedia.federalism.org/
index.php/Interest_Groups_in_the_Federal_System

Schneider, J. (2008) ‘House committees: Assignment process’, Congressional
Research Service, 25 February, Available from: https://crsreports.congress.
gov/product/details?prodcode=98-367

UConn School of Social Work (nd) ‘Nancy A. Humphreys Institute for
Political Social Work’, UConn, Available from: https://socialwork.uconn.
edu/humphreys-institute

United States Census Bureau (nd) ‘Quick facts: United States’, United States
Census Bureau, Available from: www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/
US/RHI725222

United States Senate (nd) ‘About parties and leadership: Historical overview’,
United States Senate, Available from: www.senate.gov/about/origins-foun
dations/parties-leadership/overview.htm

White House (nd) ‘The cabinet’, The White House, Available from: www.
whitehouse.gov/administration/cabinet

202


http://www.statepress.com/article/2021/11/social-work-students-start-petition-to-fire-kyrsten-sinema
http://www.statepress.com/article/2021/11/social-work-students-start-petition-to-fire-kyrsten-sinema
https://encyclopedia.federalism.org/index.php/Interest_Groups_in_the_Federal_System
https://encyclopedia.federalism.org/index.php/Interest_Groups_in_the_Federal_System
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/details?prodcode=98-367
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/details?prodcode=98-367
https://socialwork.uconn.edu/humphreys-institute
https://socialwork.uconn.edu/humphreys-institute
http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/RHI725222
http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/RHI725222
http://www.senate.gov/about/origins-foundations/parties-leadership/overview.htm
http://www.senate.gov/about/origins-foundations/parties-leadership/overview.htm
http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/cabinet
http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/cabinet

13

Comparative considerations on social
workers in political office

Klaus Stolz, Sigrid Leitner and Tobias Kindler

Even a cursory glance at the chapters compiled for this volume reveals that
the impact social workers have on social policy in liberal democracies via
holding elected political office is far from uniform. In fact, what we observe
is a striking variation in motivations and pathways that lead social workers
into and out of elected politics as well as variations in their political careers
and with regard to their personal ambition to advance social policy aims
once they are elected and their success in doing so.

One of the most prominent social workers in political office identified in
this volume is Johannes Rauch, who served as the Austrian Federal Minister
for Social Affairs, Health, Care and Consumer Protection from 2022 until
2025 (see Chapter 2). Concurrent to working as a social worker and social
work manager between 1986 and 2004, he started his political career at the
local and state level, where he was the spokesperson for the Green Party in
one of the nine Austrian states (Vorarlberg) between 1997 and 2021. He was
a member of the state parliament for more than ten years and served in the
state government for eight years before being nominated as a federal minister.
In this prestigious and powerful position, he continued to strongly identify
with the social work profession, illustrated by his continued membership
of the obds, the Austrian social work professional organisation. He used
his political position to advocate for the interests of social work and service
users. Among other projects, he was involved in the implementation of the
Social Work Designation Act and policy initiatives aiming to reduce poverty.
This is the career of a social work politician.

Rauch’s strongly social work- and social policy-oriented political career
finds its antipode in the career of the Israeli Labour Knesset member Shalom
Simchon. Before first entering parliament in 1996, Simchon completed a
BA 1n social work and was heavily involved in the Moshavim movement,
a cooperative settlement movement of villages that maintains a range of
collective (social) services, where he chaired the youth and social department
before becoming its secretary general. As a member of the Knesset, he left
his former occupation to concentrate on his rather long and successtul
parliamentary career (1996-2013), focusing on mainstream politics. Between
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1999 and 2013, he not only chaired the finance and the economic committee
of the Knesset, but also served in the cabinet as Minister for Agriculture
(twice), Minister for the Environment, Minister for Industry, Trade and
Labour and finally as Minister for the Minorities. In 2013, he did not stand
again for the Knesset. Drawing on his strong economic and political expertise
gathered in parliament and government, he launched a consultancy company
providing advice and expertise to public bodies in the field of economics and
rural development. He also served on the board of directors for a number
of private companies. His career could best be summarised as the career of
a social worker turned politician.

A third type of political career, completely different from the two
identified, was pursed by the Canadian Louise Hardy. A social work graduate,
she entered the Canadian federal parliament for the New Democratic
Party in 1997. During her short stint in Ottawa, she concentrated heavily
on key social work issues such as human rights, housing, citizenship and
immigration as well as aboriginal affairs. Losing her seat at the Canadian
general election of 2000, she returned to front-line social work, pursuing a
clinical practice career as counsellor and art therapist. This is the career of
a social worker who temporarily engaged in front-line politics and is, thus,
a political social worker.

The fundamental differences apparent in these almost ideal-typical pathways
of social workers in politics reflect the diversity we have found in terms of
the social work profession in each country (its institutionalisation, its social
status and so on) and with regard to the opportunity structure provided for
social workers by the political institutions in these countries. However, as we
cannot easily attribute these ideal-types to country cases, any explanation of
the empirical variation of career pathways has to complement country-specific
factors with a whole range of individual properties of social workers (gender,
party, social work experience and so on) that may impact their career choices.

This final chapter provides a comparative perspective on social workers
holding political office. Using the analytical frame set out in our introduction,
we attempt to identify common features across countries and to unravel
some of the more intriguing differences between them. In this endeavour,
we follow the template of the country chapters, discussing issues of political
recruitment, political career patterns and social advocacy in turn. Country-
specific characteristics of the social work profession and the political
opportunity structure are drawn on in our explorative deliberations on
potential causal relationships.

Political recruitment

Social workers are represented in national parliaments in all the countries
examined in this volume. Confirming previous research in this field (for
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example, Amann and Kindler, 2022; LofHer, 2024), the chapters show that
social workers run for elected political office because they believe that certain
social problems cannot be effectively addressed at the individual level alone
and need to be tackled at the structural level as well. Several of the chapters in
this volume highlight that professional experience and social work methods,
such as conflict management or communication skills, equip social workers
well for a political career.

Aggregating the data collected in the chapters, Table 13.1 provides a
comparative overview of the basic characteristics of social work members of
national parliaments (SWMPs). At the time of data collection in 2023/24,
all 11 countries had at least one SWMP, with Canada, the United Kingdom
and Germany having 7, 8 and 13, respectively.

Comparing this representation of social workers in parliament with the
proportion of the total workforce, which was between 0.2 and 1.0 per cent
in all the countries analysed, we see that social workers have been slightly
over-represented in most of the parliaments. The clearest over-representation
was found in Canada, where the 70,000 social workers represented 0.4 per
cent of the workforce, while the seven SWMPs represent 2.1 per cent of
all MPs.

However, these figures should be interpreted with caution as they vary not
only between countries but also over time. In Israel, for example, there have
been between 0 and 3 social workers serving simultaneously in the Knesset
since 1948. Comparable variations are to be found in other countries: In
Finland, Italy and Portugal, there have been between 1 and 3 SWMPs in
recent legislatures; in Czechia, between 1 and 4; in Switzerland, between
1 and 5; in Austria, between 1 and 6; in the United States, between 1 and
9; in Germany, between 0 and 18; and in the United Kingdom, a rather
exceptional case, between 7 and 21 SWMPs have simultaneously held
political office in the national parliament. The strongest representation
to date was in the late 1990s and 2000s, when in the United Kingdom,
notably in a legislative period with a strong Labour majority, 21 out of 650
MPs (3.2 per cent) were SWMPs. Similarly, in the 17th and 18th German
Bundestag between 2009 and 2017, 18 out of 622/631 MPs (2.9 per cent)
were SWMPS. Furthermore, in the 14th, 17th and 18th Knessets in Israel,
three out of 120 MPs (2.5 per cent) were SWMPs. Finally, the most recent
parliament in Canada saw an all-time high in the numbers of SWMPs, with
7 out of 338 MPs (2.1 per cent). In all other countries, the proportion of
SWMPs in parliament has never exceeded 2 per cent.

Reflecting on the possible correlation between welfare regimes and
the long-term share of social workers in national parliament,' no clear-cut
conclusions can be drawn. The data show that the Mediterranean welfare
regimes (Italy and Portugal) have exhibited the lowest shares of SWMPs
over time. This may be seen as a simple reflection of the smaller pool of
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Table 13.1: Comparison of main characteristics of social work members of national parliaments

90¢

Country Seats Representation of social workers Representation of women SWMPs' party affiliation

In parliament In parliament In workforce Social SWMPs MPs Left Centre Right

workers

Austria 243 1(0.4%) 42,883 (1.0%) 78.2% 86.0% 40.0% 83.0% 17.0% 0.0%
Canada 338 7 (21%) 70,000 (0.4%) 77.0% 55.0% 30.0% 75.0% 0.0% 25.0%
Czechia 281 4 (1.4%) 22,415 (0.4%) 90.0% 25.0% 25.0% 25.0% 50.0% 25.0%
Finland 200 1(0.5%) 8,200 (0.3%) 93.2% 100.0% 46.0% 75.0% 25.0% 0.0%
Germany 805 13 (1.6%) 350,000 (1.0%) 75.0% 76.9% 35.0% 92.3% 77% 0.0%
Israel 120 1(0.8%) 31,500 (0.8%) 86.8% 46.7% 25.0% 46.0% 27.0% 27.0%
Italy 605 1(0.2%) 40,000 (0.2%) 90.0% 75.0% 33.0% 75.0% 0.0% 25.0%
Portugal 230 2(0.9%) 20,000 (0.5%) 92.0% 87.5% 38.7% 87.5% 12.5% 0.0%
Switzerland 246 5(2.0%) 50,000 (1.0%) 68.0% 87.5% 38.0% 87.5% 12.5% 0.0%
United Kingdom 650 8 (1.2%) 115,478 (0.4%) 82.0% 56.3% 23.0% 93.8% 0.0% 6.2%
United States 535 5(0.9%) 751,900 (0.5%) 90.0% 71.0% 28.0% 82.0% 6.0% 12.0%

Notes: The percentages in columns 5-10 are based not only on the most recent representation of social workers, SWMPs and MPs, but also on historical data, including
previous legislatures. In Israel, the Arab parties were included on the Left and the Jewish religious parties on the Right. The social worker holding elected office in Italy has
studied social work, but is currently not registered with the National Council of Social Workers.
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social workers, at least in Italy (0.2 per cent of the labour force), but it
might also indicate that the late-runner clientelistic welfare states hamper
social workers’ motivation to run for political office. For Israel, a relatively
high share of social workers in the labour force might explain the higher
long-term share of SWMPs despite the characteristics of a Mediterranean
welfare state. Czechia, as a post-communist welfare regime, resembles the
Mediterranean type, with low long-term shares of SWMPs going hand
in hand with a late-runner (but market-driven) social security system.
Similar to Portugal, a belated process of political democratisation might
also explain the historically low political engagement of social workers in
Czechia. Surprisingly, Finland, though one of the generous social democratic
welfare states, has also featured a low share of SWMPs over the long term.
This might be explained by the multiple opportunities for social workers
to influence policy outside parliament (see Kroll et al, Chapter 5). On the
other hand, the conservative-corporatist welfare regimes (Austria, Germany,
Switzerland) and the liberal welfare regimes (the United Kingdom and
the United States) have had rather high shares of SWMPs in a long-term
perspective. In the more generous conservative-corporatist welfare states, the
corporatist nature of policy making might draw more social workers into
politics than elsewhere. Alternatively, this high long-term share of SWMPs
might again be explained simply by a high share of social workers in the
labour force (1 per cent). We might further speculate that rudimentary
developed, market-driven welfare states are a trigger for pursuing social
advocacy and motivate social workers to run for elected office. The lobbying
of the social work professional organisation in the United States supports
this argument (see Lane and Bryant, Chapter 12). Canada, though, does not
fit the picture since the long-term share of SWMPs was only 0.5 per cent
(see McLaughlin, Chapter 3).

As shown in Table 13.1, social work is strongly influenced by women
in the profession, with between 68 and 93 per cent of the social worker
populations being female. The high proportions of female social workers
is also reflected in high proportions of female SWMPs. Compared to MPs
in general, MPs with a social work background are much more likely to be
female. In the United Kingdom, for example, 56 per cent of SWMPs but only
23 per cent of all MPs are women. However, compared to their proportion
in the social work population, female SWMPs are still considerably under-
represented in seven national parliaments: Canada (with 77 per cent of social
workers but only 55 per cent of SWMPs being women), Czechia (90 per
cent versus 25 per cent), Israel (87 per cent versus 47 per cent), Italy (90
per cent versus 75 per cent), Portugal (92 per cent versus 88 per cent), the
United Kingdom (82 per cent versus 56 per cent) and the United States
(90 per cent versus 71 per cent). And they are only over-represented in four
national parliaments: Austria (78 per cent versus 86 per cent), Finland (93
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per cent versus 100 per cent), Germany (75 per cent versus 77 per cent) and
Switzerland (68 per cent versus 88 per cent). This tendency for female social
workers to be under-represented in parliaments is consistent with Meechan’s
(2018) finding that female social workers feel significantly less qualified to
run for political office than their male counterparts.

In line with expectations stated in the introductory chapter, a common
teature of SWMPs in most of the countries analysed is their affiliation
with political parties on the Left or liberal part of the political spectrum.
A clear majority of the SWMPs in the 11 cases were members of Left-of-
centre or liberal parties. This finding is not entirely surprising, as there
are crucial overlaps between the goals of Left parties and the goals of the
social work profession, such as social justice, solidarity and social cohesion
(International Federation of Social Workers and International Association
of Schools of Social Work, 2014). In Switzerland, for example, eight
SWMPs have sat in the national parliament since 1987. Four of them
belonged to the Green Party, three to the Social Democratic Party and
one to the Christian Democratic People’s Party. In the United States, 14
out of 17 SWMPs were Democrats, two were Republicans and one was
an Independent. Only in Czechia is the situation slightly difterent: four
of the eight SWMPs were affiliated with political parties of the centre,
two with Left-of-centre parties and two with a Right-of-centre party.
These findings apparently support the hypothesis that the number of
SWMPs increases when Left-of-centre parties win more seats. Indeed,
Reuter and Warner (Chapter 11) show for the United Kingdom that the
average number of SWMPs was 19 during Labour years and 9 during
Conservative years. However, Loffler (Chapter 6) did not find such a
correlation between a Left-of-centre majority and the share of SWMPs
in parliament for Germany.

Political career patterns

The political careers of social workers, just like those of politicians from any
other occupational group, generally start and mostly remain on the local
level. While this is hardly surprising given the much higher number of
political positions at this level (availability), some of our case studies (Czech
Republic, Finland, Germany, Italy, Portugal) show that in addition to absolute
numbers, the local level —and in some cases also the regional level — exhibits
higher shares of social workers than the national level. The reason for this
disparity is generally seen in the prevalent allocation of decision-making
competencies across territorial levels of government in most countries, which
usually assigns large parts of social policy issues to the local and regional
levels. This makes not only for a higher attractiveness, providing a stimulus
for social workers to engage in local rather than national politics, but also
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for an elevated accessibility, as political parties gladly recruit their local and
regional representatives from the realm of the social work profession.

The most obvious case in point is Finland. According to Kroll et al
(Chapter 5), the establishment of wellbeing services county councils — which
are responsible for the organisation of health care, social and emergency
services — provided an almost ideal opportunity for social workers to
contribute their professional expertise to the field of elected politics. As
a result, the first-ever elections in 2022 saw a total of 111 social workers
standing for one of the 1,379 seats on the wellbeing services county councils,
of which 21 were elected. The proportion of social workers in these county
councils (1.5 per cent) is thus three times higher than the proportion of
Finnish social workers in the national parliament (0.5 per cent).

The case studies of Italy (see Francesconi and Guidi, Chapter 8) and
Portugal (see Branco, Chapter 9) show that social worker politicians are
often strongly committed to their municipalities and do not want to move
up to regional- or national-level offices. Especially in Italy, the civil lists
(Liste Civiche) provide an opportunity for political engagement outside of
the traditional party system that seems to be attractive for social workers. In
addition, the political climate at the local level seems to be less stressful and
more consensus oriented than in national politics. Kohlftirst (Chapter 2)
makes the argument that in Austria, national politics is less attractive for
social workers because they fear being exposed to fierce conflicts.

The political careers of those social workers who do enter the national
level, though, closely resemble the predominant career pattern of professional
politicians in each country. In most countries, this means a long pre-
parliamentary political career with a high number of prior offices held
in political parties and/or interest groups as well as in local and regional
government. If SWMPs’ career patterns do deviate from the conventional
career pathway, they seem to enter national politics with more rather than
less previous political experience than their colleagues (see, for example,
Canada, Czechia, Switzerland and the United States). Social workers seem to
be both willing and capable to undergo a long and time-demanding political
apprenticeship that is a necessary condition (but far from a guarantee) for
entry into the realm of professional politics.

In a similar vein, the parliamentary tenure of social workers in national
parliaments does not deviate much from that of non-social workers. In
countries that feature a rather long average parliamentary tenure (like
Finland, Germany, the United Kingdom and the United States), individual
SWMPs might serve for more than 20 years with averages of 10 years
and more (15 years in the United Kingdom and 18 years in the United
States). By contrast, their colleagues in the Czech Republic, Israel and
Portugal will typically leave the national legislature after one stint, serving
less than five years on average. However, if SWMPs deviate from their
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non-social work colleagues, they tend to serve longer rather than shorter
periods, suggesting that their social work skills and qualifications make
them well-equipped for political office. The extremely long tenure in
the United Kingdom and the United States can be partly explained by
the incumbency bonus of majoritarian electoral systems. The years social
workers have in the US Congress in excess of their colleagues from a
non-social work background, though, might perhaps best be attributed
to the strong support they get in their legislative duties as well as in their
electoral campaigns from their national social work association, a feature
exclusive to the United States.

In terms of advancing to executive office or a leadership position in
parliament, SWMP careers are quite diverse. Some reflect high levels of
political ambition, shown in cumulations and sequences of various different
offices with a mainstream policy portfolio. An example from Finland is
Anneli Taina, who served as Minister for the Environment and later as
Defence Minister; another example, from the United Kingdom, is long-term
(23 years) Labour MP and government minister Tessa Jowell, who served
in the Cabinet Office and in Culture, Media and Sport. Others, however,
do focus on social policy issues and offices with social policy responsibility
and may eventually even reach the position of minister for social affairs.
Correspondingly, some of our case studies show SWMPs retaining their
self-perception as social workers and advocates for social justice well into
their political career (see Chapter 7, on Israel), while others report a trend
towards the opposite — that is, social workers distancing themselves from
their former occupation in order to fully immerse themselves into their new
professional career (see Chapter 11, on the United Kingdom). Despite these
variations, for all but a few exceptional cases, assuming a full-time, fully paid
mandate in a national parliament is tantamount to leaving the social work
profession for good.

This is reflected not only in the sometimes rather long parliamentary
tenure of SWMPs, but also in their post-parliamentary careers. In line with
their non-social work colleagues, most SWMPs leaving parliament either
retire or continue their career in another political or administrative position.
Others use their parliamentary reputation to enter elevated positions in public
or private boardrooms. Only very few return to the occupational field of
social work at all. Those who do so, though, usually do not return to their
former job or any front-line social work position, but serve in leadership
or managerial positions of social service agencies and welfare organisations
(see, for example, Finland, Germany and the United Kingdom). In addition,
SWMPs (just like their non-social worker colleagues) tend to retain links to
or even re-engage in voluntary work for political and social causes, in some
cases in continuation of their parliamentary advocacy for disadvantaged and
socially excluded groups (as illustrated especially in Chapter 3, on Canada).
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All in all, the political careers of social workers seem to be moulded by
the same institutional opportunity structures that shape their colleagues’
careers. While social work-specific features are rather rare in their careers,
social workers appear to be well-equipped to pursue long and successful
political careers, some of them with a clear focus on social policy issues.

Social advocacy

Previous research on social workers in politics has assumed that social workers
use their political office to promote social justice and other social work values
(for example, Lane and Humphreys, 2011; McLaughlin et al, 2019; Meehan,
2021; Amann and Kindler, 2022; Binder and Weiss-Gal, 2022; Leitner and
Stolz, 2023; Loftler, 2024). From such a perspective, the mere presence of
social workers in political offices would be desirable. However, it remains an
empirical question whether social workers, once elected, really do engage
in social advocacy on behalf of social work and service users.

Commitment to social advocacy might depend on continued proximity to
the social work profession. One indicator of the closeness of a social work
politician to their profession is the simultaneous practice of social work.
For several countries, it has been shown that at local (Czechia, Germany,
Italy, Portugal) or even regional (Finland) and national (Switzerland) levels,
the linkages between SWMPs and the social work profession remain strong
because SWMPs continue to work as social workers during their political
mandate. Their motivation to run for political office is closely linked to the
desire to improve social justice for the benefit of social work and its clients.
However, data from Germany show that social workers also get involved in
local politics as citizens who want to influence politics in general and refuse
to be reduced to their professional background.

Given the process of political professionalisation concomitant with entry
into the national parliament (see earlier discussion) we might expect a notable
shift in SWMPs’ political agenda from social justice issues to more mainstream
and reputable policy fields. However, while some SWMP careers exhibit
such a shift, the empirical data of our country studies also clearly shows social
advocacy at work. This may be best explored along the indicators specified
in the introductory chapter: involvement in parliamentary committees,
holding executive positions, contributions to parliamentary debates, and
continuous connections to social work practice.

In most countries there was at least some evidence that SWMPs were
members of parliamentary committees dealing with social issues. In six
countries, it was possible to collect concrete data: in Austria, 43 per cent (3
out of 7) were spokespersons on social affairs; in Israel, 60 per cent (9 out
of 15 SWMPs) had a leading role in parliamentary committees on social
welfare issues and all were members of such committees; in Switzerland,
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60 per cent (3 out of 5) were members of the Social Security and Health
Committee; in the United Kingdom, 26 per cent (8 out of 31) spent the
majority of their time in social advocacy committees; and in both Germany,
with 36 per cent (4 out of 11), and the United States, with 37 per cent
(6 out of 16), time was served in committees related to social work issues.

Some social workers even held government positions in social affairs. In
Austria, as noted earlier, a social worker, was Minister for Social Affairs,
Health, Care and Consumer Protection (Johannes Rauch, 2022-25); in
Finland, a social worker was minister of social and health affairs (Terttu
Huttu-Juntunen, 1995-99); and in Israel, a social worker served as minister
for labour and welfare (Yisrael Katz, 1977-81). Holding such ministerial
positions obviously offers strong opportunities for social advocacy. In the
United Kingdom, 19 per cent of SWMPs (6 out of 31) had a majority of
their frontbench positions in social advocacy fields.

Concrete data were gathered for five countries regarding SWMPs’ initiation
of social work-related legislation. In Austria, 71 per cent of SWMPs’
parliamentary activities in the most recent parliamentary period were related to
social work issues, and two SWMPs from opposition parties were particularly
active in raising social issues. In contrast and rather surprisingly, Canadian
SWMPs did not initiate any social welfare bills in the federal parliament.
In Israel, 40 per cent of SWMPs devoted more than a third of their bills to
social issues, 27 per cent of SWMPs devoted 20 to 25 per cent to social issues
and 30 per cent of SWMPs devoted less than 20 per cent to social issues. In
Switzerland, a third of all policy papers by SWMPs dealt with social work
issues, contrasting with only 12 per cent for all policy papers. In the United
States, 37 per cent of bills sponsored by SWMPs were related to social work,
in contrast to 21 per cent of bills sponsored by non-social workers in Congress.
This indicates that SWMPs in Switzerland and the United States are more
active in promoting social work issues than MPs as a whole.

During the time of their national mandate, many SWMPs remain in
contact with their former profession. In some countries, such as Germany,
they even expand their social work network as a result of their mandate.
However, the intensity of these contacts seems to vary from country to
country. While in Switzerland, all SWMPs are actively involved in social
advocacy organisations, and in the United States, the National Association
of Social Workers promotes strong links between social work practice and
SWMPs, Portuguese SWMPs are reported to have only occasional contacts
with social work practice.

Taken together, the data show that many SWMPs do fulfil a social advocacy
function: they take part in parliamentary committees and debates on social
issues, they initiate social policy legislation and some of them even hold
executive positions related to social affairs. During their mandate, they often
stay in touch with social work practice. Having said that, SWMPs are not
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the only advocates for social issues and not even for social work issues in
parliament. In the United Kingdom, the All-Party Parliamentary Group
on Social Work had ten members, of whom only two were SWMPs, and
in the United States, the Social Work Caucus had 35 members, of whom
only four were SWMPs. Thus, social advocacy might be understood as
resulting from personal commitment and ideological positions rather than
as the property of one particular occupational group.

Final observations and research perspectives

The global definition of social work clearly identifies social work as a
profession that not only intervenes at an individual or group level, but also
addresses the structural inequalities that underlie social problems. To this
end, social workers are encouraged to engage in policy making alongside
individual casework (International Federation of Social Workers and
International Association of Schools of Social Work, 2014). While their
political activities can take a variety of forms and occur in different routes, our
edited volume focuses on one particular type of policy engagement —namely,
holding political office (Gal and Weiss-Gal, 2023). For most of the countries
included here, this is the first time this route of policy engagement has been
studied. Our sample of 11 case studies, thus, does not — and is not meant
to — provide a comprehensive image of social workers in political office and
a full set of explanatory variables to account for the variations across liberal
democracies. Having said that, our comparative view reveals some tentative
trends and patterns that allow at least for some provisional generalisations.
With regard to the numbers and types of social workers drawn into politics,
our data suggests some connections with the welfare regime type of the
country and the more general features of the profession of social work. Thus,
the liberal and conservative-corporatist welfare regimes seem to motivate
more social workers to actively engage in the formal political process. And
the high share of female social workers and their mostly Left-of-centre
political orientation are directly reflected in their parliamentary representation.
A comparative look at social workers’ political careers and how they pursue
them, though, should make us cautious with regard to any notion of social
worker exceptionalism. Once social workers enter professional politics, they
leave the occupational field of social work, and most leave it for good. In their
new professional career, they are subjected to a new opportunity structure,
a complex system of incentives and limitations that condition the pursuit of
political careers in each country. This results in SWMP careers being very
similar to overall political career patterns in each country. To what extent these
structures leave room for the pursuit of specific social workers’ interests or
for social advocacy, and to what extent this room is actually exploited, varies
considerably not only across countries but also across individual SWMPs.
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There is no clear result with regard to the individual properties needed
and the institutional features that facilitate a specific social work-oriented
interpretation of an electoral mandate. However, as the illustrative examples
in almost all the country cases show, dedicated individual SWMPs do find a
way to actively make an impact on the social policy process.

The manifold variations found, the difficulties in making sense of the
complexities of each individual case and, above all, the many questions left
open in them clearly point to the need for further investigation in this field.
Following this first exploratory project, meaningful advancements may be
made in different directions. More detailed case studies on single aspects
of social worker politicians, their careers and parliamentary behaviour (for
example, more detailed accounts of the role of SWMPs in concrete social
policy processes) could not only improve our empirical knowledge of
individual cases but also help to further specify and fine-tune our conceptual
lenses (for example, the indicators for social advocacy). Diachronic studies
and process tracing efforts might help us to reveal potential critical junctures
in the interrelation between social work, social workers and social policy
making. These might be found in the regulation or organisation of the social
work profession as well as in institutional reforms (or even regime changes)
at the political level. Finally, theory-driven small-n comparisons as well as
quantitative studies may be used to test more systematically the tentative
hypotheses emerging from our preliminary initiative (for example, the
interrelation between social work background and policy initiatives related
to social issues).

With regard to adequate methodological approaches, the limitations
encountered in the studies of this volume show the need for more elaborate
and comprehensive forms of data collection, which of course are usually
time-consuming and expensive. This encompasses not only cutting-edge
quantitative methods (for example, data crawling to excavate more exhaustive
biographical data) but also traditional qualitative approaches. One finding
from our case studies is the insight that the variations detected in SWMPs
careers can be attributed neither to single isolated variables nor to specific
configurations of formal institutional structures. Instead, interviews with
SWMPs suggest that it is the perception and interpretation of these structural
conditions that have to be revealed in order to understand the rationale
behind their career decisions. Future research on the conditions and motives
of social workers’ policy engagement should thus not forget that if we want
to explore the reasons for individual choices, we may as well start by asking
those who make these personal decisions.

Note

' The long-term share of SWMPs is not given in Table 13.1. It refers to the number of
SWMPs in relation to the overall number of seats in the parliament across the last decades.

The exact time span under investigation depends on data availability.
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