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Spiritually sensitive social work

ÂAddresses the ways that practitioners, 

clients, and their communities

ÂSeek a sense of meaning, purpose, and 

connectedness

ÂAs they strive toward their highest 

aspirations

ÂAnd work to overcome personal obstacles 

and environmental blocks and gaps in 

resources



Relevance to professional mission and 

values

Â Mission: advancing the fulfillment of all people in 

context of social justice.

Â Expanding to consider whole person in relation with 

all people and all beings.

Â Appreciation for diversity: spiritual diversity and 

intersection with other forms of diversity (e.g. culture).

Â Commitment to NASW Code of Ethics and Standards 

for Cultural Competence; and CSWE and IASSW/ 

IFSW principles.

Â Competence standards in fields of health care, 

hospice, palliative care, substance abuse treatment, 

mental health recovery movement



Definitions of Spirituality and Religion

Â For use in professional discourse, adaptable and 

dispensable depending on context.

Â Based on contributions from social work scholars of 

diverse religious and nonreligious spiritual 

perspectives along with work in allied fields.

Â In practice, go with language

of the client!

Â In research, draw on

established operationalized

concepts or develop

qualitative understandings. 



SPIRITUALITY (as aspect)

A process of human life and development

Åfocusing on the search for a sense of meaning, 

purpose, morality, and well-being

Å in relationship with oneself, other people, other 

beings, the universe, and ultimate reality however 

understood (e.g. in animistic, atheistic, nontheistic, 

polytheistic, theistic, or other ways);

Åorienting around centrally significant priorities; and

Åengaging a sense of transcendence (experienced as 

deeply profound, sacred, or transpersonal).

ÅPrivate and public components

ÅReligious or nonreligious expressions

ÅHealthy or unhealthy manifestations

ÅSpirituality as wholeness and center, including and 

transcending aspects



Healthy spirituality

ÂEncourages individuals and communities to 

develop:

ÂMeaning, purpose, joy, peace, coherence of 

worldview, overall well-being

ÂPatterns of mutual support, philanthropy, 

appreciation of diversity, actions and socia 

policies for the common good of society and 

world



Religion

ÂAn institutionalized (i.e. systematic and 

organized) pattern of values, beliefs, 

symbols, behaviors, and experiences 

related to spirituality (and other things);

ÂShared by a community;

ÂDeveloped and transmitted over time.



Spirituality related factors associated with 

positive outcomes in empirical research 

(quantitative and qualitative)

Â Intrapersonal Factors

ÂClear sense of life meaning and/or search for one.

ÂCommitment to developing personal balance and 
well-being.

ÂEngagement in private and  shared beliefs, values, 
and practices (such as prayer) that promote stress 
relief, sense of meaning, and support by God and/or 
other Sacred Sources of Power.

Â Integrating complementary healing practices in 
personal life style from medicine, other conventional 
and alternative therapies, and spiritual traditions of 
healing.



Â Interpersonal factors

ÂReceiving mental, physical, social, and spiritual 
supports from fellow members of religious 
communities (or spiritually oriented social support 
systems).

ÂLearning and practicing health promoting beliefs, 
values, and behaviors for religious/spiritual support 
systems.

ÂParticipating in and receiving positive healing 
intentions from others (even anonymously or 
unknowingly) through prayer, meditation, ritual, etc..



Benevolence (ren)

ÂHumane heartedness

ÂRelationality

ÂHumanity

ÂMenciusô analogy

of the baby and well

Person in

connection



Related Ideals

Sacred heart of Jesus street mural

Chicago, Illinois, USA

Gwanseum Bosal (Kwan Yin Bodhisattva),

Temple statue and painting, South Korea



Ethical Principles applied to 

spiritually sensitive social work

ÂService

ÂSocial Justice

ÂDignity and Worth of the Person

ÂRelationships

ÂCompetence



Historical Phases in USA and 

internationally



Phase One: Indigenous social 

welfare

ÂVast expanse of history and pre-history prior 
to professional social work

ÂMany hundreds of Indigenous cultures in 
North America (and elsewhere) with 
culturally specific forms of holistic spiritually 
based patterns of helping, healing, and 
mutual support

ÂCommon experience of colonization and 
marginalization, even in formation of 
professional social work



Phase Two: Sectarian Origins (late 

1800s to early 1900s)

ÂDirect and indirect influence of religiously based 

philanthropy, charity, and justice movements, esp. 

Jewish and Christian in USA

Â Example of South Korea

Â Influence from Christian missionaries and Western 

models, especially after Korean war

Â Impact long prior history of indigenous shamanistic and 

introduced spiritual approaches to social welfare 

(primarily Buddhist, Confucian)

ÂCurrently many Christian and Buddhist affiliated agencies



Phase Three: Professionalization 

and Secularization (1920s to 1970s)

Â Increased influence from secular and scientific 
views, such as socialism, functionalism, 
Freudianism, behaviorism

Â Increased state and federal government 
involvement in social welfare

Â Professional concerns with separation of 
church/state, religious judgmentalism, 
proselytization tied to services

Â Professional organizations (e.g. NASW, CSWE) 
independent of religions

ÂHumanistic (nonsectarian) approaches to 
spirituality increase 



Phase Four: Resurgence of 

Interest in Spirituality (1980s to 1995)

ÂNonsectarian and ecumenical spiritual 

approaches increase (e.g. strengths 

perspective, transpersonal theory)

ÂPublications call for diversity-inclusive 

understanding and practice regarding 

spirituality

ÂRate of publications increases

ÂSociety for Spirituality and Social Work 

(USA, 1990) and networks in other countries 



Phase Five: Transcending 

Boundaries (1995 to present)

Â 1995 curriculum guidelines of CSWE return 
awareness of spirituality

Â Increase of textbooks in USA, Canada, UK

Â Ecophilosophy and other post-modern approaches 
to spirituality in social work increase

ÂCourses, conferences, international networks 
expand in social work and allied fields

Â Empirical research grows significantly

ÂGoing beyond Euro-American centered viewpoint
Â Indigenous spiritual views increasingly honored

ÂRange of culture and religion specific views widens and 
deepens

Â International collaborations grow



Practice Example: Strengths focused 

implicit spiritual assessment

ÂNot reducing person to label, pathology, problems, 
or parts

ÂHelp to draw upon talents, abilities, capacities, 
connections, resources in order to meet highest 
aspirations and overcome obstacles

Â Flow assessment from caring and emphatic 
relationship

ÂNot imposing or restricting spiritual or religious 
assumptions



Examples of Implicit Spiritual 

Assessment Questions (Adapt!)

Â What currently brings a sense of meaning and purpose to 
your life?

Â What helps you feel more aware and centered?

Â When do you feel times of great peace, joy, and satisfaction 
with life?

Â What are the most important sources of strength and help 
for you in getting through times of difficulty or crisis?

Â Please describe some recent experiences when you felt a 
sense of important new insight, such as an 'aha' moment?

Â Who are your most important mentors and why?

Â In what way is it important or meaningful for you to be in this 
situation?

Â What are the deepest questions your situation raises for 
you?



Examples of Using of Inner and Outer

Spiritual Supports

ÂHolistic bio-psycho-social-spiritual assessment

ÂReligious community mutual supports

Â Prayer, meditation, dream reflection, spiritual 
journaling, subtle energy work, ritual for worker 
and client

Â Spiritually based helpers and healers, including 
traditionalists

ÂComplementary and alternative therapies

Â Spiritually based peaceful social change 
movements (e.g. Gandhi, King)

ÂReligiously based ngos and social services (so-
called faith based)



Examples of widely used and researched 

spiritually involved helping practices

ÂTherapeutic qualities of a spiritually sensitive 

helping relationship (e.g. rapport, empathy, 

compassion, perceived support/alliance)

Â Instillation of hope, sense of meaning

ÂMindfulness based stress reduction (e.g. J. 

K. Zinn)

Â Mindfulness based cognitive behavioral 

therapies (e.g. Dialectical Behavior Therapy 

of Marsha Linehan)



ÂMeditation: intentionally focusing attention, 

letting go of ordinary preoccupations and 

ruminative thinking, deepening insight and 

experience of consciousness

ÂMindfulness: paying attention in the present 

moment with a clear mind that acknowledges 

but does not judge



Promoting Harmony 

Locally and Globally

ÂExplore culture and country specific 

approaches to spirituality in health, social 

welfare, and benefit of all beings

ÂBuild on peace promoting aspects; transform  

problems, obstacles, and oppressions 

ÂExpand cross-cultural and transnational 

dialogue and collaborations



Transculturality and Spiritual 

Inclusiveness

Center

Point of

Unity

Connections                                                     of Respect, Competence,

and Comfort

Between                                                             Differences

Practitionerôs 

Consciousness, Behavior, 

and Teamwork Include and 

Transcend Multiple 

Perspectives



Cosmocentric Spiritually Sensitive 

Social Work means:

ÅIncluding, synergizing, and transcending localized, 

particularized beliefs and goals.

ÅIncluding while transcending conventional 

multicultural and international perspectives.

ÅFocusing on service with humans, yet all beings 

included.

ÅExperiencing oneôs own true center

as one with the true center of all.

ÅBeing spiritually comfortable everywhere;

trapped nowhere.


