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21st century social work challenges in a world in constant flux
Social work is constantly being challenged by:
• Disasters that increase in intensity, frequency and damage caused including casualties. 
• Professional and personal identities, professional voice.
• Labour processes based on bureau-technocratic practice, not relationship-building.
• Economic inequalities, economic crises and austerity.
• Ineffective international institutions.
• Democratic deficits.
• Neo-colonialism.
• Mass migration.
• Indigenous world-views.
• Locality-specific, culturally relevant practice.
• Controversies about values, especially

equalities and diversities.
• Service user involvement.
• Globalisation, privatisation, outsourcing.
• (Hu)man-made and natural disasters.
• (Manufactured) resource scarcities.
• Environmental abuse and degradation.
• Violent conflicts and (in)securities.
• Curriculum and placement development.
Values of social justice – equality and inclusion,
enable us to struggle against growing inequalities and injustice.



What is a disaster?
• The United Nations (UN) defines a disaster as an event that exceeds 

the capacity of local people, communities and organisations to cope.
• External support and assistance is required.
• Aim is to mitigate risk and 

develop resilience against future disasters.
• Disasters occur when hazards

(natural and human-made) interact with
people and their social institutions.
• Stage of disasters include:

- Immediate relief
- Recovery
- Reconstruction



Types of Disasters

Difference between a hazard and a disaster
• Risk assessment of hazard
‘Natural’ disasters (interact with society)
• Earthquakes, volcanic actions, storm surges, tsunami, hurricanes
(Hu)man-made disasters
• Poverty, 
• Climate change and extreme weather events
• Chemical spills
• Armed conflicts
• Terrorism
• Air Pollution
• Health pandemics
• Fires 



A Way Forward: Green Social Work (GSW) 

Green social work affirms environmental justice within social justice while 
promoting social development.  GSW, a transdisciplinary disaster approach: 

‘focuses on how the social organisation of relationships between peoples 
and their interactions with the flora and fauna in their physical habitats 
create the socio-economic and physical environmental crises that 
undermine the well-being of human beings and planet earth’ (Dominelli, 2012:25).

Green Social Workers assess the risks posed by environmental and human-
induced hazards and argue for: 
• recognition of interdependence among all living things and Earth.
• profound holistic conceptual and social transformations.
• sustainable relationships among peoples, other living things,

the inanimate world and planet Earth:
A reciprocated duty to care for and about everyone and everything.
• transdisciplinarity involving all sciences and professions engaging with local 

communities/residents to share expert & local knowledges and plan action.
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Social work tasks across the disaster cycle from a green perspective

Part of Disaster Cycle

• Immediate Relief 
(often in an evacuation centre)

• Recovery

• Reconstruction

Task
• Practical assistance (water, food, clothing, 

medicines, shelter)
• Family and pet reunification
• Emotional support
• Clean-up, especially using volunteers
• Loss and grief support (family, belongings, house, 

infrastructures)
• Psychological/emotional support
• Rebuilding relationships – individual, family and 

community
• ‘Build back better’, use all relevant SDGs
• Prevention, mitigation, and adaptation
• Building resilience – personal and community
• Sustainable solutions, especially in housing
• Grief and loss support – PSTD
• Building hope for the future



Transdisciplinary green social work roles during disasters
Roles for green social workers tackling structural inequalities and degraded environments, in 
disaster situations:
• Assessor of needs to be met and resources (of all kinds) available for doing so. 
• Co-ordinator in delivering goods and services,
• Family support person assisting families to meet

their obligations to each other and their communities. 
• Community reconstruction in supporting individuals

and communities in rebuilding their lives, developing 
resilience and building capacity to minimise future
risks.

• Advocate for community interests.
• Lobbyist promoting community wishes and ideas.
• Community mobiliser and change agent.
• Gatekeeper of resources.
• Preventing and resisting the continuation of structural inequalities and environmental 

degradation.
• Social development work devising sustainable alternative models for socio-economic 

development.
• Supporter in  enhancing the well-being of people, other living  things and planet earth.



The Disaster Transition Cycle and Transition Chart

Source: Hopson and Adams (1976) cited in Williams (1999).

Disasters raise a variety of emotions in the individuals concerned as they move
from experiencing a disaster to moving towards adjusting to it and mitigating risk.
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Self-care for practitioners
Self-care is important in disasters to:
• Address the stresses of and emotionality in the work.
• To work effectively, and give and receive support.
• To avoid professional burn-out.
Self-care – Before departure:  
• Prepare yourself and family members/loved ones.
• If away for a while deal with milk, newspapers, health insurance, house insurance.
• Inform yourself about local customs and linguistic differences.
Self care on the spot:
• Ask about daily debriefing and peer support  and

supervision on the ground (be prepared to offer the same to others).
• Arrange for regular report-back to and supervision from your home base.
Self-care on return:
• Debriefing, support and supervision.
• Have a holiday if you can.
• Get counselling if needed, practitioners can also experience PTSD in demanding disaster work.



Modules for a one year MSc in Disaster Interventions 
and Humanitarian Aid (at University of Stirling)

MSc Structure (180 credits); (PG Diploma – 120 credits); PG certificate – 60 credits):
• Humanitarian Aid: History, Policies, Legislation and Contemporary Structures (20 credits)
• Social and Environmental Justice, Human Rights, Ethics and Values (20 credits).
• Theories and Concepts in Humanitarian Aid and Emergencies: Risk, Vulnerability, Resilience and 

Sustainability (20 credits).
• ‘Natural’ and (Hu)man-made Disasters: Definitions, Stages and Strategies of Intervention 

(Prevention, Mitigation, and Adaptation) (20 credits).
• Feld-Based Learning Opportunity (FBLO): Practice Theories, Methods and Skills, Community 

Engagement and Coproducing Solutions (20 credits).
• Communication Skills and Media Interactions (20 credits).
• Research Methods: Comparative and

Participatory Action Research 
(20 credits, prerequisite for dissertation)

• Empirically-based Comparative Dissertation (40 credits).

Continuing Professional Education Modules (may be traded in for up to 2 other modules):
• Social Dimensions of Disasters (20 credits).
• Disaster Interventions from Green Social Work Perspectives (20 credits).



Conclusion: Principles guiding a vision for social work in disasters

The principles guiding a new vision for social work are:
• The values of:

• Inclusivity
• Social justice including environmental justice
• Equality
• Engagement
• Empowerment
• Coproduction
• Social services including social care as a universal right

• Reciprocated social caring (right to care for/about others, and to be cared for).
• The philosophy underpinning a new vision for social work in disasters is:

• Social democratic
• Participative and coproductive
• Responsive to 21st century challenges including disasters.

• Practice is both relationship-based and addresses structural inequalities.
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