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global social work agenda

Just weeks after stepping down as president of the International Federation
of Social Workers (IFSW), David N Jones looks back over more than ten
years at the forefront of international social work. He considers the
progress made in uniting global social work and assesses the challenge of
developing a Global Agenda for Social Work to present to the UN in 2012.

Social work and the
coming global storm
A

n ambitious process to develop
and promote a worldwide action
agenda for social work and social
development was endorsed by
the three leading global
organisations dedicated to social work and
social development at a joint meeting in Hong
Kong during June. It was welcomed by more
than 2,000 delegates to the World Conference
on Social Work and Social Development and
ratiﬁed by the general meetings of the three
global partners: the International Federation of
Social Workers (IFSW), the International
Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW)
and the International Council of Social Welfare
(ICSW).

Stockholm
This was the culmination of almost four years
of work by the three organisations and is
designed as a platform for the national and
international promotion of the vital work of
social workers and the key role of their
profession. This is only the start. Over the next
two years, leading up to the 2012 Stockholm
conference, there will be a global consultation
culminating in the proposed presentation of
the Global Agenda for Social Work to the UN
secretary general in March 2012 and,
simultaneously, to regional and national
governments and institutions around the world.
This unprecedented, globally co-ordinated
process, involves social workers, social work
educators and social development professionals
who will be working together, with partners
(including service user groups), to develop the
global action agenda. After years of feeling
marginalised by governments, unsympathetic
employers and the media, social work is taking

a responsible stand to make clear to the world
that we have valuable experience and analysis to
contribute and that we expect to be heard.
Gary Bailey, the incoming IFSW president,
described the Agenda as “a new and exciting
way of working for IFSW, involving not only
our member organisations but also individual
social workers and other partners”.
The process cannot be purely introspective
but must recognise that social work is always a
partnership – with service users, other
professionals and the community. The process
is therefore outward looking and is already
engaged in dialogue with global institutions
(like the United Nations), other professions and

crucially with service users and the public.
The germ of the idea for this initiative goes
back some time. In 2004, IFSW’s World
Executive had a strategic discussion about the
future of the organisation. All around the world
social workers were seen to feel misunderstood
and frustrated at a lack of recognition of their
work. They were looking for leadership. I
suggested that the IFSW Executive must
demonstrate that leadership or stand aside.
That was as much a challenge to myself as to
the Executive and the organisation.
All my national and international experience
tells me that, to be inﬂuential and respected,
social work needs a determined and integrated
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strategy, linking local, national and global
perspectives. We need:
• convincing evidence of the value and
effectiveness of our work;
• support from service users;
• persuasive communication;
• good networks with opinion leaders;
• effective partnerships with like-minded
professionals.
The opportunity to take a decisive lead came
in the planning for the 2010 Hong Kong
conference, the ﬁrst to be held jointly with
IASSW and ICSW. The three partners endorsed
the analysis and agreed we should try a new
process to strengthen the profession, its selfconﬁdence and identity.
All did not go smoothly. Our ambitions were
high and we did not always have the resources
to reach our goal. Equally, we were not able to
launch the global consultation as we had
hoped. On the ﬂipside, we did catch the
imagination of the United Nations. Helen
Clarke, the former prime minister of New
Zealand and now the third most senior official
in the UN, addressed UN Social Work Day in
New York in March, as part of our preparation.
In particular, she stressed the importance of
social work to the achievement of UN goals.

Call to action
Building on this, at the conference itself in June,
Mr Sha Zukang, under-secretary-general for
economic and social affairs at the UN, offered
the keynote address, emphasising the global
signiﬁcance of the conference and the Agenda
process for the UN and the world. He issued a
call to action to social workers and professional
organisations and for partnership between
IFSW, IASSW and ICSW and United Nations.
The process came together triumphantly in the
ﬁnal session in Hong Kong, thanks to the
support of delegates who gave us a sound
platform for the next stages.
The consultation process identiﬁed four
main themes which will be developed and
elaborated on in the coming months: economic
and social inequalities within countries and
between regions; dignity and worth of the
person; environmental sustainability; and the
importance of human relationships. It should
be emphasised that there will be opportunities
for all BASW members – indeed all social
workers – to contribute to this ongoing
consultation as this process moves forward.
The consultation themes will also form
major strands in the programme for the next
global conference being promoted by the three
organisations in Stockholm in July 2012.
So what does this say about the global state
of social work and the health of our profession?
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THE GLOBAL AGENDA – NEXT STEPS
• Hong Kong, June 2010 – first draft Agenda developed through
workshops and consultations at the world conference
• Second draft Agenda by October 2010 – sent to all membership bodies
for comments
• A third draft Agenda by February 2011 – taking feedback into account
• World Social Work Day: 15 March 2011 – worldwide discussion of the
Agenda. All social work agencies, social development organisations,
regional national bodies and students in schools of social work
encouraged to debate the agenda, followed by feedback and further
review
• World Social Work Day: 20 March 2012 – revised Agenda officially
submitted to the United Nations secretary general
• March 2012 will also see every global ‘region’ submit the final Agenda to
regional organisations – for example, the African Union, ASEAN and the
European Union
• In March 2012 national groupings will submit the final Agenda to their
governments, taking national circumstances into account
• Global organisations will develop an efficient information and
communications strategy to give increased publicity to the priorities for
social work and social development
• June 2012 – the 2012 World Conference in Stockholm will expand on the
Agenda and review strategy for the profession

After more than ten years observing and
participating in the development of the global
profession, am I optimistic about social work?
There is no doubt that, nationally and
internationally, the next few years will be
challenging for social work. But it is also clear
from global institutions and national
governments that politicians are apprehensive
about the coming social storm and recognise
that social work is increasingly important for
them and for communities.
The scale of cuts and changes proposed by
many governments can only provoke profound
social tension and disruption – quite possibly in
the form of violence, as already seen in some
countries – and huge problems for many of
those we serve. I would never advocate
violence, but I am bound to observe the global
risks and to note that this will inevitably throw
up more challenges for social workers, whatever
form those challenges take.
The uncertain times we currently face were
not the original reasons why IASSW and IFSW
decided to work jointly on social work in
situations of political conﬂict, but the work
may prove timely. What I know about social
workers is that in visits to 25 countries on all
continents, they have shown a common
commitment, creativity and effectiveness. At
such times, the knowledge and experience of
social workers becomes even more relevant to

the global institutions and the wider
community. The world needs to hear from us.
As I move on to a different phase of my
involvement in international social work, I can
reﬂect on how the foundations of the Global
Agenda for Social Work are already providing
global and national opportunities and
generating self-conﬁdence. The reality of the
global nature of our profession also serves as a
constraint on the sometimes impulsive or illinformed instincts of governments. Yet this
agenda and our inﬂuence will only succeed if we
all make our contribution to the process.
This highlights the crucial role of BASW and
its international work. I will be supporting
BASW’s work through my new membership of
the Ethics and Human Rights Committee and
will continue to support the Agenda process in
my new IFSW role. And yes, I remain
optimistic.
PSW

David N Jones was president of the IFSW
between 2006 and 2010 and has been on
the IFSW’s World Executive since 2000. He is
a former BASW general secretary and has
recently completed a three year spell as a
children’s services inspector with the
Commission for Social Care Inspection and
Ofsted.

