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Abstract: 

The 21st century, where we discover ourselves as individuals in the midst of a transformative era of social policy 

and social work. This period is characterized by notable changes in approaches, values, and priorities that are 

shaping the way we address societal challenges. In this research article, we delve into the fascinating world of 

social policy and social work, examining their intricate relationship and the profound influence they have on 

shaping our society in the 21st century. 

Introduction: 

The 21st century has witnessed major changes in social policy and social work, impacting how societies tackle 

important issues of well-being, fairness, and social justice. This paper examines the development of social policy 

and social work and their impact on societal changes in the 21st century. Societies have undergone significant 

changes in addressing social issues and well-being in the 21st century. [1] examine the racialized origins of these 

systems and the current practices that perpetuate racial harm, particularly for Black children, youth and families. 

The evolution of social policy and social work has been crucial in bringing about this paradigm shift. The article 

provides a comprehensive analysis of the evolution of a certain topic, including its historical origins, current 

trends, and future prospects. Social work has evolved from a volunteer- driven activity to a recognized and 

professionalized field. This essay explores the history of social work, focusing on its evolution and significant 

changes in practice, values, and influence. 

Historical Beginnings: 

Social work originated in the late 19th century as a response to the social needs of vulnerable populations. It was 

primarily focused on providing aid to those in distress through philanthropy and volunteerism. The 20th century 

played a crucial role in shaping social policy and social work, with the development of concepts such as the 

welfare state, human rights, and the expansion of social services. These historical roots continue to influence the 

discourse and evolution of social policy and social work in the 21st century.  

EVOLUTION OF SOCIAL POLICY: 

1. Emergence of Professionalism: 

The emergence of social work as a profession in the early 20th century marked a significant turning point in the 

field of social services. During this time, the recognition and formalization of social work as a distinct profession 

began to take shape, leading to a more organized and structured approach to addressing social issues and 
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promoting social welfare. Prior to the early 20th century, social work existed in various forms, but it lacked a 

unified identity and professional framework. Individuals and organizations engaged in charitable and 

philanthropic activities aimed at assisting vulnerable populations, but there was no standardized training or 

professional standards Throughout history, there have been influential figures who have played pivotal roles in 

advocating for a more systematic and organized approach to addressing social issues. Two such figures are Jane 

Addams and Mary Ellen Richmond. These women made significant contributions to the field of social work, 

leaving a lasting impact on how society approaches and tackles social problems. Jane Addams, a prominent social 

reformer and activist, is widely recognized as the founder of modern social work. She believed in the power of 

community and sought to address the root causes of social problems through collective action. Addams established 

Hull House in Chicago in 1889, a settlement house that provided a range of services to the impoverished and 

immigrant communities. Through Hull House, Addams pioneered the concept of a comprehensive approach to 

social work, offering educational programs, healthcare services, and recreational activities. Her work emphasized 

the importance of understanding the social, economic, and political factors that contribute to inequality and 

poverty. Similarly, Mary Ellen Richmond made significant contributions to the development of social work as a 

profession. Richmond was a social reformer and the in the development of the field of social work. These 

milestones have played a crucial role in shaping the profession and ensuring the delivery of ethical and effective 

social services. [2] aims to bring together different bodies of literature on the role of social networks in the 

transition from higher education to work. The establishment of schools of social work provided a formalized 

education and training platform for aspiring social workers, equipping them with the necessary knowledge and 

skills to address the complex social issues of their time. Prior to the establishment of schools of social work, social 

work was often seen as an informal and unregulated profession. [3] Deals with adoption of an anti-racist, feminist 

praxis and spatiality fosters an ethics of care Individuals who were interested in helping others in need would 

often rely on their personal experiences or informal apprenticeships to gain the necessary skills. However, this 

lack of standardized education and training led to inconsistencies in practice and limited the profession's ability. 

2. The New Deal and Social Welfare: 

The 1930's witnessed a momentous event in history known as the Great Depression, which had a profound impact 

on various aspects of society. One area that experienced a notable transformation during this period was the field 

of social work. The dire economic circumstances brought about by the Great Depression necessitated a 

reevaluation of existing social work practices and led to a significant shift in the approach taken by social workers. 

This essay will explore the ways in which the Great Depression prompted this transformative change in social 

work. The Great Depression, which began with the stock market crash of 1929, plunged The New Deal, a pivotal 

era in the history of the United States, brought about significant changes in the nation's approach to economic and 

social challenges. This transformative period, initiated by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in response to the 

devastating effects of the Great Depression, saw the implementation of various social welfare programs. These 

programs were designed to alleviate the hardships faced by the American people and foster a more equitable 

society. The New Deal marked a departure from the laissez-faire policies that had dominated the country's 

economic landscape prior to the 1930s. Recognizing the urgent need for intervention, the government embarked 

on an ambitious agenda aimed at stimulating economic recovery and providing relief to those most affected by 

the crisis. Through a combination of legislative measures and executive actions, Roosevelt sought to address the 

root causes of the Depression and establish a more stable and inclusive economic system. One of the key pillars 

of the New Deal was the establishment of social welfare programs. Throughout the years, social workers have 

emerged as key players in the implementation and management of various programs, with a particular emphasis 

on rehabilitation and support. Their involvement has become central to the success and effectiveness of these 

initiatives. In the realm of social services, social workers have taken on a pivotal role in addressing the needs of 

individuals who require assistance and guidance. In the context of rehabilitation programs, these professionals 

play a crucial part in helping individuals recover and reintegrate into society. By providing counseling, therapy, 

and other forms of support, social workers contribute significantly to the overall well-being and successful 

reintegration of program participants. Moreover, social workers are instrumental in offering ongoing support to 

individuals who have undergone rehabilitation. They recognize the importance of continued assistance in 

maintaining positive outcomes and preventing relapse. 
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3. Civil Rights Movement and Social Justice: 

Social work played a crucial role in the civil rights movement during the mid-20th century, a time of significant 

social and political change. Social workers in this era were actively involved in advocating for the rights of 

marginalized communities and challenging systemic oppression, driven by their commitment to justice and 

equality. Social workers played a crucial role in addressing societal inequalities by using their expertise and 

compassion to bring about change. Their contributions were invaluable. Social workers are dedicated 

professionals who advocate for racial equality, equal access to resources, and the eradication of discriminatory 

practices to improve the well-being of individuals and communities. These individuals have consistently fought 

against injustices and worked towards creating a more equitable society. Social workers have been instrumental 

in promoting inclusivity and justice by empowering marginalized communities, challenging oppressive systems, 

and implementing inclusive policies. Their advocacy work includes various initiatives such as lobbying for policy 

reforms. There was a significant shift towards a proactive and socially aware approach in the field of social work 

during this period in history. The transition involved a collective effort to address societal issues and promote 

positive change on a larger scale. Social workers understood the need to engage with communities, advocate for 

marginalized individuals, and address systemic barriers that caused inequality. The focus on activism and social 

consciousness has led to a new era in social work, where professionals are dedicated to both providing direct 

services and creating lasting societal change. This period was a crucial turning point. 

4. Expansion of Practice Areas: 

The field of social work has evolved significantly, broadening its scope to include various important areas. 

Diversification has occurred in response to changing societal needs and challenges. The scope of social work has 

expanded beyond traditional areas like child welfare and mental health. Social work has evolved to include various 

fields and disciplines to meet the changing needs of society. Social work has experienced significant growth in 

the healthcare sector. Social workers are increasingly important in healthcare settings, collaborating with medical 

professionals to deliver comprehensive patient care. They provide support to individuals and families in managing 

healthcare systems, offering emotional assistance and connecting them with community resources for improved 

well-being. Social work has made progress in gerontology. Social workers are playing a larger role in addressing 

the challenges faced by the aging population. They support seniors' rights, offer counseling and support for the 

elderly and their families, and create programs to encourage healthy aging and independence. Social work has 

expanded in the field of substance abuse treatment. Diversification has greatly expanded the reach and influence 

of social work, broadening its impact on society. 

5. Emphasis on Evidence-Based Practice: 

There has been a notable shift in social work towards the adoption of evidence-based practice in the late 20th and 

21st centuries. The paradigm shift in social work has been influenced by various factors such as improved research 

methods, the value placed on empirical evidence, and the need for accountability and effectiveness in practice. 

Evidence-based practice in social work originated from the healthcare field, where it was used to connect research 

findings with clinical practice. The integration of evidence-based practice became necessary as social work aimed 

to align itself with scientific inquiry and rigorous evaluation. The shift towards evidence-based practice is driven 

by the acknowledgement that intuition and personal judgment alone are insufficient. There has been a shift towards 

emphasizing research and data-driven interventions in the field. The strategic move aims to ensure that services 

provided are effective and outcome-oriented. Prioritizing research allows professionals to gather valuable insights 

and evidence-based practices for decision-making. Targeted and impactful interventions are more likely to achieve 

positive outcomes for individuals and communities. The field is actively improving and refining its practices to 

achieve the best possible results in the services it offers. 

6. Technological Advancements: 

Over the last several decades, technology has transformed many parts of our life. Social work has been 

significantly affected by these advances. Technology has transformed social work, which helps people, families, 

and communities overcome obstacles and improve their well-being. Information and resource accessibility is one 

of the biggest ways technologies has changed social work. In Electronic records, telemedicine, and data analytics 

have changed communication, service delivery, and case management in recent years. Technology has 

transformed healthcare, allowing doctors to treat patients more efficiently and effectively. First and foremost, 
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electronic records have transformed patient data storage and access. Paper records are no longer bulky, error-

prone, and hard to maintain. Electronic records allow healthcare personnel to quickly access and update patient 

data, assuring accuracy. And not just 

7. Contemporary Challenges: 

The field of contemporary social work is confronted with a plethora of obstacles, one of which is the need to 

handle complex societal problems such as poverty, mental health, and the consequences of globalization. In 

addition to this, social workers are expected to adapt to shifting demographic patterns and handle complex ethical 

concerns. 

Social work has grown from charity to a professional career, reflecting society's shifting ideals. Changing human 

dynamics have shaped social work throughout history. Knowledge, cultural changes, and a greater awareness of 

social concerns have propelled the development. Social work began in response to underprivileged people and 

communities' struggles. Religious groups and individuals were the biggest donors, helping to relieve suffering and 

provide basic necessities. As society got more complicated, social work increased in scope and aim. Social work 

now includes more treatments and methods. Social work demands a variety of skills and knowledge and is always 

changing. Social workers promote compassion and address the needs and concerns of people, families, and 

communities. Social workers must advocate for underprivileged people and promote social justice and equality. 

Social workers defend the rights and well-being of disadvantaged and vulnerable groups such children, the elderly, 

disabled people, and those in poverty or prejudice. Social workers advocate for structural change and policy 

reform to create a fair and inclusive society. Research and statistics influence social work treatments and tactics. 

Social workers advocate global justice, equality, and well-being through evidence-based methods. Social work 

has traditionally addressed social concerns, advocated for underprivileged groups, empowered people, and built 

inclusive societies. Social workers are essential in tackling poverty, inequality, mental health, drug misuse, 

domestic violence, and structural inequities in our complex and interrelated environment. They aspire to solve 

these issues and improve the lives of all people by addressing their core causes. Social workers analyze, advise, 

advocate for policy changes, and coordinate community resources. 

A. Shifting Paradigms: 

• From Welfare to Well-Being: 

In the 21st century, there has been a notable shift in attention from conventional welfare programs to a 

more encompassing notion of well-being. In recent times, there has been a shift in policies and social 

work practices. The focus has expanded beyond simply addressing poverty and now encompasses a 

broader goal of improving individuals' overall quality of life. This approach emphasizes the importance 

of education, healthcare, and mental health support in achieving this objective. 

 

 

Fig1: The Context of Social work 
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• Inclusion and Diversity: 

In recent years, the paradigm of social policy and social work has undergone a significant evolution. This evolution 

has led to a greater emphasis on inclusivity and diversity. Today, there is a growing recognition of the crucial role 

that cultural competence, diversity, and inclusion play in both service delivery and policy design. This shift in 

perspective aims to address the distinct needs of diverse populations. In this discussion, we will explore the 

importance of inclusion and diversity in these spheres, shedding light on their transformative potential as well as 

the challenges that need to be overcome. 

 

 

Fig 2: Integration of Social policy and social work 

I. The Value of Inclusion and Diversity in Social Work: 

[4] presented the history and potential for development of evidence-based (EB) social work in China. 

1.1. Representation and Empowerment 

• Inclusion in social work means that marginalized and underrepresented groups are actively involved in 

decision-making processes. 

• Diverse perspectives empower communities and individuals to shape the services and policies that affect 

them. 

 

1.2. Culturally Competent Practice 

[5] presentes an ethnographic study of the Center for Regional and Tribal Child Welfare Studies in the 

Department of Social Work 

• Social workers must be culturally competent to understand and address the unique needs of diverse 

populations. 

• Inclusive practices lead to better client outcomes and stronger community bonds. 

1.3. Tackling Social Inequities 

• Inclusion and diversity are essential for dismantling systemic inequalities. 

• Social workers play a crucial role in advocating for equitable access to resources and opportunities. 
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B. The Role of Inclusion and Diversity in Politics: 

2.1. Representative Democracy 

• A diverse and inclusive political landscape ensures that all citizens have a voice in government. 

• It promotes the fair representation of different perspectives and experiences. 

2.2. Policy Development 

• Diverse political representation leads to policies that address a broader range of societal issues. 

• Inclusive decision-making results in policies that reflect the needs and aspirations of diverse 

communities. 

2.3. Social Cohesion 

• Inclusive politics fosters social cohesion by reducing divisions along racial, ethnic, gender, and other 

lines. 

• It promotes unity and cooperation in addressing national and global challenges. 

C. Challenges and Ongoing Efforts: 

3.1. Structural Barriers 

• Deep-seated prejudices and structural barriers can hinder inclusion and diversity in both social work and 

politics. 

• Efforts to dismantle these obstacles include affirmative action policies, diversity training, and awareness 

campaigns. 

3.2. Resistance to Change 

• Some individuals and institutions resist embracing inclusion and diversity, fearing a loss of privilege or 

influence. 

• Advocacy, education, and dialogue are essential for overcoming resistance. 

3.3. Intersectionality 

• Recognizing that individuals may belong to multiple marginalized groups (intersectionality) requires a 

more nuanced approach to inclusion. 

• Comprehensive policies and practices should address the complex experiences of these individuals. 

Inclusion and diversity are not merely buzzwords of the 21st century; they are foundational principles for creating 

a more just and equitable society. Social work and politics are two critical arenas where these principles must be 

actively embraced and integrated. By fostering inclusion and diversity in social work, we can provide more 

effective and culturally competent services. In politics, we can build a representative democracy that truly reflects 

the rich tapestry of our societies. While challenges persist, the ongoing efforts to dismantle barriers and promote 

inclusive practices are essential steps toward a brighter and more inclusive future for all. 

D. Technology and Innovation: 

Advancements in technology have revolutionized social work and social policy. [6] shows on technology 

development on society. From telehealth services to data analytics for evidence-based decision-making, 

technology has enabled more efficient and accessible interventions and policy implementation. 

I. Technological Advancements in Social Work: 

4.1.1. Telehealth and Remote Services 

• Telehealth has emerged as a critical tool, allowing social workers to reach clients in remote or 

underserved areas. 
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• Videoconferencing, mobile apps, and secure online platforms facilitate counseling, therapy, and support 

services.  

4.1.2. Data Analytics and Assessment 

• Technology enables social workers to collect and analyze data efficiently, improving the assessment and 

identification of vulnerable populations. 

• Predictive analytics can assist in early intervention and resource allocation. 

4.1.3. Case Management Systems 

• Digital case management systems streamline administrative tasks, enabling social workers to focus on 

client interactions. 

• They enhance data security and reduce paperwork.  

II. Innovations in Policy Development and Implementation 

4.2.1. Big Data and Policy Analysis 

• Policymakers can harness big data analytics to make evidence-based decisions. 

• It provides insights into the effectiveness of policies and identifies areas for improvement. 

4.2.2. Digital Platforms for Civic Engagement 

• Technology facilitates citizen participation in policy development through online forums and surveys. 

• It enhances transparency and inclusivity in the policymaking process. 

4.2.3. Blockchain for Social Services 

• Blockchain technology ensures the secure and transparent distribution of benefits and social services. 

• It reduces fraud and enhances accountability. 

III. Challenges and Ethical Considerations: 

4.3.1. Digital Divide 

• Not all individuals have equal access to technology, creating disparities in service delivery and policy 

engagement. 

• Policymakers and social workers must address this issue through digital inclusion initiatives. 

4.3.2. Data Privacy and Security 

• The collection and storage of sensitive client data raise concerns about privacy breaches and 

cybersecurity threats. 

• Strict regulations and ethical guidelines are essential to safeguard information. 

4.3.3. Ethical Use of Artificial Intelligence 

• The use of AI in decision-making processes requires careful monitoring to prevent bias and 

discrimination. 

• Ethical frameworks should guide the development and implementation of AI tools. 

Technology and innovation [10-11], have ushered in a new era for social work and policy. While their integration 

offers numerous advantages, it also presents challenges and ethical dilemmas that require careful consideration. 

The responsible and equitable use of technology in social work and policy can lead to more effective, efficient, 

and inclusive services and policies, ultimately benefiting society as a whole. Embracing these advancements while 

upholding ethical principles will be crucial in shaping the future of human services and policymaking. 
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E. Globalization: 

Globalization has brought about new challenges and opportunities in social policy and social work. International 

cooperation and learning from diverse approaches to social problems have become essential in shaping effective 

policies and practices. Where [6-7] focuses on rural communities in the diverse and fragile context of Africa’s 

Great Lakes region 

I. Globalization and Social Work: 

5.1.1. Cross-Cultural Awareness 

• Globalization has brought diverse cultures into closer contact, making cross-cultural competency 

essential for social workers. 

• Social workers must navigate cultural differences to effectively serve clients from various backgrounds. 

5.1.2. Migration and Displacement 

• The movement of people across borders, driven by globalization, has led to increased challenges related 

to refugee and migrant populations. 

• Social workers play a crucial role in providing support and advocating for the rights of displaced 

individuals and families. 

5.1.3. Global Health Concerns 

• Pandemics and health crises, such as COVID-19, have highlighted the global nature of public health. 

• Social workers are involved in international collaborations to address health disparities and provide 

mental health support during crises. 

 

II. Globalization and Politics: 

5.2.1. Transnational Issues 

• Globalization has amplified transnational challenges like climate change, terrorism, and cyber threats. 

• Political leaders must engage in international cooperation and diplomacy to address these issues 

effectively. 

5.2.2. Economic Interdependence 

• Globalization has created intricate economic interdependencies between nations. 

• Political decisions regarding trade agreements and economic policies have far-reaching consequences 

globally. 

5.2.3. Human Rights and Global Governance 

• International organizations, shaped by globalization, work to uphold human rights and maintain peace. 

• Politics now involve discussions on global governance, international law, and the protection of human 

rights. 

 

III. Challenges and Opportunities 

[8] has aimed to identify the possible constraints prevailing in Korea that hinder individuals' successful career 

development and to examine the role of social support in moderating the adverse effects of these constraints. 

Constraints based on individuals' economic and academic status were identified as structural barriers that hindered 

individuals' sense of work volition and disrupted their expectations for the future 
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5.3.1. Cultural Sensitivity vs. Universal Values 

 

Figure 3: Evolutionary Social growth over a decade 

 

Striking a balance between respecting diverse cultural values and upholding universal human rights 

remains a challenge. 

• Policymakers and social workers must navigate these complexities with sensitivity. 

5.3.2. Economic Disparities 

• Globalization has contributed to economic inequality within and between nations. 

• Political leaders must address these disparities through policies that promote equitable growth. 

5.3.3. Political Nationalism vs. Global Cooperation 

• The tension between nationalistic politics and global cooperation is a central theme of the 21st century. 

• Finding common ground and fostering international collaboration are essential for addressing global 

challenges. 

Globalization has reshaped the practice of social work and the landscape of politics in the 21st century. While it 

has introduced complex challenges, such as cultural sensitivity and economic disparities, it has also offered 

opportunities for greater collaboration and the pursuit of universal values. The ability to navigate this 

interconnected world with empathy, diplomacy, and a commitment to human rights will be crucial for social 

workers and political leaders alike. Embracing the positive aspects of globalization while addressing its challenges 

is essential for creating a more just and inclusive global society. 

F. Challenges: 

I. Inequality: 

Despite progress, inequality remains a significant challenge. Social policies and social work must continue to 

address disparities in income, education, healthcare access, and other areas to achieve true social justice. 

II. Climate Change and Environmental Justice: 

The 21st century has seen a growing emphasis on environmental justice within social policy and social work, 

reflecting the urgency of climate change and its disproportionate impact on marginalized communities. 
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G. Future Directions: 

I. Prevention and Early Intervention: 

The future of social policy and social work is likely to prioritize prevention and early intervention to address 

problems before they escalate, saving both human and financial costs. 

II. Interdisciplinary Collaboration: 

Collaboration across disciplines, such as psychology, economics, and public health, will become increasingly 

important to develop holistic solutions to complex social issues. 

The evolution of social policy and social work in the 21st century represents a shift towards more inclusive, 

technologically advanced, and globally aware approaches to addressing social challenges. Despite persistent 

inequalities and emerging global threats, the fields are poised to continue shaping a more equitable and just society 

in the years to come. 

CONCLUSION:  

The tremendous shift from conventional models of welfare to holistic approaches to people's whole well-being 

that can be seen in the development of social policy and social work in the 21st century is noteworthy. By placing 

an emphasis on inclusiveness, diversity, evidence-based procedures, and the use of technology, these areas are 

redefining social paradigms in order to meet the myriad of difficulties that are present in our day. Both social 

policy and social work will continue to play a crucial role in the effort to make the world a more equal, just, and 

sustainable place for everyone as they undergo further development. 
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