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ABSTRACT 

The profession of social work can be historically conceptualized as a social 

institution that seeks to promote the social well being of persons in their environment. 

This conception, though, must recognize that the profession also evolves in response to 

changing social conditions and intellectual influences. In the final decade of the 201 

Century social work scholarship began to report a continuing evolution of the profession 

as a response to what is perceived as society entering into a postmodern era. No research-

based literature, however, exists that explores this phenomenon at the practitioner level. 

This research project addresses this apparent gap in social work scholarship. 

This exploratory research is grounded in the context of a transition from modern 

to postmodern conditions within Western society. The study explores the presence and 

extent of a postmodern orientation in social work practitioners' worldview, their 

knowledge of postmodernism and their self-perception as postmodernists. To this end, a 

survey questionnaire was developed and mailed to 2000 members of the Alberta 

Association of Professional Social Workers. 

Findings suggest that social work practitioners in Alberta have incorporated 

postmodern themes in their practice worldview. Despite the postmodern practice 

orientation, social work practitioners tend not to perceive themselves as postmodernists. 

In addition, their knowledge of postmodernism is limited. 

The study concludes that social workers in Alberta tend to be postmodern in 

orientation but are unfamiliar with the postmodern philosophical influences underpinning 

their social work practice. This apparent discrepancy between practice orientation and 

knowledge would seem to require the attention of the profession. The profession may 
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become involved in enhancing social workers familiarity with the intellectual influence 

grounding their practice of social work through its professional associations and 

membership and social work educational institutions. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

In the last quarter of the 20th century the nations of the world have experienced 

marked transformations in their economic, political, cultural, and social way of life. Over 

this time frame the international community has witnessed unrivaled restructuring in the 

private and public sectors. Economically, Harvey (1989) posits that twentieth century 

capitalism has moved from Fordism (a term with respect to the early 20th century 

industrialist Henry Ford), a rigid model of production, to Post-Fordism, one of flexibility 

in relation to labour, products and consumption. In the political sphere, Bateman, Mertin 

and Thomas (1995) contend that the sovereignty of the nation-state is being superceded 

by "supra-national" organizations such as the United Nations and international financial 

and corporate establishments. Commenting on the cultural dimension of society, Murphy 

(1989) maintains that the "culture of dominance", signifying appeals to an external 

referent such as a metaphysical presence or technical rationality grounding systems of 

prescriptions, is giving way to a "culture of immanence" that celebrates human 

involvement in the social construction of reality. These cross-national global 

transformations affect our daily way of life and our social institutions (Brym, 1998). 

Social work as a social institution (Goldstein, 1973) entrusted with the responsibility for 

social welfare and social services has been faced with the challenge of responding to 

these global dynamics (Adachi, 1996; Andreae, 1996; Davies, 1996; Hokenstad & 

Midgley, 1997). 

Leonard (1997) takes the position that the provision of social welfare is being 

transformed as governments redefine their role as providers of traditional public services. 

More specifically, Sieppert (1997) suggests that restructuring of social welfare in Canada 
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favors the principle of the "welfare society" over the historically established concept of 

the "welfare state". Within this context, systematic and substantial modifications in the 

delivery of health, welfare and social services have emerged. There has been a move 

away from the principle of universality, the cornerstone of social welfare policy since the 

Second World War, in favor of selectivity (Turner, 1995). More specifically, 

restructuring of social services (Marcotte, Perry & Ceccace, 1997), privatization of social 

service delivery (Ismael, 1988; Swail, 1997), contracting out of traditional government 

administered public services (Galoway & Hudson, 1998; Wharf, 1998), decentralization 

of services and social policy (Armitage, 1996; Atherton, 1997) and deinstitutionalization 

of mental health, handicapped and correctional services (Mishra, Laws & Harding, 1988; 

Piat, 1992) are concrete examples of the changes in the social welfare and social service 

landscape. 

Furthermore, social work practice (at the micro, mezzo and macro levels) and 

social work education are likewise responding to the dynamic forces of an evolving 

social landscape and the resulting marked changes in the delivery of welfare and social 

services. (Dominelli, 1996; Fisher & Karger, 1997; Laird, 1993 &1995; Newsome, 1998; 

Pardeck, Murphy & Chung, 1994; Parton, 1994a; Pozatek, 1994). Quite simply, social 

work as an academic discipline and a professional practice is being transformed in terms 

of social policy, social service program delivery, practice interventions and social work 

education as the profession adapts to the changing society it serves. 

Such transformations in the economic, political, cultural and social institutions 

have not occurred in a vacuum. From one perspective, the identified changes can be 

located within the context of a transition from the modern to a postmodern era (Harvey 



1989, Irving, 1994; Leonard 1997; Murphy, 1989). By way of introduction, the terms 

"modern" and "postmodern" are used in the sense of historical periods or eras. The 

modern era begins with the transition from premodern society in the 17th Century or the 

Age of Enlightenment and extends over the next 200-300 years. The postmodern era 

refers to contemporary times and conditions. Although the antecedents to the postmodern 

era can be traced to events occurring over a hundred years ago, scholars generally mark 

the beginning of the postmodern era during the 1960s (Jencks, 1989). These two concepts 

are explored and described in greater detail in Chapter Two. 

Regarding the transition from modern to postmodern era, Mills (1959) suggests 

that modern era thinking and feeling cannot adequately explain the changing realities and 

events of the postmodern era. Consequently, there has been a breakdown of the dominant 

orientations of the modern era as satisfactory explanations of the world and humankind. 

Taylor-Gooby (1994) expresses the transition from the modern to the postmodern era 

with reference to the Hegelian dialectic—"a particular viewpoint, confronted with its 

negation in reality is transformed into a perspective following a different logic" (p. 191). 

More pointedly, Natoli (1997) views the transformation as a switch in "paradigms"—the 

way we think about reality. Consistently these and other scholars interpret the transition 

to the postmodern era as change in thinking, perspectives, viewpoints or paradigms. 

Social work scholarship echoes the theme of the postmodern era, by positing a 

paradigm shift as an explication of the current trends in social work practice. For 

instance, Pozatek (1994) suggests, "the postmodern worldview is bringing to our 

awareness other ideas that may hold significance for social work" (p. 396). Laird (1994) 

writing about the impact of postmodern on family practice, describes the postmodern as a 
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paradigm shift offering social work "another major metaperspective" for understanding 

the person in their environment. 

Central to the proposition that society has entered into a postmodern era is the 

idea of a paradigm shift. Societies in the postmodern era are exposed to an alternate 

worldview—one that is different from the worldview of the modern era. This does not 

mean that the worldview of the modern era has been replaced or eliminated. Rather the 

heretofore-dominant modern worldview has a challenger in the postmodern paradigm. 

What does all this scholarship that proclaims a changing world mean for social 

work? A substantial case can be made that social is evolving in response to a social world 

in transition to a postmodern sensibility. The very nature of social work practice appears 

to be changing. This dissertation explores the dynamics grounded in the two fundamental 

propositions: (1) that society is evolving from a modern to a postmodern era with distinct 

economic conditions and worldview; and (2) that social work, as an evolving profession, 

is adapting to the emerging postmodern era. 

Purpose of the Study 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) describe a paradigm as a worldview containing "a basic 

set of beliefs" about the nature of reality and the place of human beings in that reality. 

The "set of beliefs" consist of onto logical and epistemo logical assumptions about the 

nature of reality, human beings and knowledge. Of critical importance is Guba and 

Lincoln's position that ontological and epistemological beliefs ultimately inform and 

define inquiry. 
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Just as the paradigm informs inquiry, so too in social work the paradigm informs 

practice. Tokayer (1976) comments that the social workers' ways of thinking guide 

practitioners' understanding of their client's situation and their actions and behavior in 

the helping relationship. Mirroring Tokayer's theme, Imre (1984) comments on the 

importance of social workers recognizing the ontological and epistemological 

underpinnings of their professional understanding and actions. In clinical practice, Dean 

(1989) unequivocally states that practitioners' clinical interventions result from 

"underlying philosophical assumptions". Most recently, the significance of a paradigm or 

worldview for social work is made explicit in the work of Peile and McCouat (1997). 

They maintain that social work theory is a reflection of a paradigmatic position. In turn, 

social work theory informs practice (Payne, 1997). Consequently, as Peile and McCouat 

suggest, the ontological, epistemological assumptions and values of social workers have a 

direct impact on the behavior or action of social workers in terms of how they relate to 

colleagues and others in the course of their practice. The interrelationship between 

paradigms or worldviews, theory and practice (Sheafor, Horejsi & Horejsi, 1997) is a 

crucial point. This dissertation embeds itself in the proposition that emerging postmodern 

conditions are impacting social work practice. 

Professional social work, a product of the modern paradigm (Chandler, 1995), has 

been responding to the emerging postmodern paradigm (Dominelli, 1996). A growing 

anthology of social work scholarship over the last decade resonates with the postmodern 

presence in social work. Social work practice at the micro (Pardeck, Murphy, & Choi, 

1994; Pozatek, 1994; Wood, 1997), mezzo (Gross, 1996; Laird, 1995;) and macro 

(Crawford, 1997; Lane, 1997; Taylor Gooby, 1994) levels of practice; social work 
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organizations (Lloyd, 1998); social work theory (Payne, 1997); social work research 

(Gorman, 1993; Banks & Mangan, 1995); social work ethics (Banks, 1998); and social 

work education (Featherstone & Fawcett, 1995; Fleck-Henderson, 1999; Weick, 1993) 

are implicated. 

The work of Payne (1991, 1997) in the area of social work theory offers perhaps 

the single most dramatic example of the recent presentation of the postmodern in social 

work scholarship. Payne's 1991 social work theory text, Modern Social Work Theory, 

did not contain the word postmodern or any of its derivatives. Just six years later in the 

second edition of the text, Payne (1997) adopts the position that the debate about nature 

of social work practice theory can be understood in terms of two positions. On the one 

side are the advocates of the modern positivist paradigm and on the other are those who 

advance the postmodern paradigm. 

Klein and Bloom (1994) in a study of social work publications developed a five-

category classification system—empiricism, technology, conceptualization, valuation, 

and commentary. Applying the Klein and Bloom categories to the anthology of 

postmodern social work literature, the collection consists of conceptualization, valuation 

and commentary. Conceptualization refers to abstractions based on selected features of 

the everyday world. Valuation involves the expression of preferences in relation to means 

and ends. Commentary concerns description, critique and comments about empirical 

activities, technology, conceptualizations and valuations. Social work scholars reflect on 

and describe how postmodern thinking can either contribute to or detract from the 

achievement of social work goals and the application of postmodern thinking to social 

work practice interventions, theory, research and education. 
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It is essential to note that no social work scholarship addressing these issues can 

be linked to Klein and Bloom's (1994) category of empiricism; i.e. "planned actions to 

observe and measure social events in laboratories, clinics, or community settings" (p. 

422). Rather the scholarship culls its evidence from policy documents, position papers, 

personal impressionistic observation and opinion. This dissertation addresses the apparent 

gap in social work literature by exploring the potential postmodern influence on social 

work practice at the practitioner level. 

The Research Questions 

As a descriptive project, this study addresses three fundamental issues pertinent to 

understanding the postmodern presence in social work. The research questions were 

selected to establish the presence and extent of the postmodern turn in social work 

practice; the extent to which social work practitioners have adopted the postmodern 

worldview, practitioners' postmodern knowledge of postmodern themes, and 

practitioners' self-evaluation as postmodernist. Specifically, the research questions are as 

follows: 

• Is there a postmodern presence in social work practitioners' worldview? 

• To what extent is there a postmodern presence in social work practitioners' 

worldview? 

• How knowledgeable are social workers about the postmodernism? 

• Do social work practitioners consider themselves postmodern? 
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Significance of the Study 

Recent social work literature clearly suggests the existence of a postmodern 

presence in social work practice (Chambon, 1994). The postmodern paradigm represents 

a radical departure from the modern paradigm suggested by Fischer (1981) as the 

dominant social work paradigm and operationalized as empirically-based practice 

(Fischer, 1993). The postmodern presence in social work has profound implications for 

micro, mezzo and macro levels of practice. 

Despite the potential for the postmodern paradigm to drastically alter the 

profession, no research-based information exists about the current postmodern influences 

on social work practice. The acceptance, pervasiveness, and influence of the postmodern 

paradigm on social work practitioners and social work practice remain unknown. This 

research establishes baseline information about these variables that will allow for 

informed decision-making by educators, practitioners, agencies and policy personnel 

regarding their response and approach to the practice of social work in the postmodern 

era. 

Furthermore, the potential postmodern presence in social work will be viewed 

through the lens of practitioners. To date the postmodern social work literature tends to 

be academic in nature. This dissertation expands the profession's knowledge base by 

including the voice of front line workers in social work's postmodern discourse. 

Finally, the data in this study have the potential to contribute to what Epstein 

(1996) believes is a long overdue philosophical exploration in social work, particularly in 

relation to the modern/postmodern issue. The research is designed to gather information 

related to the presence and extent of the postmodern worldview at the practice level, 
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determine the distribution of the postmodern turn across social work practice methods, 

and ascertain the postmodern knowledge level of practitioners. Information in these 

domains has heretofore been unavailable. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Any discussion of postmodernism is inherently complex and language sensitive. It 

is therefore essential to establish a basic reference point from which to begin the 

discussion. As such a starting point the following are key terms used in this study: 

Social work practice 

Social work practice includes the micro, mezzo and macro levels of practice. 

Micro practice involves working on a one-to-one basis with an individual. Mezzo 

practice refers to working with families and other small groups. Macro practice includes 

working with organizations, communities, or seeking changes in statutes and social 

policies" (Zastrow, 1995). 

Social Work Practitioners 

Social work practitioners refer to professional social worker involved in any or all 

three levels of social work practice including social work research and education. 

Modern 

Modern refers to the historical time period beginning with transformation to 

modern society in the 17th century, The Age of Enlightenment, and reaching its zenith 

over some 200 years (Hollinger, 1994). 
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Modernity 

Modernity refers to the features that have distinguished Western cultures and 

societies over the last 300 or 400 years. Modernity is characterize by rationality, 

individualism, and the quest for improvements and novelty (Brym, 1998). 

Modernism 

Modernism refers to the culture of modernity (Featherstone, 1988). 

Modernization 

Modernization refers to the process by which traditional societies were 

transformed into modem societies. The factors that contributing to modernization 

included the Reformation, the Renaissance, the rise of the modem European state, the 

Scientific Revolution, the French Revolution, and the rise of mass urban societies 

(Hollinger, 1994). 

Postmodern 

Postmodern refers a historical time or era beginning in the 1960s; contemporary 

economic, political and cultural conditions (Anderson, 1995). 

Postmodernity 

Postmodernity refers to the distinctive features of the postmodern era including 

intensified change in the economic, political and cultural dimensions of society often 

characterized as chaotic, ambiguous, and fragmented (Brym, 1995). 
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Postmodernism 

Postmodernism refers to the various postmodern ideas, practices, schools, 

movements that aim to develop postmodern alternatives to modernity; the emergent 

culture of postmodernity (Anderson, 1995; Brym, 1995; Featherstone, 1988). 

Postmodernization 

Postmodernization describes the central features and process of various global 

transformation occurring within capitalism since the early 1960s (Parton, 1994). 

Paradigm 

Paradigms are constituted by assumptions, theories, beliefs, values, and methods 

that underpin a particular and preferred way of thinking about reality; a worldview 

(Howe, 1987; Mautner, 1996). 

Organization of the Dissertation 

The presentation of this dissertation unfolds in five chapters. Chapter One locates 

the dissertation within the context of a transition from a modern to postmodern 

worldview in concert with global economic, political, cultural and societal trends. With 

reference to social work scholarship, the position is advanced that social work has not 

been immune to societal and paradigmatic transitions. Although social work scholarship 

documents a postmodern presence in social work, no research-based studies of the 

phenomenon exist. The purpose of the study addresses this apparent gap in social work 

scholarship. In particular, the dissertation focuses on the effects of the postmodern 

presence in social work from the perspective of practitioners' philosophical beliefs and 

thinking, practice and self-image. 
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Chapter Two develops the proposition that Western society has evolved from the 

premodern to modern era and now is in transition to a recognizable postmodern era. 

Emphasis is placed on the transition from the modern to postmodern era. Postmodern 

social work and related literature is reviewed in support of the proposition. The 

postmodern era is characterized as consisting of economic, political, social and cultural 

changes that distinguish it from the modern. Postmodern economic conditions and 

worldview are highlighted as having particular significant implications for social work. 

The chapter concludes with the identification and description of themes associated with 

the postmodern worldview. 

Chapter Three addresses the proposition that social work as an evolving 

profession is responding to postmodern economic conditions and worldview. A review of 

the social work literature establishes the historical evolutionary nature of social work. 

Social work is characterized as a social institution that adjusts to prevailing social 

conditions—a process that continues in contemporary postmodern society. In particular, 

the chapter examines the postmodern presence in individual and family practice, social 

policy and welfare, social work practice theory, research and education in support of the 

proposition. Together Chapter Two and Three form the conceptual framework for the 

dissertation. 

Chapter Four details the methodology and procedures developed and employed to 

investigate the postmodern presence in social work at the level of the social work 

practitioners. In particular, the chapter contains a description of the survey design and 

procedures, the development of the instrumentation and survey questionnaire, the 



13 

research population and sample, and the statistical analysis that comprise the research 

process for this dissertation. 

Chapter Five presents the relevant finding of the study. The extent of a 

postmodern presence in social workers' practice worldview, their knowledge of 

postmodernism and their self-perception as postmodernists will be detailed. As well, the 

practice and demographic predictors of a postmodern presence will be identified. 

Chapter Six presents the discussion and inferences that arise from the survey 

results. The discussion focuses on the nature of social workers postmodern practice 

worldview and their marked postmodern knowledge-base deficiency. Implications of the 

findings for the profession of social work, social work practice and social work education 

are explicated. 

Finally, the organization of the dissertation is schematically presented in Figure 

1.1 on the next page. This graphic depiction of the dissertation's conceptual framework 

highlights the two assumptions underpinning the dissertation, targets social work 

practitioners as the research population, identifies a survey questionnaire as the central 

feature of the research design and conveys the purpose of the research as determining 

practitioners postmodern practice orientation and their knowledge of postmodernism. It 

can be considered a reader's roadmap for the dissertation. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE POSTMODERN WORLD 

This chapter sets the conceptual foundation for the dissertation by developing the 

proposition that society is entering a postmodern era. The term postmodern is considered 

a generic term that functions as an organizing concept for the economic, political and 

cultural changes in contemporary society. It reflects a shift away from the industrial or 

modern era developed over the last two centuries. In its generic sense, the term 

postmodern incorporates a family of terms including postmodernity and postmodernism. 

Each of these concepts is, in fact, unique and relates to a particular facet of the 

"postmodern." Postmodernity characterizes the postmodern as a historical period, while 

postmodernism expresses postmodern as a cultural phenomenon. 

The remainder of this chapter explores these two aspects of the postmodern. First, 

the term postmodern is briefly discussed as an emerging concept, a concept that still lacks 

consensus on its meaning and implications. Second, post modernity is explored as a 

specific historical period and trend, particularly with respect to economic dimensions of 

the period. This is particularly important because of the fundamental and pervasive 

impact economic changes continue to have on the development of our society and the 

profession of social work. 

Third, the nature of postmodernism as an identifiable cultural worldview or 

paradigm is expanded upon. Two cultural aspects are focused on in particular—the 

contributions of science and philosophy to postmodernism. Finally, the chapter briefly 

explores the major economic and cultural themes identified with the postmodern. These 

are important because together they serve to identify critical issues within the social work 
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profession, and also form the conceptual basis for the research instruments employed 

within the current study. 

Postmodern as a Concept 

The term 'postmodern' can be considered a concept (Brotman & Pollack, 1997; 

Hassan, 1993). Concepts are ideas that exist as abstractions in the minds of individuals 

(Krysik & Grinnell, 1997). They may consist of multiple dimensions representing 

concrete observable events, occurring in reality that encapsulates or connotes a complex 

phenomenon (Babbie, 1990). As abstractions, concepts have more or less shared meaning 

among members of a society (Krysik & Grinnell, 1997) However, concepts may have no 

definitive meaning or categorical definition (Babbie, 1990). Consequently, individuals 

may disagree about the relevance of the concept and/or the various economic, social and 

cultural phenomena that constitute the construct. 

In this instance, postmodern as a relatively new social concept does not have a 

social consensus about its meaning or constituents. In fact, there is not even agreement 

about whether such a phenomenon exists at all (Hudson, 1989; Hassan, 1985). For 

example, Hudson (1989) suggests that the term 'postmodern' is inconsistently 

characterized in the postmodern literature as myth, periodization, a condition or situation, 

an experience, an historical consciousness, a sensibility, a climate, a crisis, an episteme, a 

discourse, a poetics, a retreat, a topos, a task or project. Moreover, 'postmodern' as a 

generic term hosts a family of derivative terms—'postmodernity', 'postmodernism' and 

'postmodernization' (Featherstone, 1988). In themselves each of these terms is 

controversial. 
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In addition, the concept of postmodern has discipline specific connotations. There 

is a postmodern presence and interpretation across disciplines (Watson, 1995). It is 

possible to speak of the postmodern from the perspective of various disciplines including 

anthropology, sociology, philosophy, geography, theology, literary criticism, economics, 

psychology, psychoanalysis, nursing, social work, architecture, art, film, fiction, drama, 

and photography (Elliott & Spezano, 1996; Featherstone, 1988; Gergen, 1994; Irving, 

1994; Kellner, 1988; Smart, 1993; Watson, 1995). For example, postmodern architecture 

embellishes the "straight lines and glass towers and concrete blocks" (Larrin, 1994, p. 

289) design of modern buildings with "gables, classical columns or other forms from the 

past" (Smith, 1991, p. 370) to create unique structures. In art, postmodernism defies the 

order of modernism in favor of pastiche and collage (Bauman, 1992). Postmodernism in 

literature and film replaces modernism's sense of unity with an "emphasis on diverse and 

different realities which co-exist without a unity of meaning.. .(and) subjects which no 

longer understand the world and themselves" (Larrin, 1994). 

Out of this vast and confusing array of postmodern possibilities, the expression of 

the postmodern as postmodernity and postmodernism can be incredibly diverse and 

controversial. For the purposes of this thesis, therefore, discussion will focus on 

foundational impacts of postmodernism on the profession and discipline of social work. 

In the following section, pertinent literature addressing the emergence of postmodernity 

is reviewed. Particular attention is paid to the economic environment of postmodernity 

since prevailing economic conditions have an immediate and direct implication for the 

delivery of social services and practice of social work. 
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From Modernity to Postmodemity: Historical Origins 

Postmodemity conveys the idea of postmodern historical period. In terms of an 

historical period, postmodemity refers to a "break or rupture with modem conditions" 

(Smart, 1993). This section highlights the economic conditions of postmodemity as the 

demarcation between the modernity and postmodemity. The impact of societal economic 

circumstances is considered most pertinent to the evolution of social work and therefore 

this thesis. 

To understand postmodemity, one must first understand the characteristics of 

modernity. Modernity originated in the scientific, philosophical, and social thought of the 

Age of Enlightenment of the Eighteenth Century (Irving, 1994; Leonard, 1997; Samp, 

1988; Taylor-Gooby, 1994). This was the time when it was realized that "no institutions 

were eternal" (Hill, 1967, p. 159) and human order was "vulnerable, contingent and 

devoid of reliable foundations" (Bauman, 1992, p. xi). In contrast to pre-modernity or 

traditional society's faith in God's divine plan for the world and its inhabitants, the 

modem era celebrated faith in human reason and the Enlightenment or modem project 

(Bauman, 1992; Howe, 1994; Lister, 1997; Murphy, 1989). 

The Enlightenment project can be considered a metaphor for unending progress in 

human affairs (Howe, 1994; Irving, 1994). No longer, as in traditional society, was 

human activity to be confined by a preordained reality (Bauman, 1992). Rather, nature 

came to be viewed as a machine (Hill, 1967) capable of being objectively examined 

(Howe, 1994). Through human reason, expressed in the process of scientific inquiry, the 

underlying universal principles and laws of nature, society, and man could be discovered. 

With such knowledge it would not only be possible to have a better understand of nature, 
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but nature could be controlled, manipulated, reshaped and improved upon in the service 

of advancing society (Hill, 1967; Howe, 1994; Taylor-Gooby, 1994). Ultimately, 

individuals and society would become "emancipated from ignorance, poverty, insecurity 

and violence" (Leonard, 1997). 

The modern project continued with increasing dominance into the 19th and 20th 

Centuries driven by advances in science, technology, the Reformation and Renaissance, 

the French and Industrial Revolutions and the rise of urban societies (Hill, 1967; 

Hollinger, 1994; Parton, 1994). The success of the modern project has been such that it 

has come "to dominate the modern university and our social, economic, moral, and 

cognitive structures" (Grassie, 1997, p. 84). 

Although scholars generally agree that modernity emerged in the Age of 

Enlightenment, there is no similar agreement on when postmodernity began (Hudson, 

1989). Estimates range from as recently as the 1970s (Harvey, 1989) to more than a 

hundred years ago (Toynbee, 1954). Dating postmodernity appears to depend on the 

scholar's discipline and the demarcation criteria used to distinguish between modernity 

and postmodernity. Huyssen (1984) marks the beginning of postmodernity in literary 

criticism as the late 1950s. In the field of architecture, postmodernity appears with a 

precise time and event. Harvey (1989), citing Charles Jencks, dates postmodernity as 

arriving at "3.32 p.m. on 15 July 1972" (p. 39). The time and date refer to the demolition 

of Pruitt-Igoe housing development in St. Louis, a classical example of a modern housing 

project for low-income people. In contrast, such precision is lacking in the field of 

philosophy. Smart (1993) suggests that although the philosophical roots of postmodern 

thinking can be "traced to the late nineteenth century the term itself really only began to 
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be employed from the 1930s" (p. 18). Despite inconsistencies in dating postmodernity 

across disciplines, scholars appear consistent in documenting changes in contemporary 

society that distinguish postmodernity from modernity. 

Early reference to an emerging postmodern era from the perspective of an 

historian and sociologist surfaces in the work of Toynbee (1954a; 1954b) and Wright-

Mills (1959). Toynbee introduces the term "post-Modern Age" in A Study of History 

Volume 8, and it appears again in Volume 9. Smart (1994) suggests that for Toynbee, the 

postmodern age began in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This was a time 

characterized by rapid technological change and the subsequent challenge to the middle 

class by industrial workers and super-national powers outside the industrialized Western 

world. Toynbee lamented this postmodern development and, in this sense, held a negative 

conception of the "post-Modern Age" (Anderson, 1988). 

Five years later, Wright Mills (1959) addresses what he terms the "post-modern 

period." In an exploration of his contemporary epoch, Wright Mill declares, "The 

Modern Age is being succeeded by a post-modern period" (p. 166). Wright Mills 

associates the break with modernity with the collapse of liberalism and socialism. For 

Wright Mills, these two ideologies represent the legacy of the modern project. They 

embody the fundamental premise of the modern project that increased rationality leads to 

an increase in individual freedom. This premise no longer holds in the postmodern era. 

Wright Mills maintains that in the postmodern era the Enlightenment man, a rational and 

autonomous individual, has been replaced by what he terms the Cheerful Robot. Cheerful 

Robots are characterized as alienated citizens who have adapted to the modernity's 

overwhelming rationalized institutions and bureaucracies by forfeiting their autonomy. 
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Although Wright Mills (1959) argues that the society that gave rise to the modem 

project no longer exists, he does not provide an explicit description of the emerging post-

modem period that produced the Cheerful Robot. Rather, Wright Mills appears content to 

highlight the presence of large social institutions and bureaucracies as the principle social 

dynamic depriving individuals of the opportunity of using their reason in the pursuit of 

freedom. Like Toynbee's negative view of his "post-Modem Age," Wright Mills regrets 

the "post-modern period." Wright Mills challenges social scientists to address the threat 

posed by the "Cheerful Robot" by finding new ways of expressing the Enlightenment 

values of reason and freedom in the "post-modern period." 

Both Toynbee (1954a; 1954b) and Wright Mills (1959) convey the vision of a 

modem society that is now being superceded by a postmodern period. Neither, however, 

provides an extensive image of the new era. At that time, it may simply have been too 

early in the transition to be more descriptive. However, such an image becomes available 

with the later scholarship of Bell (1973) and Harvey (1989). These scholars provide a 

comprehensive sense of the evolving social conditions that perhaps helped stimulate 

Mills' observation of what he termed the "new social realities." 

Bell (1973) presents the idea of a change in modem social frameworks by 

describing a post-industrial society. He theorizes that, just as the industrial society of the 

modem era emerged from traditional or the pre-modem agrarian society, a post-industrial 

society is replacing the industrial framework of the modem era. Bell acknowledges that 

others have used different terminology to label the transition. "Post-civilized," "post-

collectivist," "post-capitalist," "post-historic," "post-bourgeois" and "post-modem" are 

among the identified terms. Bell chooses to ignore these designations in favor of post-
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industrial. However, Bell does connect with the postmodern in a companion volume, The 

Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (1976). This text examines developments in the 

cultural component of society that occur in concert with economic changes. In this 

context Bell (1976) refers to postmodernism as an ideology, which "carries the logic of 

modernism to its farthest reaches" (p. 51). 

Intentionally, Bell's (1973) analysis focuses on the economic domain of society. 

Therein lies his significance. Based on existing economic changes, Bell forecasts the 

emergence of a post-industrial society in the "next thirty to fifty years" (p. x). The 

concept of the post-industrial society is presented as a "large generalization" (p. 14). To 

convey the meaning of the term, Bell identified five components of post-industrial 

society: 

• a change from a society based on the production of goods to a society based on 

service provision including health, education, government agencies and research and 

development; 

• a change in occupational distribution from semi-skilled workers to "white collar" 

workers and the growth in numbers and influence of professional and technical sectors; 

• a change from empiricism to the ascendance of theoretical knowledge as the 

source of innovation and policy formulation for society; 

• a future orientation based on new modes of forecasting applied to the planning 

and control of technology and technological assessment, and; 

• the management of complexity through the substitution of computer technology 

based decision-making for intuitive judgment. 
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With the advantage of time, Harvey (1989) advances Bell's (1973) theme of a 

changing economic order. In contrast to Bell, Harvey explicitly places changes in the 

economic, political and culture domains of society since the early 1970s within a 

postmodern context. Harvey theorizes that society has shifted from a Fordist framework 

of economic production to an era he terms "flexible accumulation." Fordism refers to the 

innovation of mass production of automobiles by Henry Ford in 1914 with society wide 

systemic refinement over the next fifty years. Fordism featured such production 

technologies as automated assembly lines for mass production, mass consumption, 

hierarchical organizational structures, centralized control, scientific management and 

state organized social welfare (Harvey 1989; Penna & O'Brien, 1996). 

For Harvey (1989), the transition to flexible accumulation began in the early 

1970s as a reaction to the rigidities of Fordism. Flexible accumulation refers to 

"flexibility with respect to labour processes, labour markets, products, and patterns of 

consumption" (p. 147). Harvey describes flexible accumulation as consisting of new 

sectors of production, new ways of providing financial services, new markets, and 

heightened rates of commercial, technological, and organizational innovations. For 

example, under conditions of flexible accumulation, labor experienced dramatic 

adjustments. Harvey specifically comments on the labor unions' loss of power. 

Employers have taken advantage of the weakened state of unions to move away from 

full-time regular employment to a greater reliance on part-time and temporary workers 

and the contracting out of work previously done by full-time workers. In contrast to 

Fordism, flexible accumulation is characterized by rise of service industries in place of 
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manufacturing industries, the emergence of a less secure workforce and an increase in 

importance of knowledge and information (Harvey, 1989: Penna & O'Brien, 1996). 

The transition to flexible accumulation implies restructuring and reorganization of 

the institutions dedicated to economic production. Among the specific developments in 

the industrial/government complex identified by Harvey (1989), the processes of 

decentralization, sub-contracting, outsourcing, flexible labour (part-time, temporary, 

fixed-term), and multiple tasking of workers have particular relevance to the evolution of 

social work. Moreover, governments incorporated these same processes in addition to 

deregulation and privatization of traditional public services as they adopted a non-

interventionist stance and embraced fiscal conservatism. The implications of these 

features of flexible accumulation for social work will be addressed in the next chapter. 

From Modernism to Postmodernism: Cultural Dimension 

Modernism refers to the culture that emerged during the historical period of 

modernity. Similarly, the term postmodernism refers to the culture of postmodernity. 

Culture is used here in Bell's (1976) sense of a worldview or paradigm that provides 

members of a society with an interpretation of their historical era. Guba and Lincoln 

(1994) describe a paradigm as "a set of beliefs (or metaphysics) that deals with "with 

ultimates or first principles" (p. 107). They represent a "worldview that defines for its 

holder the nature of the "world", the individual's place in it, and the range of possible 

relationships to that world and its parts" (p. 107). Thus Guba and Lincoln's conception of 

a worldview includes basic ontological and epistemological beliefs. Postmodernism can 

be considered a paradigm or worldview (Anderson, 1990; Bauman, 1992; Milovanovic, 

1997). 
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Paradigms can shift when the way of thinking they represent can no longer 

adequately explain and resolve the problems of science (Kuhn, 1996). Capra (1982) 

explains a paradigm shift as "a profound change in the thoughts, perceptions, and values 

that form a vision of reality" (p. 30). Postmodernism embodies the notion that there is an 

alternative way of thinking about reality from that of the modern era (Natoli, 1997). As 

such, it represents a break from the way of thinking associated with modernism, a 

paradigm shift from the period of modernity and the culture of modernism (Featherstone, 

1988; Huyssen, 1984). Postmodernism as a worldview emerged from the scientific and 

philosophical communities that challenged the modern way of thinking about reality. 

Their contributions are reviewed in the following two sections. 

The Contribution of Science 

Early reference to a postmodern worldview appears in the work of Drucker 

(1959). Acknowledging the thesis that society has moved out of the modern age into a 

postmodern world, Drucker interprets the transition as a change from the modern or old 

view of the world. Drucker portrays the modern worldview, which dominated Western 

society since the middle of the 17th century, essentially as a Cartesian worldview. This is 

Rene Decarte's vision of the world, one in which the world is presented as static, 

mechanical, and reductionistic. Decartes advanced the notion that the whole could be 

known through the sum of its parts. Such an approach to reality, according to Drucker, 

implies determinism and causality in the sense that the parts determine and cause the 

whole. 

Drucker (1959) maintains that all the disciplines in science and arts are currently 

based on concepts that are incompatible with the modern worldview. For Drucker the 
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worldview of the postmodern era embraces holism over reductionism. The whole is not 

equal to the sum of its parts nor the result of it parts. Moreover, the whole is not 

"identifiable, knowable, measurable, predicable, effective or meaningful through 

identifying, knowing, measuring, predicting, moving or understanding the parts" (p. 4). 

In this context, the new worldview emphasizes patterns and configuration over cause, 

purpose over causality, process, growth, and change over the static and the qualitative 

over the quantitative. Drucker describes his contemporary society's worldview as one in 

transition to a yet unnamed new worldview in a postmodern world. By this Drucker 

meant that although there is evidence of a new worldview, disciplines still retain the 

modern scientific method and worldview for their rigorous research work while waiting 

for research methods appropriate to the new vision of the world. Since that time however, 

such postmodern research methods have been developed. Rodwell's (1998) social 

constructivist research, for example, is perhaps one example of such postmodern research 

methods. Grounded in the postmodern philosophy of social constructionism, Rodwell 

developed a research methodology specifically designed to investigate the postmodern 

world recognized by Drucker. 

Capra (1982) also embeds his perception of a changing worldview within a 

cultural context. The transition is labeled a paradigm shift. As noted earlier, Capra 

defines a paradigm shift as a "profound change in thoughts, perceptions, and values that 

form a particular vision of reality" (p. 30). Like Drucker (1959), Capra (1982) theorizes 

that the paradigm shift in progress involves the worldview of the modern age. Capra 

grounds the modern worldview in the "mathematical theory of Isaac Newton, the 
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philosophy of Rene Descartes, and the scientific methodology advocated by Francis 

Bacon" (p. 47). 

As with Drucker (1959), the machine metaphor assumes a position of 

predominance in Capra's (1982) characterization of the modern worldview. For Capra, 

the machine metaphor conveys the Enlightenment's image of the universe as an immense 

mechanical system. This system is constituted of multiple distinct elements that are 

governed by mechanical laws capable of being expressed in precise mathematical 

formulations. Therefore, everything that occurs in the universe has a "definite cause and 

gives rise to a definite effect, and the future of any part of the system can—in principle— 

be predicted with absolute certainty" (p. 66). In due time, this vision of the material world 

extended to animate things, including man and his society. Within this context, complex 

natural and social phenomenon can be understood through a process of reduction into 

their constituent parts. Such a mechanistic view of reality encouraged the belief that 

through the application of the reason, as expressed in the scientific method, man could 

explain, predict, control and dominate nature. Belief in the certainty of scientific 

knowledge eliminated the plausibility of probability and traditional methods of 

knowledge. 

As a physicist, Capra (1982) links the emergence of a new worldview to scientific 

discoveries in the first third of the 20th century. Capra argues that scientists observed 

anomalies in space, time and the behavior of subatomic particles that could not be 

explained by the modern worldview. As a result, new theories emerged, such as 

Einstein's theory of relativity and Heisenberg's uncertainty principle, to accommodate 

the anomalies and ground a new view of the universe. For example, Capra suggests that 
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exploration at the subatomic level necessitated a fundamental re-conceptualization of 

space, time and matter and cause and effect. He points out that at the sub atomic level the 

Cartesian notion of the certainty and solid objects breaks down. At this level matter 

shows only a tendency to exist and atomic events only a tendency to occur. Such 

discoveries challenged the Cartesian idea of a certain and absolute science for a science 

of probability and approximations to the true nature of reality. 

In contrast to the Cartesian machine metaphor, Capra (1982) offers a web 

metaphor for the new 20th century worldview. This metaphor conveys a vision of the 

universe as "one indivisible, dynamic whole whose parts are essentially interrelated and 

can be understood only as patterns of a cosmic process" (p. 78). According to Capra, the 

machine metaphor again breaks down at the subatomic level. Here "nature does not show 

any isolated basic building blocks, but rather appears as a complicated web of relations 

between the various parts of a unified whole" (p. 80). Given this state of affairs, Capra 

contends, "ultimately, all parts of the universe—cannot be understood as isolated entities 

but must be defined through their interrelations" (p. 80). Capra believes that such a vision 

allows the universe to be characterized as organic, holistic, ecological and systemic. 

Neither Drucker (1959) nor Capra (1982) refer to the new worldview as 

postmodernism. However, current postmodern scholarship acknowledges these scholar's 

emphasis on science as a catalyst for the paradigm shift from the modern worldview and 

their characterization of the new worldview. For instance, fundamental to the postmodern 

critique of modernism is the rejection of the machine metaphor, certainty, and linear 

cause and effect. Just like Drucker and Capra, contemporary postmodern scholarship 

emphasizes holism, uncertainty, probability and interrelatedness. 
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The Contribution of Philosophy 

As noted by Capra (1982), concomitant developments in philosophy 

synergistically contributed and reinforced the new worldview emerging in the natural 

sciences. From a philosophical perspective, the roots of contemporary postmodernism 

appear first with the philosophers Nietzsche and Heidegger (Rosenau, 1992; Smart, 

1993). The next major influence on current postmodern thinking occurred in the 1960s 

and 1970s with the writing of the French poststructuralists Jacques Derrida and Michel 

Foucault. They were influenced by Nietzsche and their work represents the immediate 

forerunner to contemporary postmodernism (Mitchell, 1996). Finally, the term 

postmodernism appears in the work of the postmodernist Jean-Francois Lyotard. These 

scholars share a commonality in that their works represent a break with the Cartesian or 

modern worldview. They have also contributed to what has come to be considered in 

recent postmodern writing as a postmodern worldview. The extensive scholarship of 

these philosophers will not be pursued in detail. Rather the intent is to convey a brief 

sense of their contribution to the evolution of the postmodernism as a worldview. 

Irving (1999) acknowledges Nietzsche as being "among the first to offer sustained 

critique of the Cartesian worldview" (p. 32). Commenting on Nietzsche's critique of 

modern worldview, Howe (1994) locates Nietzsche's break in "his rejection of idea that 

any one system of belief can ever reveal the entire truth, and his emphasis on the plurality 

of individuals and their will to truth" (p. 520). For Howe, it is Nietzsche's position that 

"truth resides in Being and Becoming and not in elaborate ways of knowing" (p. 520) that 

accounts for postmodernism preference for ontology over epistemology. In other words, 

Nietzsche rejects the Cartesian notion of discoverable universal truth in favor of truths 
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created or socially constructed through language by individuals and societies. Thus, 

Nietzsche's emphasis on being and becoming over attempts to find the Truth. 

Poststruturalism, the immediate precursor to postmodernism, represents a 

philosophical movement that advances Nietzsche's critique of the modern worldview in 

its continued reaction to modernism (John, 1994; Mitchell, 1996). As such, Weedon 

(1997) suggests poststructuralism does not have a firmly established meaning. Rather 

poststructuralism incorporates a "range of theoretical positions" (p. 19) represented in the 

poststructuralist writings of Derrida and Foucault among others. In a similar manner 

Morrow (1994) refers to poststructuralism as a "complex of metatheoretical 

tendencies"(p. 38). Morrow adopts a thematic approach to summarize the poststructural 

viewpoint. His four fundamental poststructuralist themes are: 

• an anti-foundationalism in epistemology rejecting modernism's subject-object 

relation as the central question of epistemology for a language constructed reality. This 

language-based reality precludes any form of absolute truth in favor of multiple truths; 

• an anti-essentialism in explanation that asserts social units such as persons and 

classes do not have a predetermined nature; 

• an interpretive relativism which argues that ambiguous and multiple 

characterization of meaning makes the representation of reality problematic; and 

• a normative relativism that calls into question universal value principles as 

opposed to merely local or regional justifications of normative rules (p.38). 

Morrow's themes highlight the poststructuralists' emphasis on meaning as 

multiple, unstable and changing, the importance of language in the construction of 
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reality, the abandonment in the belief of essential subjectivity, the rejection of external 

and privileged referential points, and the challenge to representational knowledge 

(Featherstone & Fawcett, 1995; John, 1994; Natoli, 1997; Weedon, 1997). Not explicit in 

Morrow's themes are Derrida's notion of deconstruction and Foucault's concepts of 

archeology and genealogy, which also resonate in the postmodern worldview. 

Derrida's deconstruction refers to the analysis of texts (any phenomenon). Texts 

are deconstructed by revealing the underlying conceptual and theoretical assumptions in 

their historical context. Deconstruction reveals the suppression of opposite concepts such 

as male/female and provides the opportunity for an expression of alternate perspectives 

(Mautner, 1996; Sands & Nuccio, 1992). A deconstructive reading of a text looks for 

what is left out, excluded, concealed, or unnamed. 

Gilligan's (1982) critique of Kohlberg's (1976) approach to moral development 

provides an instructive example of deconstruction. Kohlberg theorizes the individual 

moral development occurs in series of cognitive or intellectual stages identified as 

preconventional, conventional and postconventional (Myers, 1992). Gilligan, working 

from a feminist perspective, deconstructs Kohlberg's approach by suggesting the 

presence of a male bias that ignores the experience of females. She contends that the 

moral development of women derives more from personal, relational and emotional 

experiences rather that through a rational cognitive process (Myers, 1992). Moral 

maturity for women, from Gilligan's perspective, reflects an ethic of caring relationships 

rather than Kohlberg's application of abstract principles of impersonal justice. 

Foucault's archeology and genealogy are also methods of poststructuralist 

analysis. In this instance, discourses and discursive practices are the objects of study 
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(Saundersreed, 1994). Discourse refers to "structures of knowledge, claims and practices 

through which we understand, explain and decide things" (Parton, 1994a, p. 13). These 

structures of knowledge are associated with power; and power is associated with the 

knowledge structures (Parton, 1994a). Archaeological analysis examines current ideas in 

the human sciences with the goal of exposing "the historical layers of implicit rules and 

assumptions that have come to sustain today's commonly accepted knowledge" 

(Chambon & Wang, 1999, p. 270). Genealogy documents practices and knowledge from 

the past to the present. Highlighted in the process are critical moments that create breaks 

and generate new forms of knowledge and understandings about human affairs 

(Chambon & Wang, 1999) residing with the local, disqualified and illegitimate (Rosenau, 

1992). The emphasis on discontinuities or breaks "undermines the notions of historical 

continuity, human progress and development" (Saundersreed, 1994, p. 8). 

In a discussion of Foucault's work, Chambon (1999) illustrates the application of 

Foucault's analytic method to social work practice. According to Chambon, the 

profession's current emphasis on case management is redefining the meaning of the 

concept "case". Chambon suggests that a Foucaultian inquiry would reveal how a social 

work case came to be defined within the context of case management along with the 

foundational assumptions supporting this practice concept. Such an inquiry would 

involve setting aside what is consider currently true about a social work case, retracing 

the historical development and usage of the concept "case" within social work, 

identifying the diverse social work notions, response and expertise associated with the 

concept over time, and determining specific events and situations that acted as defining 

points in the historical development of the concept. 
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It is these poststructuralist themes and ideas resonating in the postmodern 

worldview that have come to be known as postmodernism. At the very least, they foster 

the view of a "loose link" between poststructuralism and postmodernism (Smith, 1991). 

At most, they encourage the view that poststructualism is a subset of postmodernism 

(Mitchell, 1996) or synonymous with postmodernism (Sarup, 1988; Rosenau, 1992). 

The term postmodernism finally appears in the philosophical writings of Lyotard 

(1993), a contemporary of the poststructuralists Derrida and Foucault. Anderson (1998) 

credits Lyotard's The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge as the "first book 

to treat postmodernity as a general change of human circumstances" (p. 26). Bauman 

(1992) recognizes Lyotard as the "person more than anyone else responsible for giving 

the new world-view its name" (p. 37); i.e., postmodernism. In his text The Postmodern 

Condition: A Report on Knowledge Lyotard (1993) links the change in societal 

circumstances to society entering the post-industrial age and cultures entering the 

postmodern age. The term postmodern is used by Lyotard to "designate the state of our 

culture following the transformations which, since the end of the nineteenth century, have 

altered the game rules for science, literature, and the arts" (p. xxiii). As the title indicates, 

Lyotard's purpose is the exploration of the state of knowledge in the new societal 

conditions. In this context, Lyotard declares that the postmodern reality is characterized 

by the "incredulity towards metanarratives" (p. xxiv) or "grand narratives" associated 

with the modern era. 

Lyotard's (1993) idea of metanarrative is described by Anderson (1995) as a 

"story of mythic proportions, a story big enough and meaningful enough to pull together 

philosophy and research and politics and art, relate them to one another, and—above 
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all—give them a unifying sense of direction" (p. 4). For example, the modern project of 

emancipation expressed the notion that problems of humanity such as poverty could be 

overcome through the application of reason. This would be best expressed in the 

application of the scientific method, thus ensuring continued human progress. Other 

examples of grand or metanarratives referred to by Lyotard include the dialectics of 

Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or working subject 

(Marxism), or the creation of wealth (Capitalism). Lyotard defines the term "modern" as 

any science that appeals to these grand narratives for legitimacy. 

In postmodern society Lyotard (1993) maintains that metanarratives have lost 

their appeal in the sense of legitimatising knowledge. He locates the legitimacy of 

knowledge in "little narratives" generated in dialogue by constituents at the local level. 

The little narrative becomes the "quintessential form of imaginative invention" (p. 60) 

rather than the grand narrative of the modern era. For instance, in social work, grassroots 

community practice advocates local solutions (little narratives) to indigenous community 

problems rather than the imposition of nationally developed and potentially irrelevant 

program, (grand narratives). Local initiates or little narratives evolve in the dialogue of 

active citizen participation thus ensuring the meaningfulness of localized solutions to 

local problems. 

It is Lyotard's (1993) rejection of the modern metanarrative and his emphasis on 

the "little narrative" expressed as local knowledge that is celebrated in the postmodern 

discourse (Rosenau, 1992). For example, Mitchell (1996) connects postmodern devaluing 

of "absolute standards, totalizing categories and metanarratives, which are seen as 

oppressive" (p. 202) to the decline in the authority of modern grand narratives. 
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The Themes of Postmodernism 

The manifestation of what Lyotard (1993) labeled postmodernism is embedded in 

the scientific and philosophical thinking of the late 20th Century. This results in a 

worldview markedly different from that of the modern era. It is in this sense of a 

worldview that postmodernism has come to be considered as a "way of attending" to 

contemporary social conditions (Natoli, 1997). By this Natoli means that "we are now 

beginning to know the world—ourselves, society, Nature and everything we've created— 

in a postmodern way" (p. 4). Natoli's characterization of postmodernism resonates with 

Gitlin's (1989) representation of postmodernism as a "way of apprehending and 

experiencing the world and our place, or placelessness." More pointedly, Gitlin submits 

that postmodernism addresses "how to live, feel, and think" in contemporary society (p. 

101). 

From the earlier brief sketch of the evolution of postmodernism as paradigm, it 

should be clear that there is no ubiquitous postmodernist philosophical position (Lister, 

1991). Rather, postmodernism is a developing concept (Brotman & Pollack, 1997). 

Among scholars, postmodernism lacks consensus in terms of its meaning (Hassan, 1985). 

Consequently, qualifying adjectives and phrase such as "controversial," "contradictory," 

"elusive," "nebulous" and "not homogeneous and unambiguous" appear in postmodern 

scholarship (Elliott & Spezzano, 1996; Hutcheon, 1993; Irving, 1994; Smart, 1993). 

Perhaps Rosenau's (1992) continuum of postmodernism best captures and 

conveys the immense and diverse scope of postmodernism. Rosenau suggests that 

postmodern thought can be located on a continuum from skeptical to affirmative 

postmodernism. Skeptical postmodernists completely reject modernism. They view the 
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postmodern age as fragmentary and disintegrating. Society is in a state of malaise, 

meaninglessness and chaos. An absence of morality prevails. Skeptical postmodernists 

also view the postmodern future as an apocalypse characterized by overpopulation, 

genocide and environmental devastation. No social or political project is considered 

worthwhile. 

At the other end of the continuum, affirmative postmodernism embodies a 

postmodernism of hope. Affirmative postmodernism critiques modernism by seeking 

philosophical and intellectual orientations that are non-dogmatic, tentative and non-

ideological. Diversity and individual choice are celebrated. Ethical, value and normative 

choices are affirmed. In contrast to the nihilistic view of society, affirmative 

postmodernism acknowledges the possibility of social reconstruction through social and 

political projects undertaken by issue-specific coalitions. 

Postmodernism, then, may be viewed over the broad range of Rosenau's (1992) 

continuum. The problem of complexity is compounded by the possibility of combining 

elements from various points along the continuum. At the extreme, individuals may 

create a personal postmodernism from the array of available options across the continuum 

(Gross, 1996). The possibilities are therefore infinite. Notwithstanding the obvious 

diversity of perspectives located within postmodernism, a thematic approach provides an 

economical vehicle to convey orientations that more or less apply to any point along the 

continuum. Presented below are eight thematic categories of postmodernism. A brief 

narrative highlights the salient features of each theme that are relevant to this thesis. 

Following the narrative is a listing of significant postmodern concepts that constitute each 

theme. 
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Critique of Modernism 

Fundamental to postmodernists' critique of modernism is the repudiation of the 

modernist notion of a singular representation of reality. In rejecting singularity, 

postmodernism challenges the modern proclivity to search for and proclaim universal 

laws and truth. As well, postmodernism rejects totalizing metanarratives used to explain 

reality and impose an ideal order on society. Of particular note in this regard is 

postmodernism's rejection of the modern metanarrative of unending progress in human 

affairs achieved through reason, science and technology. 

Postmodernists view modernist universal theorizing as suppressing differences by 

operating in such a way as to exclude marginalized voices; hence, the postmodern 

emphasis on heterogeneity, pluralism and multiple perspectives. Postmodernists' 

openness to otherness encourages inclusion over the modern tendency for exclusion. In 

this climate of openness to otherness, postmodernism diminishes the authority of the 

modern expert in favor of the marginalized voices such as minority groups traditionally 

suppressed by their emphasis on totalizing and colonizing discourses (Mitchell, 1996; 

Natoli, 1997; Reed, 1995; Rosenau, 1992). 

The full range of subjects covered in postmodernism's critique of modernism is 

diverse. They include universalism in relation to metanarratives, theories and laws, 

standards and criteria of truth, good, beautiful, judgment, and taste; universal, singular 

truth; singular, transcendent meaning of reality; totalizing belief systems and discourses; 

commensurability between discourses; certainty; determinacy; objectivity; progress and 

purpose in human affairs; foundational knowledge; fixed meaning; industrialization; 

urbanization; advanced technology; the nation state; bureaucracy; liberal democracy; 
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tolerance; humanism; egalitarianism; detached experiment; evaluation criteria; neutral 

processes; impersonal rules; and rationality (Howe, 1994; Irving, 1994; Kermode & 

Brown, 1996; Larrain, 1994; Natoli, 1997; Pozatek, 1994; Reed, 1995; Rosenau, 1992; 

Taylor-Gooby, 1994). 

Society 

Postmodernism moves away from the idea of a centered society. For 

postmodernists, a centered society establishes and maintains social order by reference to 

an established regime of thought such as market forces, Marxism or a self-regulating 

formalized system. Thus, a centered social relies on a single referent to sustain social 

order to the exclusion of situational contingencies. In this way, postmodernists consider a 

centered society a totalizing whole, an independent objective entity or a thing in itself. 

In contrast, postmodernists want to avoid a totalizing society. They view society 

as not having a center. Rather the center is everywhere. In this way postmodernists 

decenter society. By this postmodernists mean that there are multiple sites of social order. 

Postmodernists view society as a product of human thought and behavior. As such, 

human processes and activities are given precedence over rigid organizing principles that 

are to often beyond challenge or appeal. Social order in a decentered society emanates 

from a dialogical process among diverse positions. In this sense, social order is conceived 

as being spontaneous rather than resulting from a rigid adherence to sacrosanct societal 

structures (Berger & Luckman, 1996; Hollinger, 1994, Lyotard, 1993; Murphy, 1985 & 

1989). 

Key concepts in postmodern view of society include: de-centered (multiple 

sources of social order throughout society versus a centered core of social order); anti-
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foundationalism; dissipative structures; flux; non-linear change; spontaneity; 

contingency; risk (open to all possibilities); multiple choice; uncertainty; heterogeneity; 

diversity; fragmentation; difference; orderly disorder; anti-structuralism; social 

construction and connection; order through discourse; postindustrial; commodification; 

consumption; media; and hyperrealtiy (Hollinger, 1994; Lane, 1997; Pardeck, Murphy & 

Choi, 1994; Parton, 1994; Milovanovic, 1999; Rosenau, 1992). 

Self/Individual 

Postmodernism dismisses the notion of a unified, reliable and stable self grounded 

in an essentialist view (inherent essence) of human nature. Postmodernist's consider the 

self as socially constructed and reconstructed in language rather that resulting from 

psychodynamic processes or interactions with the environment. The postmodern self is 

described as multiphrenic or protean. Such terminology signals postmodernisms move 

away from the notion of a rigid sense of identity and a single basic self. Postmodernists 

present the self as flexible or pluralistic. Individuals have many potential selves capable 

of expression in response to changing demands of different environmental conditions. 

Postmodern individuals are characterized by an absence of a singular sense of identity, an 

acceptance of multiple realities and an active creation of their social reality. They are 

flexible and tolerant, possessing a live and let live and be yourself attitude (Flax, 1990; 

Gergen, 1991; Hollinger, 1994; Lifton, 1995; Rosenau, 1992). 

Key concepts of postmodern self/individual: de-centered (anti-essentialism); 

multiphrenic (splitting of the individual into a multitude of self-investments), Protean 

(continuous flow of being without obvious coherence through time); constructed and 

under construction with no fixed blueprint; multi-community; oriented to feeling and 
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emotions; interiorization; be yourself and live and let live attitude; preference for fantasy 

and humour; spontaneous; immediate gratification; personal satisfaction; self-promotion; 

personal meaning; emphasis on local over universal and temporary over permanence; 

unaccountable for events, actions and outcomes; discipline and subjugation avoidance; 

and expression of desires (Anderson, 1995; Gergen, 1991; Hollinger, 1994; Milovanovic, 

1997;Rosenau, 1992). 

Knowledge 

Postmodernists do not accept the view of knowledge as a phenomenon constituted 

by accurate reflection of an external objective reality. Knowledge from such a modernist 

perspective results from observation and experimentation. Instead, grounded in the view 

of reality as a social construction, postmodernists disconnect knowledge from an 

independent reality. Postmodernists consider knowledge a process of assigning meaning 

to experiences. Meanings are established in a process of dialogue with others in a social, 

historical, cultural, and relational context. Hence, postmodernism's emphasis on the 

narrative as a legitimate form of knowledge. Narratives are stories shaped in dialogue by 

constituencies that construct a picture of reality. As such, knowledge for postmodernists 

is partial, fragmentary, contingent and local (John, 1994; Laird, 1995; Milovanovic, 

1997; Peile & McCouat, 1997). 

Key concepts in postmodern view of knowledge include: narrative knowledge; 

local knowledge; marginal voices; constitutive processes; fragmented; partial; contingent; 

provisional; incomplete; commodification; intersubjective; pragmatic; interrelationship of 

knowledge and power; facts reside in limited interpretive domains; multiple sites of 
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production; multiple meaning; and social construction of meaning (Hollinger, 1994; 

Laird, 1995; Pardeck, Murphy & Choi, 1994; Milovanovic, 1997; Rosenau, 1992). 

Causality 

Postmodernism sets aside a deterministic interpretation of reality in which every 

change or event has some antecedent cause or determinant. Postmodernists ground the 

challenge to causality in the notion of intertextuality. For postmodernists, everything that 

occurs in the world is a text. Reality then, is viewed as a complex array of 

interrelationships among texts. At the extreme, every text is related to every other text. 

With such a conception of reality it is impossible to make explicit causal connections. 

Rather, postmodernists either limit causality to probability, uncertainty, chance, 

contingency, and indeterminacy or they deny the possibility of unraveling the 

interrelationship among texts (Peile, 1993; Mautner, 1996; Milovanovic, 1997; Rosenau, 

1992). 

Key concepts in postmodern view of causality include: nonlinearly; chance; 

contingency; uncertainty; iteration; discontinuities; singularities; paradoxical; 

disproportional effects; intertextuality (everything is related to everything else); and 

denial of causality (death of author) (Milovanovic, 1997; Rosenau, 1992). 

Organizations 

Postmodern organizations represent a departure from the rigidly structured and 

formalized, hierarchical, bureaucratic modern organizations. Responding to the changing 

economic and social environment of the postmodern world, postmodernists promote flat 

and flexible organizational structures. They support self-managed or organic 

organizations. Such organizations are responsive to social as well as managerial 
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concerns. They feature decreased formalization, comprehensive information networks, 

decentralized authority and participatory decision-making. In this way, postmodernists 

encourage democratized organizations through empowering members and restoring 

human agency to organizational processes and activities. Industrial organizations have 

achieved flexibility through various mechanisms such as part-time and temporary 

employment, contracting out and multi-tasking (Fisher & Karger, 1997; Clegg, 1990; 

Murphy, 1989; Robbins, 1991). 

Key concepts in the postmodern view of organizations include: decentralization; 

deregulation; diversity; strategic management; flexible production; entrepreneurial; 

multiple tasks; flexible, multi-skilled workers; temporary contracts; sub-contracting; 

flatter hierarchy of roles; centralized and tight strategic control; decentralized operational 

activity; personnel freedom within boundaries; consumer oriented services (Fisher & 

Karger, 1997; Lloyd, 1998; Harvey, 1989; Smith & White, 1997). 

Language 

Postmodernism can be characterized as a linguistic theory. This notion 

accentuates the crucial role of language in the postmodern worldview. For 

postmodernists, language does not simply reflect an objective reality. Rather, language is 

the medium for constructing reality. Similarly, the self and meaning are constituted 

within language. Thus, in the postmodern worldview, language does more than convey 

information. Language mediates everything that is known. However, language is not 

fixed. It evolves. As it evolves our construction of reality, self and meaning change. In 

such a context, reality and self can have no essential universal properties and meaning is 

open to redefinition. Postmodern interest in the narrative and narrative knowledge stems 
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from the postmodern emphasis on language (Howe, 1994; Kvale, 1995; Pardeck, Murphy 

& Choi, 1994; Weedon, 1988). 

Key concepts in postmodern view of language include: constituted social reality; 

meaning constituted within language versus reflected by language; subjectivity 

constituted within language; mediates all that is known; no fixed language or signifiers; 

plural meanings of language and signifiers in discursive processes; evolution of language; 

and site of understanding, explanation, political struggles, definitions and truths (Howe, 

1994; Pardeck, Murphy & Chung, 1994; Weedon, 1997). 

Science 

Postmodernists consider science as a construction within a social, cultural and 

historical context rather than an objective representation of the natural and social worlds. 

In this constructionist context, postmodernists view scientific practices as more or less 

actively participating in constituting its objects of study. Science for the postmodernists is 

not simply an objective mirror reflection of reality. Rather, science, in the sense of 

observer, influences what is observed. Postmodern science, then, represents a break with 

the mechanistic view of the inorganic and organic world featuring such concepts as 

singularity, objectivism, reductionism and determinacy. In contrast to the mechanistic 

metaphor, postmodernists view the universe as organic, complex, diverse, relational, 

indeterminate, open to change and self-regulating. Science within this worldview 

becomes one of multiple perspectives, interpretation, evolution, and probabilities (Best & 

Kellner, 1997; Toulmin, 1983). 

Key concepts in postmodern science include: universe as an organism; respect for 

and reintegration into nature; active matter (autopoiesis); indeterminacy; chaos; 
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complexity; probability; hermeneutics; relative space and time continuum; multiple 

perspectives; and value responsibility (Best & Kellner, 1997). 

Summary 

This chapter has traced the emerging postmodern world. Postmodemity and 

postmodernism were presented as fundamental dimensions of the postmodern world. 

Particular attention was accorded to the economic conditions of postmodemity and 

postmodernism as a paradigm or worldview. Postmodernism as a worldview has been 

developed by means of thematic categories and their constituent concepts. Both the 

economic manifestation of postmodemity and postmodernism as a worldview has been 

presented as foundational to this dissertation. 

From an historical perspective, social work can be characterized as an evolving 

profession. Its evolutionary trajectory has been influenced to a significant degree by 

prevailing economic conditions and philosophical worldviews. As will be seen in the 

following chapter, social work is a product of the modem era. The proposition that social 

work continues to evolve in response to contemporary postmodern conditions will be 

explored in a review of the discipline's scholarship. 
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CHAPTER THREE: SOCIAL WORK IN THE POSTMODERN WORLD 

The previous chapter advanced the position that society has entered a postmodern 

period characterized by postindustrial economic conditions and a paradigm shift to a 

postmodern worldview. Grounded in this context, this chapter develops the proposition 

that social work, as an evolving profession and discipline, is responding to these 

emergent postmodern conditions. This proposition is substantiated by reviewing the 

international social work scholarship examining postmodern influences on the profession. 

More specifically, the chapter explores three pertinent aspects of the postmodern 

presence in social work. First, the theme of social work as an evolving profession is 

established in a brief introduction that demonstrates social work's historical adaptation to 

the prevailing social environment. Highlighted are significant social markers and 

philosophical influences on the historical development of the profession. Second, 

exploration of a "postmodern social work discourse" is initiated by establishing the entry 

of postmodern thinking into social work scholarship. Third, discussion of the evidence 

from social work literature will support the proposition that social work is continuing to 

evolve in response to contemporary postmodern conditions. 

To demonstrate the emerging pervasiveness of the postmodern presence in social 

work, evidence is presented from various fields of social work associated with direct and 

indirect practice. Specific postmodern developments within selected areas of direct and 

indirect practice are submitted to provide a comprehensive sense of the impact of the 

postmodern on social work practice. 
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The Evolutionary Nature of Social Work 

As a social institution social work can be characterized as an evolving profession 

responding to the social environment in which it is located (Goldstein, 1973; Siporin, 

1975). The impact of prevailing cultural, economic and political forces on the profession 

is particularly noticeable in the literature that traces the development of the profession 

over the last hundred years. Social work scholars link the development of the profession 

to significant historical markers or events occurring in society and influential 

philosophical ideas about man, society, reality and their interrelationships. 

Johnson's (1998) description of the development of the profession provides a 

striking illustration of the interplay of contemporary events and philosophical ideas on 

social work practice. Concerning the formative stage of social work development in the 

United Stated prior to 1920 Johnson writes: 

The beginning of professional social work was a response to the social milieu of 
the early twentieth century, a time when new immigrants, with their different 
cultures and lifestyles, were of concern to the larger society. It was also a time 
when progressives were working for reforms they believed would eliminate 
poverty. This era saw the development of the social sciences, which were rooted 
in the belief that application of a scientific method could identify the causes of 
poverty and deviance. It was felt that if these causes could be identified, solutions 
would be apparent and social ills eliminated (p. 20). 

By progressives, Johnson was referring to Mary Richmond's (1917) efforts to introduce 

the scientific method of systematic investigation in determining cause and effect to social 

work practice, in contrast to the heretofore pre-theoretical orientation of social work. 

Similarly, for the decades following the 1920s, Johnson (1998) identifies specific 

social events and prevalent philosophies impacting the ongoing development of the 

profession. Johnson lists the importance of such historical markers as World War I, the 

Great Depression, World War II, Post World II prosperity, and the high unemployment, 
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inflation and fiscal restraint of the late 1970s and 1980s. Interwoven in the dialogue, as 

attendant contributors to the profession's development, are eminent social philosophers 

and scientists such as John Locke, Charles Darwin, John Dewey, Karl Marx, Sigmund 

Freud, and Otto Rank. Like Goldstein's (1973) depiction of social work as a profession 

constantly in a process of transition responding to extant social conditions, Johnson 

considers social work as an evolving profession in a constant state of flux. 

The theme of social work continually changing over time grounds the proposition 

that there is an emergent postmodern society impacting social work as a profession. In 

essence, this dissertation explores the continuing evolution of social work under what are 

considered to be postmodern conditions. The previous chapter established current social 

conditions by advancing the argument that society has entered a postmodern period 

characterized by postindustrial conditions and a paradigm shift in worldviews. Building 

upon that foundation, this chapter advances the proposition that the evolutionary nature 

of social work described by Goldstein (1973) and Johnson (1998) continues in the 

postmodern era. This proposition is supported by Dominelli (1996) who describes social 

work as being in a state of flux as it is "accommodating itself to the new environment 

which has been created by postmodernism" (p. 154). 

The work of McBeath and Webb (1991) provides an instructive example of 

Dominelli's (1996) thesis that social work is accommodating to contemporary 

postmodern conditions. They describe social work in postmodern conditions as a 

movement to a populist orientation—"a return to consumer responsiveness and 

decentralization, indeed decentered, social care packages" (p. 759) rather than responding 

to the state's predetermined concepts of people's needs. Social work in this configuration 
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society. Such a model eschews a state-sponsored social work responding to the modern 

metanarrative of human progress. In a collaborative approach, postmodern social work 

responds directly and immediately to the needs of the public through the provision of 

consumer responsive services, information and practical assistance. Postmodern social 

work aims to enhance the performance of social systems instead of concerning itself with 

achieving social ends and the promotion of universal truths relating to needs and ethics. 

McBeath and Webb see postmodern social work as an "interactive and creative exercise 

between social worker and client" liberating the profession from "the vast discourse of 

the modernist welfare state and the traditional socialist and conservative conceptions of 

the organic state" (pp. 757-759). 

The Postmodern Entry into Social Work 

Pardeck, Murphy and Choi (1994) credit Hartman (1991) with the introduction of 

postmodernism to social work. The occasion was a short editorial entitled Words Create 

Meaning addressing political correctness in social work education. Appealing to 

postmodern thinking, Hartman underscores the power of language to shape reality and 

individuals' understanding of this reality. Social work educators and practitioners are 

cautioned not to diminish the power of language, as words have intentionality and evoke 

action. Hartman encourages social workers to challenge the dominant language 

discourses that "attempt to marginalize groups on the basis of such categories as color, 

sex, age, or sexual orientation" (p. 276). 

One year later Hartman (1992) continues to advance a postmodern orientation for 

social work practice with another short editorial entitled In Search of Subjugated 
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Knowledge. Hartman grounds the article in Michel Foucault's (1980) postmodern theme 

of power and knowledge being intimately related. The powerful, such as social workers, 

have the ability to create knowledge and knowledge has the capacity to confirm the 

powerful—"power and knowledge are one" (p. 483). In the dynamic of power-

knowledge, voices are marginalized and subjugated. Drawing upon this postmodern 

theme, social workers are exhorted not to use their power and knowledge to marginalize 

and subjugate their clients. Rather Hartman admonishes social workers to be open "to the 

local knowledge, to the narratives and truths" (p. 484) of their clients. Social workers are 

advised to "bracket" their expertise and knowledge in order to "enter into a collaborative 

search for meaning with clients and listen to their voices, their narratives, and their 

constructions of reality" (p. 484). Hartman advocates a social work practice "built on 

local knowledge, on the particular, on attention to difference and, most vital, on multiple 

voices" (p. 484)—clearly a postmodern orientation to social work. 

From this modest beginning, an increasing volume of social work scholarship has 

emerged addressing social work responses to postmodernity and postmodernism. 

Postmodern themes are evidenced in direct and indirect social work practice including 

individual and family practice, social policy, social welfare and social work theory, 

research and education. Pertinent literature related to these areas will be reviewed in the 

following sections to substantiate the evolving nature of social work in the postmodern 

world. 

Postmodernism in Direct Social Work Practice 

Direct practice refers to those social work activities that have face-to-face 

interaction with clients (Barker, 1995; Chappell, 1997; Sheafor, Horejsi & Horejsi, 1998). 
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These include social casework with individuals, family practice, group work, case 

assessment and management (Chappell, 1997; Sheafor, Horejsi & Horejsi, 1998). This 

section will focus on social work scholarship addressing the implications of 

postmodernism for direct practice with individuals and families. Although not generally 

considered direct practice, social work practice theory is included in this section because 

of it direct link to practice. 

Practice with individuals 

Howe (1994) traces the formation of social work to modernity. Modern social 

work identified with the Enlightenment project of human progress with a focus on care, 

control and cure. According to Howe, modern social work reached its peak in the 1970s. 

During this period considerable intellectual effort was expended to develop a common or 

universal base of practice applicable to all social work activities. Such efforts reflected 

social work's desire to establish its professional standing by countering the ongoing 

proliferation of specialized fields and methods of social work practice. Howe suggests 

that the attempt to unify the profession embodied the modern assumption "that there is 

something constant, concrete and fixed about social work." He refers to appearance of the 

generalist model of social work practice or generic social work as one outcome of this 

trend towards a unified profession. 

Social work scholars such as Goldstein (1973), Pincus and Minahan (1973) and 

Siporin (1975) articulated integrative approaches to social work that came to be known as 

generic or the generalist model of social work (Goldstein, 1990). This model embraces 

social systems theory as foundational to social work's knowledge base (Johnson, 1998) 

and features a problem-solving approach to all social work interventions (Landon, 1995). 
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Although there are different styles of problem solving, in general, the process is 

conceptualized as one of implementing a series of progressive stages, phases or 

components (Compton & Galaway, 1989). The basic components of the problem-solving 

process include problem definition, engagement, data collection, assessment, planning, 

contracting, intervention, monitoring, evaluation and termination (Sheafor, Horejsi & 

Horejsi, 1997). McMohn (1996) refers to these problem-solving components as a 

systematic and rational guideline that organizes the thoughts and actions of social 

workers in relation to their client systems. To the extent that the scientific method can be 

considered a rational problem-solving method (Compton & Galaway, 1989), the 

generalist model of social work clearly reflect this essential element of the modern 

Enlightenment project. 

Howe (1994) argues that the integrative approach characteristic of modern social 

work is currently being challenged by trends in contemporary social work. These trends 

represent four postmodern themes—pluralism, participation, power and performance. 

Despite efforts since the 70s to unify the professions, trends toward pluralism are visible 

in the continued diversification of social work theory and practice. It can be argued that 

this pluralism is grounded in the postmodern rejection of modern grand narratives and its 

celebration of difference and multiplicity. Howe credits feminist, black, disabled and 

elderly discourses with being among the first to lead the challenge to the applicability of 

modern grand narratives to all social work clients. In addition, Howe suggests that 

legislation and policies in the fields of adult and community care, child and family care 

and work with adult offenders have advanced pluralism in social work by producing very 

different kinds of social work practice. 
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The theme of participation refers to postmodernism's rejection of privileged 

perspectives, universal truth and criteria of judgment in favor of collaboration, dialogical 

knowing and the social construction of meaning. In defence of his position, Howe (1994) 

appeals to the contemporary trend in social work practice of client participation in 

matters affecting their lives. Such client participation serves to decenter and disperse the 

control exercised by social workers in modern social work practice. Power and control in 

modern social work resides in the profession's exclusive ability to manipulate its 

knowledge base and thus define the nature and resolution of client problem. Howe posits 

that social service organizations and educational institutions are promoting an inclusive 

rather than exclusive approach to knowledge development in social work by insisting that 

anti-discriminatory perspectives inform social work theory and practice. 

Postmodern performance refers to the immediate, concrete and observable actions 

involved in human affairs. In other words, postmodern performance concerns what is 

actually happening in the here-and-now. There is no interest in the underlying structures 

and dynamics supporting the overt actions associated with human events. Howe (1994) 

identifies a variety of contemporary trends in treatment and rehabilitation that are 

indicative of the postmodern performance theme. He suggests that treatment and 

rehabilitation in the modern paradigm consists of a therapeutic alliance focused on the 

individual as an actor who could control their behaviour through psychological insight 

and self-restraint. Contemporary trends have shifted the focus away from the individual 

as actor to the acts of individuals. This shift in emphasis, according to Howe, has changed 

the theoretical orientation of social workers. In practice, social workers are now less 

inclined to be concerned with the 'why' of behaviour. Rather, practice tends to be more 
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centered on the 'who', 'what' 'when' and 'how many' of behaviour. Consequently, social 

work practice has a tendency to be more "task-orientated and performance related, 

quantifiable and measurable, and product-minded and subject to quality control" (p. 529). 

Moreover, the therapeutic alliance has been replaced by contracts, the provision of 

services and client rights. Finally, professional judgment and discretion associated with 

the therapeutic alliance have given way to procedural manuals, competencies, policies, 

regulations and the performance criteria of effectiveness and efficiency. 

These developments in contemporary social work illustrate Howe's (1994) 

position that a modern approach to social work is no longer tenable. Rather, current 

trends in social work more accurate suggest that social work is responding to postmodern 

conditions. Although Howe acknowledges the continued pervasiveness of the modern 

social work paradigm, he suggests "it is inevitable and natural that social work evolves 

and reforms according to the local and cultural traditions in which it happens to find 

itself (p. 530)—the postmodern condition. 

Pardeck, Murphy, and Choi (1994) and Pardeck, Murphy and Chung (1994) 

acknowledge Hartman's (1991) contribution to the postmodern social work discourse and 

further explore the implications of postmodernism for clinical social work practice. They 

review postmodern interpretations of society, culture, knowledge and self-concept in 

order to describe the clinical interventions necessitated by accepting the postmodern 

interpretation of each of these domains. Postmodernism rejects the modern universal, 

objective and essential conceptualization of culture, society, knowledge and self in favor 

of a postmodern emphasis on language and interpretation in the social construction of 

these domains. 
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Given the linguistic interpretation and construction of reality, the focus of clinical 

intervention becomes what Pardeck, Murphy and Chung (1994) term the "life world" of 

clients. This consists of "a web of meaning into which an intervention must be 

introduced" (p. 120). In this context, the client is an active participant with the social 

worker in supplying the interpretive framework necessary for problem identification, a 

proper intervention or a successful treatment outcome. Thus interventions are guided and 

informed by the client's conception of reality. Practitioners therefore require 

communicative competence to avoid violating clients' "life worlds". 

The postmodern view of self-concept provides an instructive illustration of how 

Pardeck, Murphy and Choi (1994) view postmodern clinical intervention. Postmodernism 

rejects the traditional or modern social work narrative of an essential version of the self 

resulting from psychodynamic processes or interactions with the environment. One 

potential difficulty with an essential self is that frequently people's traits and 

characteristics are regarded as intrinsic or socially determined. Such a view can lead to 

some individuals and groups, such as women, being considered inferior. Essentialism, 

therefore, has the potential to "impede the development of a beneficial therapeutic 

relationship" (p. 344). In contrast to essentialism, postmodernists view the self as being a 

linguistic and interpretive construct. Constructed traits and characteristics do not have 

inherent meaning. They are "legitimized by personal volition, power, tradition, or a 

combination of those factors" (p. 345). The self is invented and reinvented by individuals 

within their ongoing multiple contexts. 

Pardeck, Murphy and Choi (1994) identify the following implications of a 

postmodern interpretation of the self for direct social work practice: 
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• the self should not be approached as an explanatory variable but as something that 

may be interpreted correctly; 

• typical character, ethnic or cultural traits should not be linked automatically to a 

person's self-image as any attributes associated with these factors may not be accepted as 

important by the client; and 

• altering a client's self should not necessarily be understood as a core clinical goal 

as such an approach is consider too mechanistic. 

Pozatek (1994) and Wood (1997) advocate that clinical social work practice 

abandon modernity's emphasis on certainty for the uncertainty of postmodernism. Wood 

links certainty within the modernist worldview that "favors objective views of reality 

based on truths which are knowable, measurable and predictable—that is, totalizing 

beliefs systems" (p. 24). Uncertainty, however, rests on the postmodern position that 

people perceive and order their life on the basis of personal assumptions about the human 

nature and social life. Postmodern uncertainty represents a more respectful way to 

approach the "complexity of client's lives" (p. 397). Consequently, Pozatek challenges 

social workers to adopt a stance of uncertainty in their direct practice with client. 

A position of uncertainty is an interpretative stance, rejecting unitary knowledge 

as the only source of legitimate truth and respecting clients' construction and 

interpretation of reality and meaning (Pozatek, 1994; Wood, 1997). Adopting a stance of 

uncertainty emancipates social workers for the quest of recognizing and exploring 

clients' expression of their experiences. As well, social workers are open to questioning 

how their own experience may be privileging some aspects of clients' experiences and 

restricting others. Their role is one of facilitating and giving voice to clients' expression 
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of experience rather than dominating the client as an expert in psychological knowledge 

as may be the case in a modern approach to practice (Wood, 1997). 

In a summary fashion, Pozatek (1994) characterizes postmodern direct social 

work practice as embodying a therapeutic position of uncertainty. Within this context, 

direct social work practice respects the complexity and ambiguity of clients' lives, 

understands clients' experiences as well as behaviour, develops a collaborative method 

for interpreting meaning, appreciates the subjective cultural experiences of worker and 

client, recognize the power of dominant social discourses, and acknowledges clients' 

choices that contribute to their marginalization. 

Practice with families 

Postmodernism has impacted clinical family practice to the extent that Doherty 

(1991) declares, "family therapy goes postmodern" (p. 37). Doherty suggests that the 

advent of postmodernism in family therapy effectively terminated the development of 

any new comprehensive theory about the family since the 1970s. Postmodernism in the 

form of social constructionism has been particularly influential in social work family 

practice. 

As the term implies, postmodern social constructionism conceptualizes reality as 

a social construction. Such constructions reject the modern principle of an independent, 

objective reality (Franklin, 1998). Social constructionism, therefore, attends to how 

individuals' ideas, beliefs, meanings—in short, their ways of viewing the world—are 

influenced by culture, society, communities and the dominant social, moral, political and 

economic discourses (Dean, 1993; Doan, 1997; Franklin, 1998). As practitioners, social 

constructionists then, "focus on sociocontextual issues such as the formulation of stories 
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the client tells, the meaning of a problem within a client's social networks, and the 

sociopolitical process involved in labeling a problem a problem" (Franklin, 1998, p. 8). 

The application of postmodern social constructionism to social work family 

practice is well developed by Laird (1995). She maintains that in modern family practice, 

practitioners assumed the role of value-free and objective experts. They were encouraged 

to recognize professional practice values but "hold in abeyance their personal values and 

biases" (p, 152) reflecting modernism's emphasis on the scientific principles of 

rationality and objectivity. In contrast, the postmodern practitioner makes no effort to 

screen out their values. Indeed, they are consciously brought into the therapeutic dialogue 

and are not privileged to any greater extent than those of the client. Practitioners are 

viewed as engaged in a collaborative co-creation of a changing narrative of reality for 

clients. This approach expresses the postmodern position that reality cannot be value-free 

as it is constantly being created in conversation and language. 

In the examination of the worker-client relationship, Laird (1995) concentrates on 

the power dimensions of the relationship. Laird suggests that the modernist approach to 

work-client relationship stressed the role of the practitioner as an expert and strategist 

who maneuvered and stimulated families into a change process. Traditional assessment, 

diagnosis and intervention empowered the practitioner as the expert and disempowered 

the family in the sense of requiring the services of the expert to effect change. In 

postmodern family practice, Laird (1995) conceptualizes the practitioner's stance in the 

worker-client relationship as one of "a respectful stranger, not unlike that of an 

ethnographer visiting a new society to learn about the local culture and mores" (p. 156). 

Rather than being the expert, the postmodern practitioner's thinking is "shared, made 
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transparent, and offered tentatively as "ideas" for consideration" (p. 156). This approach 

to the worker-client relationship invites the participation and collaboration of clients in 

their change process. In the collaborative dialogue the practitioner and client explore the 

client's perceptions of their life experience, the impact their beliefs about their life 

experience have had on their life and problems, and work toward new meaning and 

possibilities for the client. In this manner, postmodern practitioners have attempted to 

discard the power dynamics of modernism and the role of expert by entering into 

collaborative constructions and re-constructions to assist clients in transforming some 

part of their lives and move on (Saleebey, 1994). 

Social work practice theory 

Social work practice theory refers to the systematic grouping of concepts that 

explain the behaviour and activities of individual and social systems, their interaction and 

how the behaviour and situations can be changed (Barker, 1995; Sheafor, Horejsi & 

Horejsi, 1997). Ultimately, practice theory describes, guides and justifies the 

interventions of social work practitioners (Sheafor, Horejsi & Horejsi, 1997; Payne, 

1997). As an evolving profession social work's theoretical base has developed over time 

(Johnson, 1998). Since the 1920s, a time when the profession was concerned with its 

perception as a profession (Johnson, 1998), social work scholars have adopted and 

adapted dominant social science theory to the practice of social work. For instance, 

during the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s Freudian, Rankian and ego psychology influenced the 

diagnostic and functional approaches to practice theory (Johnson, 1998). Later, in the 

1950s and 1960s learning and behaviour theory inspired the psychosocial and problem-

solving approaches to practice theory (Kemp, Whittaker, & Tracy, 1997). 
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By the 1970s the profession's discourse about social work practice theory 

coalesced around two fundamental positions; the modernist and postmodernist view of 

practice theory (Payne 1997). Payne argues that the dialogue reflects different ontological 

and epistemological assumptions. He supports his thesis by identifying the philosophical 

underpinnings of each approach to social work practice theory. 

Payne (1997) links the modernist view, also labeled positivist and "hard science", 

to the Enlightenment or modern project and interprets modernist practice theory as a 

strict application of the scientific method. Payne suggests that underpinning the 

modernist approach to practice theory are the modernist philosophical assumptions of 

phenomenalism and nominalism, the notion that values cannot be considered knowledge 

and the belief in the unity of the scientific method. 

Phenomenalism and nominalism are concerned with what can be considered 

knowledge. Phenomenalism advances the philosophical idea that knowledge consists of 

only those things for which there is evidence obtained through experience or observation. 

Nominalism refers to the notion of universals or abstract ideas. In order to be considered 

knowledge they must refer to matters that can be proven by means of evidence obtained 

through experience and observation. From the perspective of phenomenalism and 

nominalism values cannot be considered knowledge because it is impossible to gather 

supporting evidence. By the unity of the scientific method Payne (1997) means that there 

is only one approach to investigate phenomena to obtain evidence in support of 

knowledge; i.e., the scientific method. Grounded in these assumptions, Payne suggests 

that knowledge generation for practice is guided by the belief in progress in human 

affairs such as emancipation and self-fulfillment, the notion that universal laws govern 
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human affairs and activities and acceptance of the scientific method as the means of 

knowledge generation. 

Although Payne (1997) traces the influence of the modernist perspective to Mary 

Richmond's (1917) classical social text Social Diagnosis, empirically based or scientific 

practice incorporates more completely a modernist/positivist philosophy and the 

scientific method. Reid (1994) traces the roots of empirically based practice to a group of 

1970 research minded social work academics influenced by behavioural psychology. 

Behaviourism is firmly entrenched in a positivist philosophy of human behaviour and 

stresses practice interventions validated by means of empirical research (Witkin, 1996). 

Grounded in the behavioural tradition, empirically based practice advocates a research 

orientation to social work practice theory (Reid, 1994). 

Reid (1994) identifies three distinguishing features of empirically based practice 

that exemplifies this emphasis on research as the basis for practice. First, research 

methods are used to guide social work assessment, intervention planning and the 

evaluation of treatment outcomes. Second, whenever possible, the scientific practitioner 

employs only interventions that have been demonstrated to be effective by empirical 

research. Third, knowledge building in empirical practice occurs through practitioners 

sharing their practice research. 

Payne's (1997) account of the postmodernist view of social work practice theory 

lacks the articulation of the modernist view. This is perhaps not surprising given the 

diffuse postmodern thinking presented in Chapter Two. Payne links the postmodernist 

view of social work practice theory to postmodern epistemology. Postmodernist's view 

knowledge as a representation of reality expressed in language rather than reality itself. 
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Moreover, various extant social and cultural forces influence the construction of 

knowledge in the postmodern perspective. According to Payne, what becomes accepted 

as knowledge is a political process. Various constructed views of knowledge compete for 

dominance among their constituents, for example social work, and thereby define reality. 

Grounded in this postmodern epistemology, Payne considers social work practice theory 

as a social construction representing the nature of social work. These constructions of 

social work practice theory compete with one another to define the nature of social work 

and how social workers will practice their profession. For example, the modernist or 

positivist social work paradigm competes with the postmodernist paradigm to dominate 

and define social work practice. Payne considers the postmodernist view of social work 

practice as offering a more complex understanding of reality and social work practice 

than the modernist or positivist proclivity for a single universal reality. 

Given this context, Payne (1997) characterizes postmodern practice theory as 

"looser" than the positivist approach to practice theory. By "looser" Payne means that the 

postmodernist view rejects the strict application of theory to practice. Instead, the 

postmodernist view emphasizes perspectives and models of practice. Unlike traditional 

modern theories, postmodern models and perspective are not concerned with explanation. 

Rather, postmodern models simply describe what happens in practice in a general way 

and postmodern perspectives represent views about the world and human behaviour. 

Payne (1997) acknowledges the influence of postmodern social work scholarship 

on social work practice theory since the 1990s. In particular he singles out the scholarship 

of Chambon (1994), Irving (1994), Howe, (1994), Pardeck, Murphy & Chung (1994), 
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and Parton (1994). The scholarship of all these social worker academics has been 

addressed or referred to in other sections of Chapters Two and Three. 

Postmodern feminist theory provides a specific illustration of postmodern 

thinking emerging in social work practice theory. Brown (1994) argues that conventional 

social work theory failed to address the "power relations and structures that oppress 

women" (p. 33). In rejecting modern social work theory that honors the hegemonic and 

exclusionary worldview of positivism, postmodern feminist theory celebrates inclusion, 

diversity and representation. Postmodern feminism abandons the modern essentialist 

version of women in favor of recognizing and emphasizing the multiplicity of women's 

identity. 

Sands and Nuccio (1992), also writing from a feminist perspective, locate the 

roots of postmodern feminism in poststructurialism and postmodernism. They argue that 

postmodern feminism encourages reconceptualization of basic social work assumptions 

in such areas as race, gender, class, equality and difference. For instance, postmodern 

feminism challenges the tendency in social work to promote binary categories in theory 

and practice. Sands and Nuccio refer to social work's acrimonious quantitative and 

qualitative research debate as an example of social work reliance on modern dualism. 

They suggest that social work can learn from postmodern feminism that categories can 

coexist. She singles out the development of research models that combine these two 

opposing methodologies to substantiate the potential to overcome polarized categories. 

Postmodernism in Indirect Social Work Practice 

Indirect practice refers to those social work activities in which the practitioner 

does not have direct, personal contacts with clients (Barker, 1995; Chappell, 1997). 
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Nevertheless, indirect and direct practice share equal standing within the profession in 

that indirect practice informs direct practice (Barker, 1995; Chappell, 1997). Indirect 

practice includes social administration, social policy, social research, social action, social 

planning, supervision, and management (Chappell, 1997; Garvin & Seabury, 1997). 

Although not generally considered indirect practice, social work education has been 

assigned to this category for the purpose of convenience. This section focuses on social 

work scholarship addressing the implications of postmodernism for social policy, social 

welfare, social work research, and social work education. 

Social policy 

Barker (1995) refers to social policy as "the activities and principles of a society 

that guide the way it intervenes in and regulates relationships between individuals, groups 

communities, and social institutions" (p. 355). Historically social policy can be situated 

within the modern state and the modern project (Penna & O'Brien, 1996; Taylor-Gooby, 

1994). Underpinning traditional social policy is the modern emphasis on rationality and 

universalism (Penna & O'Brien, 1996; Taylor-Gooby, 1994; Thompson & Hoggett 

(1996). Commenting on the modern orientation, Taylor-Gooby (1994) contends that the 

theory of social policy "typically stresses universal themes of inequality and privilege and 

the practice of social policy...relies on rational analysis to inform society-wide 

government provision" (p.385). Thompson and Hoggett link the modern emphasis on 

universals to what they term an "institutional model", which involves authoritative 

decision making for all levels of society by the state and professionally qualified experts. 

All these scholars recognize postmodernism's impact on social policy. Thompson 

and Hoggett (1996) refer to the postmodern themes of diversity and difference grounding 
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a non-institutional particularism approach to social policy—a model that seeks to 

decentralize the institutional model and empower consumers of services. Similarly, 

Taylor-Gooby (1994) identifies the postmodern themes of decentralization, diversity, and 

rejection of universalism prompting "a shift in the way people discuss social welfare, 

directing concern towards the level of the individual service user and away 

from...rationality and state administration" (p. 393). Penna and O'Brien (1996) welcome 

postmodernism in the form of postmodernity and poststructurialism to social policy 

theoretical analysis and policy formulation as a counter to the attempt to translate "varied 

political agendas into universal, normative programmes of social action" (p. 58). 

Restructuring of child welfare services in Alberta in the mid-1990s, for example, 

illustrates these postmodern influences on social policy and programs. Prior to this time 

responsibility for child welfare services and programs in Alberta was centralized in the 

provincial government. These services and programs were either delivered directly by 

provincial government departments or by non-governmental agencies funded by the 

government (Commissioner of Services for Children, 1994a). Through a process of 

consultation, initiated in the early 1990s, the Alberta government decided to devolve and 

decentralize the existing state controlled delivery of child welfare services and programs 

to a community-based system. Fundamental to restructuring program was a shift in social 

policy thinking. During the consultation process the Alberta government was encouraged 

to reduce their role in the delivery of child welfare programs and services in favor of 

community leadership and responsibility (Commissioner of Services for Children 1994a 

& 1994b). 
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Grounded in this approach to social policy, the Alberta government initiated a 

reorganization of child welfare services in the 1997-98 period ("Giving Communities," 

1997). Since then 18 regional authorities have been established throughout the province. 

In effect, Alberta regionalized a heretofore centralized state administered social welfare 

program. With reorganization the provincial government retained responsibility for 

setting standards and monitoring service delivery, thus maintaining overall accountability 

for provincial child welfare services. Local authorities assumed responsibility for 

designing programs and services to meet the needs of their region and communities. In 

particular, local authorities assess needs, set priorities, plan allocate resources and 

managed child welfare services. The Alberta government appoints members to the local 

authority from the communities within the region. Local authorities, in turn, collaborate 

with citizens, stakeholders and government in the decision-making process (Ministry of 

Children's Services, 2000). 

Social welfare 

Social policy is operationalized by plans and programs, such as health care, 

criminal justice, economic security and social welfare (Barker, 1995). In social work, 

Wilensky and Lebeaux (1958) citing Friedlander (1955) refer to social welfare as an 

"organized system of social services and institutions, designed to aid individuals and 

groups attain satisfactory standards of life and health" (p. 139). Wilensky and Lebeaux 

situate the development of social welfare within modern industrial society. The term 

"welfare services" is often used interchangeably with other terms such as "welfare state" 

and "social services" (Chappell, 1997). 
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Parton (1994b) grounds the universal welfare state in modern beliefs that human 

progress could be attainted through state and professional intervention that is guided by 

social scientific knowledge. He argues that the modern welfare state has been replaced by 

what he terms welfare pluralism. For Parton, welfare pluralism represents a decline in the 

central role of the state in the provision of universal welfare services. The emergence of 

welfare pluralism is linked to evolving economic conditions of postmodernity and the 

worldview of postmodernism. Regarding economic conditions, Parton points to the role 

played by slow economic growth, increased inflation and rising unemployment during the 

mid 1970s. However, Parton maintains that such economic developments are not 

sufficient in themselves to account for the decline in the welfare state. Parton makes the 

case that such postmodern themes as cultural diversity, difference, contingency, 

relativism, individualism expressed in the critiques of neo-liberalism, feminism, ethnic 

minorities and socialists played an integral role in the advent of welfare pluralism. In 

support of his argument, Parton identifies several characteristics of welfare pluralism 

including contracting of state services to private and voluntary agencies, a 

decentralization and community orientated delivery of public social services, and a 

greater proportion of social work services provided by voluntary agencies, private 

organizations and community initiatives. 

The importance of volunteers to the viability of nonprofit social service agencies 

in Canada illustrates Parton's (1994b) view of the state relying on community resources 

for the delivery of social services. A 1999 study by the Canada West Foundation (C WF) 

focused on the use of volunteers in non-profits agencies. Canada West Foundation 

surveyed 72 non-profit social welfare agencies in five Canadian provinces. These 
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agencies either provided emergency shelter services for women or services for children 

and youth. Over 90% of the agencies reported the assistance of at least two volunteers, 

and one in five had 100 or more volunteers. The majority of volunteers performed tasks 

associated with service delivery. To a lesser extent volunteer activities included 

fundraising and administrative tasks. Over a one-year period these volunteer logged 290, 

000 hours of volunteer time for an average of 6, 673 hours per reporting agency. 

Volunteers are so vital to non-profit agencies that respondents reported their current level 

and quality of service would decline without them. This magnitude of volunteer support 

is so integral to non-profit organizations that they are often referred to as the voluntary 

sector. 

Due to insufficient data, the CWF study was unable to quantitatively document an 

increasing or decreasing participation rate for volunteers in these agencies. However, the 

study comments on feedback received from respondents to the effect that the importance 

of volunteers to their agencies has increased. Respondents offered various reasons for this 

including funding cuts by government, the resulting need for fundraising and the 

increasing demands for service. One other significant reason was not included in the 

study. Governments expect non-profit agencies to use volunteers to pick up the slack and 

fill the gaps in the social service system created by government budget cuts and reforms 

(S. McFarlane, personal communication February 3, 2000). 

The reorganization of Alberta's child welfare system also supports Parton's 

(1994a) and Leonard's (1997) thesis that the presence of postmodern economic 

conditions are insufficient to account for social welfare restructuring. These scholars 

maintain that the postmodern worldview plays an equally important role. Both these 
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influences are visible in Alberta's reorganization of child welfare services. For example, 

respondents in the CWF study pointed to cutbacks in government funding for social 

welfare as one reason for the increasing importance of volunteers to their operations. This 

is a clear reference to one of the characteristics of postmodern economic conditions. In 

addition, the acceptance by the Alberta government of a community-based approach to 

social policy underpinned the reorganization. The community-based philosophy reflects 

the postmodern worldview of emphasizing the local, diversity and the role of individuals 

in human affairs. 

Leonard (1997) supports Parton's (1994b) thesis that the welfare state is a product 

of the modern project and the state's retreat from its traditional role as a provider of 

welfare services. Indeed, Leonard expands Parton's thesis by suggesting that the state's 

traditional role as a provider of welfare services is coming to an end. Although Leonard 

takes the view that the state's retreat is self-evident, he identifies a number of 

international trends in support of his position. In particular, Leonard refers to Western 

governments reducing their level of commitment in such welfare areas as education, 

housing, social services, social security support and health care. 

Canada has not been exempt from the international trends identified by Leonard 

(1997). The introduction of the Canada Assistance Program (CAP) in 1966 and the 

subsequent changes to the program in later years illustrates the state's diminishing 

financial support for public welfare services. CAP authorized the federal government to 

enter into a cost-sharing arrangement with the provinces for their social welfare 

programs. Under CAP the federal government agreed to pay fifty percent of each 

provincial government's total welfare costs. In return, the provinces agreed to adhere to 
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certain national standards including the provision of assistance based on need, whatever 

the cause, elimination of residency requirements, and a right of appeal (Guest, 1991). In 

this sense, CAP brought uniformity of approach to heretofore diverse provincial social 

welfare programs (Armitage, 1996). 

The decline in federal government transfer payments to the provinces under CAP 

began in the 1970s and continued in successive years (Graham, Delaney & Swift, 2000). 

By 1993 the federal governments contributions to the three wealthiest provinces, Alberta, 

British Columbia and Ontario, were down between 28 and 36 percent (Graham, Delaney 

& Swift, 2000). The federal government ended the CAP fifty-fifty cost sharing 

arrangements with the provinces in 1996. In its place the federal government established 

a single block grant, Canada Health and Social Transfer (CHST), to support provincial 

social assistance, health and post-secondary education programs. The decline in federal 

government's financial contribution to the provinces continued under CHST (Graham, 

Delaney & Swift, 2000). By 1998 the federal government's transfer payments in support 

of provincial social welfare programs fell by 14 percent (National Council of Welfare, 

1997). 

Leonard (1997) connects the retreat of Western governments from the welfare 

state to postmodernity and postmodernism. Acknowledging the importance of the 

economic conditions of postmodernity to the retreat of the welfare state, Leonard 

supports Parton's (1994b) position that this dynamic alone cannot provide an adequate 

explanation and understanding of the phenomenon. Leonard expands his analysis to 

include postmodern social and cultural changes. He argues that the assumptions of 

modernity that ground the welfare state and encourage binary classifications such as 
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deserving and undeserving, rules of exclusion, professional surveillance and control, 

moral progress and universalism are being challenged by postmodern social and cultural 

critique. In particular Leonard refers to postmodernism's politics of difference; diverse, 

multiple and constructed self; and the social construction and interpretation of culture. 

Focusing on the Canadian context as a whole, Sieppert (1997) theorizes that the 

modern welfare state is in transition to the welfare society. The welfare state is 

characterized "by a sense of collective responsibility for social services, and by highly 

developed universal social services... accompanied by a strong centralization of fiscal and 

decision making responsibility" (p. 4) located in the state. In contrast, the welfare society 

opposes universal state provision of social welfare. Rather, the welfare society stresses 

individual responsibility and "features the decentralization of both decision making and 

the provision of social services" (p. 5). The central role of the state is restricted in the 

welfare society, limited to strategic planning and setting standards for the delivery of 

social services. Individuals, families and communities assume far more responsibility for 

social care. Although Sieppert does not use a modern/postmodern framework for his 

analysis, postmodern themes are obvious in the rejection of universalism and in the use of 

such terms as "decentralization" "devolution" and stressing the local to describe the 

transition to and nature of the welfare society. 

Social work research 

As noted in the previous section, social work has historically embraced the 

philosophy and methods of the natural and social sciences in an effort enhance its 

credibility, and solidify its standing as a recognized profession (Swigonski, 1994). Not 

surprisingly, in 1949 the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) officially 
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adopted the modernist approach to science as its principal research paradigm (Tyson, 

1992). Research paradigms present a preferred point of view or interpretation of the 

world, define what can be considered knowledge about this world and construct specific 

methods and techniques of inquiry for collecting information and generating knowledge 

about this world (Allen-Meares & Lane, 1990; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Haworth, 1984). 

The modernist research paradigm considers the world a single, tangible, and 

independent reality that is orderly and stable (Allen-Meares, 1990; Swigonski, 1994). As 

such, this objective world is capable of being fully and exactly known (Halmi, 1996). 

Modernist researchers seek to discover the universal laws underpinning their world so 

that explanation, prediction and control become possible (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; 

Halmi, 1996). Modernist inquiry, such as exploratory and explanatory research, is 

designed to test hypotheses or answer questions derived from theory and/or observation 

(Allen-Meares & Lane, 1990; Grinnell, 1997). Information gathering and measuring 

techniques are employed to probe operationally defined phenomena yielding data capable 

of statistical analysis; resulting in numerical facts or knowledge (Allen-Meares & Lane, 

1990; King, 1994). Hence the modernist research paradigm is also know as quantitative 

research. This approach to inquiry attempts to eliminate internal and external research 

bias by such techniques as randomization and use of controls; thus ensuring that 

knowledge creation is independent from, and unaffected by, the researcher (Swigonski, 

1994). 

Over the first three-quarters of the 20th century the modernist view has been the 

dominant paradigm for social work research (Swigonski, 1994). However, during the 

1980s criticism of the modernist research paradigm appeared first in the scholarship of 
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Heineman (1981) and Heineman-Pieper (1985, & 1989). Subsequently, others such as 

Mullen (1995), Rodwell (1987), Ruckdeschel (1985) and Tyson (1992) added their voice 

in support of Heineman-Pieper's critique. These social workers, among others, maintain 

that an over-reliance on the modernist paradigm restricts the utility of social work 

research and limits the types of issues studied (Ruckdeschel, 1985; Swigonski, 1994). 

These scholars advance alternate approaches to social work research, for example 

Heineman-Piper's (1989) heuristic paradigm, which can be summarized as a postmodern 

view of social work research. In contrast to the modernist research paradigm's singular 

view of the world, the postmodernist research paradigm presents the world as a 

complexity of interactive, dynamic and multiple realities, perspectives and meanings 

constantly in a state of flux (Rodwell 1987; Allen-Meares & Lane 1990; Haase and 

Myers, 1988). Such a world is not amenable to objective quantitative probing in an effort 

to explain, predict and control. Rather the postmodernist research paradigm seeks to 

describe, understand and interpret phenomena and perspectives within their context in 

terms of their relationships, processes and the subjective meaning people bring to them 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Halmi 1996). 

The postmodernist views adopt the stance that no one approach to inquiry is 

adequate for the task of exploring and describing phenomena in the world. Consequently, 

postmodernist researchers use a variety of methods and data collection techniques 

including ethnomethodology, phenomenology, hermeneutics, and deconstruction (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 1994). However, in contrast to the modernist emphasis on numerical 

quantification of phenomena, postmodern researchers use words in the form of narratives 

to describe qualities of phenomena under study (Franklin & Jordan, 1997; King, 1994; 
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Taylor, 1993). Hence the postmodern research paradigm is also known as qualitative 

research. This approach to research does not recognize an objective separation between 

the researcher and the object of study. Rather, the inquirer and the object of study interact 

and influence each other (Rodwell, 1987). Internal and external research bias is therefore 

recognized as inevitable. 

This critique of the modernist research paradigm in social work continued with 

increasing intensity throughout the 1980s and into the early 1990s evolving into a full-

fledged, and at time acrimonious, debate. Defenders of the modernist research paradigm 

and critics of the postmodern paradigm included Fischer (1993), Geismar (1982), Hudson 

(1982), Reid (1994) and Schuerman (1981). A third group entered the debate in an 

attempt to bridge the gap between the protagonists. For example, Allen-Meares and Lane 

(1990) proposed an integrative model for social work research that incorporated data 

collection techniques from both the modernist and postmodernist paradigms. However, 

the profession largely ignored such attempts to integrate or synthesize the paradigms. 

Eventually, accommodation between the protagonists occurred with the 

recognition that both paradigms were legitimate approaches to research in their own 

right. Those from both sides accepted the idea that the paradigms were simply inherently 

different and could be differentially employed depending on research context under 

consideration and the research question being asked (Grinnell et al., 1994; Fischer, 1993; 

Heineman-Pieper, 1994). 

Rodwell's (1998) constructivist approach to research offers one of the more 

striking current examples of the postmodernist research paradigm in social work. 
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Highlighted below are examples that illustrate the connection between the postmodern 

themes identified in Chapter Two and Rodwell's method of social work research. 

• The Nature of Reality. Rodwell grounds her method of research in the 

postmodern notion of a constructed social reality. This perspective recognizes multiple 

social realities constructed by the active participation of individuals. Hence, Rodwell 

rejects the modernist singular interpretation of reality in favor of a postmodern relativist 

stance. 

• The Purpose of Inquiry. Rodwell defines the goal of research as developing 

knowledge that is particular to the participants in the inquiry. The emphasis on 

personalized knowledge resonates with the postmodern preference for local knowledge or 

"petite narratives" over the grand narrative. 

• The Observer-Observed Relationship. Rodwell rejects the observer-observed 

dualism of the modernist by denying any objective distance. Rather, the researcher and 

participant interact and influence one another in a collaborative relationship. By 

emphasizing the active participation of the subject in a collaborative research process 

Rodwell identifies with postmodern theme of downplaying the role of the expert. 

Social work education 

In 1974 the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), the American social 

work education accreditation authority, stipulated the generalist social work education as 

appropriate for the undergraduate social work Baccalaureate Degree (Landon, 1995). The 

Canadian Association of Schools of Social Work, the Canadian accreditation authority, 

also specifies the generalist model of social work education for the undergraduate level 

degree (Web site). McBeath and Webb (1991) critique this model of social work 
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education. They contend that social work education based on modernist assumptions of 

unity, and totality expressed in generalist social work is no longer viable. 

McBeath and Webb (1991) argue that generic social work fails to recognize that 

the discourses of social work "present contradictory views of both subjects and the 

construction of social problems" (p. 749). They commend efforts within social work 

education that abandon the generic approach in favor of a postmodern emphasis on 

specialization. McBeath and Webb draw upon the seminal postmodern work of Jean 

Francois Lyotard (1993) to substantiate the efficacy of the specialist model for social 

work education. 

In Chapter Two it was pointed out that the postmodernist Lyotard (1993) 

described postmodernism as an "incredulity towards grand narratives." Lyotard advances 

the idea of the "petite" or little narrative in the generation of local knowledge. Grounded 

in Lyotard's postmodern perspective, McBeath and Webb (1991) advocate that social 

work education adhere to the postmodern themes of multiplicity, fragmentation, 

discreteness of singular events, flexibility, difference, and the rejection of grand 

narratives and a universal subject. 

In addition to this postmodern critique of the generalist social work model for 

social work education, there is a significant body of social work literature advancing a 

postmodern constructivist approach to the content and delivery of social work curricula. 

In this regard, Graham (1997) suggests that constructivist educators ground their 

approach to education in the rejection of the modernist assumption that there is a single 

objective reality. Constructivists approach education from the postmodern worldview that 

there are multiple subjective realities that are socially constructed. Consequently they 
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eliminate the possibility of objective and value free facts that can be know in advance of 

the learning experience. Constructivist education therefore aims to assist students in the 

construction of their own realities within the context of the educational curriculum. 

From the constructivist perspective, both the learner and educator are in a 

collaborative creative process. The constructivist educator eschews the modern role of an 

expert disseminator of predetermined knowledge. Rather they bring their knowledge and 

experience to the educational experience to act as a catalyst in a mutual process of 

constructing the truth. Stimulated by the educator, students create their own view of 

reality and make choices about this reality based on their subjective construction. At the 

same time educators are creating and recreating their own interpretation of reality based 

on the input of student and the totality of the learning experience (Graham, 1997). 

This collaborative creative process applies to all phases of the educational 

experience. Educators and student work together in the construction of the content of the 

educational experience including readings, assignments and tests. Similarly, educators 

and students mutually establish the evaluation procedures for the educational experience, 

which tend to be subjective in nature and based on relative rather than absolute standards 

(Graham, 1997). 

Volume 8 of the 1993 Journal of Teaching in Social Work is entirely committed 

to social work scholarship advancing a constructivist approach in social work education. 

Laird (1993), in the introduction to the volume, advises that all contributors were 

instructed to present the postmodern ideas that informed their thinking and to 

demonstrate how those ideas shaped their approach to social work education and 

teaching. 
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In the lead article Weick (1993) acknowledges social work's historical reliance on 

the scientific model of knowledge development in education and practice. Social work 

adopted the scientific approach of the natural sciences to enhance the status of the 

profession within society as a whole and the university in particular. Weick argues that at 

the practice level the scientific-technical worldview does not validate the practice 

experience of social workers. One consequence has been a growing split between 

research/education and social work at the level of practice. To address what is considered 

a growing crisis in the profession; Weick proposes a constructivist alternative in social 

work education. Weick presents the constructivist perspective in education as 

emphasizing critique, reflexivity, a strength perspective to practice, a dialogical approach 

to the integration of social work theory, values and practice, and social work as an art. 

Subsequent articles in the volume particularize a constructivist approach to 

various areas of social work curriculum. Among the areas address are social work values 

and ethics (Allen, 1993), social work assessment (Sessions, 1993), social work field 

education (Goldstein, 1993) and human behaviour and social environment (Saleebey, 

1993). 

Saleebey (1993), for example, suggests that the traditional approach to human 

behaviour and social environment (HBSE) curricula is inadequate for the contemporary 

postmodern world. According to Saleebey, the developmental and stage theories of 

human behaviour typical of tradition HBSE curricula do not accurately reflect the nature 

of human experience. Saleebey propose the constructivist view of understanding human 

behaviour as an alternative to traditional HBSE curricula. 
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Perhaps in the spirit of constructivism and his own ongoing construction, 

Saleebey (1993) forgoes a detailed explication of a full HBSE curriculum. Rather, he is 

content to limit the discussion to the principles that illuminate the constructivist approach 

to a HBSE curriculum and illustrations of classroom instruction techniques. Among the 

principles that guide Saleebey are the postmodern notion of theories as perspectives not 

truths, the idea that there are multiple truths rather than a singular universal truth, the 

individual's social construction of the self and the intersubjectivy of language. 

For example, in the classroom Saleebey (1993) presents theories as interpretive 

texts of human behaviour constructed in language and discourses within historical 

contexts. Theories are therefore not only discussed in terms of their basic principles and 

assumptions about human behaviour, but their social, cultural and relational roots are 

opened for examination. As an experiential instructional technique students are asked to 

identify a piece of knowledge that they consider true about human behaviour. Then 

students are asked to explore how they came to know this piece of knowledge. As 

students began to examine the sources of their knowledge in a dialogue they come to 

comprehend the interpretive contextual nature of knowledge building. 

Summary 

This chapter established social work as an evolutionary profession responding to 

its historical context. This premise is foundational to the position that social work is 

responding to the postmodern era. Evidence supporting this position was presented in a 

review of the social work scholarship addressing postmodernity and postmodernism in 

relation to direct and indirect social work practice. Specific reference has been made to 
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the social work fields of individual and family practice, social policy and social welfare, 

and social work theory, research and education. 

In one way or another, these social work scholars acknowledge an evolving 

postmodern society and worldview and discuss the implications for social work practice 

in their field of expertise. The review of international social work scholars established the 

existence of a significant and growing body of literature that provides clear evidence for 

the presence, acceptance and application of postmodern thinking to practice at the 

academic level of the discipline and profession. To this point in time, what is missing 

from social work scholarship is literature exploring a postmodern presence at the level of 

the social work practitioner. In other words, it is not known if social workers at the level 

of practice are responding to the postmodern society and worldview in a fashion similar 

to social work academics. Nor is it known how social work practitioners may be 

responding to the influence of a postmodern society and worldview. 

This dissertation contributes to the profession's knowledge base by addressing 

this apparent gap in social work scholarship. The research is designed to determine (1) 

the presence and extent of a postmodernism in the practice worldview of social workers 

(2) the postmodern knowledge level of social work practitioners. The research design and 

methodology as well as the development of the instruments for this dissertation are 

detailed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODS 

Introduction 

Current social work literature comments on the apparent adaptation of the 

professions to conditions of postmodemity (Dominelli, 1996; McBeath & Webb, 1991; 

Parton, 1994a), asserts that postmodernism can make a valuable contribution to the 

practice of social work (Hartman, 1991 & 1992; Pardeck, Murphy & Choi, 1994; 

Pozatek, Sands & Nuccio, 1992) and invites a postmodern debate in the profession 

(Epstein, 1996; John, 1994). However, despite a rather substantial body of academic 

postmodern literature, social work scholarship does not address the impact of the 

postmodern at the practitioner level of the profession. 

This apparent gap in the literature grounds the conceptual framework for the 

dissertation. The dissertation investigates the postmodern phenomenon in the profession 

at the level of the social work practitioner, a situation disregarded to this point in time. 

More specifically, the objectives of the study are fourfold: (1) to explore the existence 

and extent of a postmodern presence in Alberta social workers' worldview; (2) to 

determine the distribution of a postmodern presence across social work practice methods; 

(3) to ascertain the postmodern knowledge level of practitioners; and (4) to determine 

practitioners' self-perception of their personal postmodern orientation. Therefore, this 

study is descriptive in nature. The research design reflects this descriptive orientation. 

This chapter describes the three-phase methodology chosen to explore a 

postmodern presence at the level of social work practice. In Phase I a survey 

questionnaire consisting of a practice orientation section, a postmodern knowledge 

section and a demographic section was developed from a review of relevant literature. 
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These sections were refined in a series of pilot tests conducted with social work students, 

faculty, and practitioners. Phase II consisted of data collection utilizing this three-section 

survey questionnaire. The survey questionnaire was mailed to the entire membership of 

the Alberta Association of Registered Social Workers (AARSW). Phase III consisted of 

follow up focus groups for selected respondents to gather qualitative data about the 

experience of completing the postmodern survey instruments. The remainder of this 

chapter discusses each phase in turn. 

Phase I: Development of the Survey Questionnaire 

A self-administered survey questionnaire was constructed to investigate a 

postmodern presence in the worldview and practice of social workers, and to determine 

their postmodern knowledge level. The survey questionnaire consisted of three sections: 

(1) a section to measure social workers' postmodern practice orientation, (2) a section to 

measure practitioners' postmodern knowledge level, and (3) a section to record 

participant's demographic variables. A thorough review of the literature was undertaken 

to locate instruments suitable to measure social workers' postmodern orientation and 

knowledge level. No instruments were found either in the social work or related 

literature. As a result, it was necessary to construct instruments capable of measuring 

respondent's postmodern orientation and knowledge level. 

Section One: Postmodern Orientation 

Section One of the survey questionnaire (Appendix A) was designed to explore 

the presence and extent of postmodern thinking in practitioners' worldview. Construction 

of this section was guided by Denzin and Lincoln's (1994) description of a worldview or 

paradigm. As discussed in Chapter Two, Denzin and Lincoln conceive of a worldview or 
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paradigm as consisting of ontological and epistemological beliefs and a method of 

inquiry grounded in these beliefs. Ontological beliefs involve the nature of reality and 

human beings. Epistemological beliefs concern the nature of knowledge, what can be 

known and how it is known. Methodology or methods of inquiry are appropriate ways to 

investigate reality and generate knowledge about reality prescribed by ontological and 

epistemological beliefs. 

Grounded in this framework for a worldview, statements for Section One were 

generated from a review of relevant postmodern scholarship within social work and 

related disciplines presented in Chapter Two. For example, ontological statements 

explored respondents' beliefs about the nature of reality, self, society and social justice. 

Epistemological statements asked respondents about their beliefs regarding truth, sources 

of knowledge, and nature of knowledge. Finally, methodological statements related to the 

practice of social work were also included. Statements in this category probed 

practitioners' beliefs about such practice issues as the purpose of social work, client-

social worker relationships, and the role of the social worker. 

Overall, Section One consists of 28 ontological, epistemology and practice 

statements. For example, the statement "The world is pluralistic and irreducible" 

represents a postmodern orientation to reality (Parton, 1994b; Rosenau, 1992). In 

contrast, the statement "The only valid knowledge is objective knowledge generated by 

the scientific method" represents a modern orientation to epistemology (Milovanovic, 

1997). Moreover, there are an equal number of statements posed from a modern and 

postmodern perspective. In effect, Section One contained 14 statements with a 
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postmodern orientation and 14 statements with a modem orientation for a total of 28 

statements. 

The modem statements were included in Section One to determine the extent to 

which respondents rejected the modem worldview. Rejection of the modem worldview is 

a central, persistent and consistent postmodern theme in the reviewed literature. Inclusion 

of the modem statements addressed this important aspect of a postmodern orientation. 

This would not have been possible with only postmodern statements. Providing the 

opportunity to reject the modem worldview therefore enhanced the overall capability of 

measuring a postmodern orientation. In addition, it is possible to ascertain aspects of the 

modem worldview rejected by respondents. 

Configuring Section One in this fashion provides a comprehensive understanding 

of social workers' modern/postmodern worldview. Respondents are able to demonstrate 

various combination of acceptance and rejection of the modem and postmodern 

worldview. In other words, a worldview consisting of a mixture of modem and 

postmodern beliefs. Such potential outcomes are consistent with Rosenau's (1992) 

conception of a continuum of postmodernists. As discussed in Chapter Two, Rosenau 

proposes a continuum of postmodernists with skeptical postmodernists at one extreme 

and affirmative postmodernists at the other. Skeptical postmodernists reject the modem 

worldview while affirmatives simply critique modernism. Implied in Rosenau's 

conceptualization of a postmodern continuum are various degrees of rejection and 

acceptance of modem and postmodern worldviews—a mixed worldview depending 

where the individual falls on the continuum. 
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Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with the modern and 

postmodern statements on a six-point Likert-type scale. The scale ranged from one, 

strongly disagree, to six, strongly agree. A six-point scale was selected to avoid an 

obvious mid point. Respondents were therefore forced to either demonstrate some degree 

of disagreement or agreement for each statement. 

Section Two: Postmodern Knowledge 

Section Two of the survey questionnaire examined social workers' postmodern 

knowledge level. This section contained 20 statements chosen from the reviewed 

literature. These statements probed respondents' knowledge of postmodern ontological 

and epistemological philosophical assumptions and methods of inquiry. Statements were 

designed to represent a continuum of difficulty. The degree of difficulty ranged from 

general postmodern knowledge obtainable in the popular media to advanced academic 

knowledge that would require a comprehensive understanding of postmodern scholarship. 

For example, the statement "Postmodernism favor diversity" is representative of a 

general knowledge level of difficulty. Whereas, the statement" Some postmodernists 

would accept the idea that the "author is dead" represents an advanced level of 

postmodern knowledge. Respondents were asked to review each statement and specify 

whether they either their agreed or disagreed with the statement. As well, they had the 

option to indicate that they did not know. 

Section Three: Personal and Practice Demographics 

Section Three of the questionnaire examined various demographic variables 

considered relevant to respondents' postmodern orientation and knowledge level. 

Respondents were asked to provide information about such personal demographics as 
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gender, age and education level. In addition, they were questioned about the nature of 

their social work practice, for example, their practice field, the location of their practice, 

their current place of employment, and the scope of their ongoing professional 

development. Data gathered in this section was used to determine the extent to which 

these variables are associated with and can account for the respondents' postmodern 

practice orientation and knowledge level. 

Pretesting 

Pretesting refers to the initial test of some aspect of the study design (Babbie, 

1990). During the developmental phase of the survey questionnaire all three sections 

were pretested. Pretesting of mailed survey questionnaires is particularly important. As 

self-administered instruments, there is no possibility of feedback from interviewers 

concerning defects and inadequacies (Dillman, 1978). Pretesting therefore serves the 

function of discovering the difficulties that respondents may have in understanding the 

content and providing the information requested thereby improving the quality of the 

survey questionnaire (Dillman, 1978; Mindel, 1997). 

Pretesting of the survey questionnaire involved followed guidelines for obtaining 

feedback from colleagues, potential users of the questionnaire and individuals from the 

research population suggested by Dillman (1978). The first draft of the survey instrument 

was review by eight colleagues in social work academia. They were asked to critique the 

constructed survey questionnaire and comment on content validity. Based on this 

feedback, the initial draft of the survey instrument was refined and pretested with 

potential users. The potential users consisted of a group of 19 BSW students and a group 

of 14 fourth year BSW students. Third year BSW students were enrolled in a social 
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action course and fourth year students in a rural social work program. Following the 

administration of the survey questionnaire, feedback was obtained from each group 

regarding the construction of the questionnaire, difficulties experienced in completing the 

questionnaire and the appropriateness of the rating scale. Final pretesting with the sample 

population occurred with two groups of social work practitioners from the community. 

One group of four practitioners was employed in a clinical practice setting and the other 

group of three practitioners in a community practice agency. The survey questionnaires 

were administered to these practitioners in their agencies. After completing the survey 

questionnaire, participants were asked for feedback regarding their experience and 

suggestions for improving the questionnaire. 

Pretesting resulted in a series of changes to the survey questionnaire. Firstly, the 

wording of some statements in Section One and Section Two was modified and 

simplified to enhance comprehension. Secondly, additional statements were added to 

Section One and Section Two. The additional statements expanded the scope of these 

sections to allow for the possibility during data analysis of eliminating statements that did 

not adequately contribute to the reliability of Section One of the survey questionnaire. 

Thirdly, some demographic variables in Section Three were eliminated and others 

modified to accommodate the practice reality of social work practitioners and shorten the 

completion time for the questionnaire. The final format and content of the survey 

questionnaire is attached as Appendix A. 
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Phase II: Data Collection 

Research Population and Sampling Frame 

The membership of the Alberta Association of Registered Social Workers 

(AARSW) constituted the research population for the project. Membership is defined as 

inclusion in the AARSW's active mailing list. A census approach to sampling the 

research population was employed to address the possibility of a low response rate and 

thereby maximize the amount of research data available for analysis. The sampling frame 

for the study was therefore identical to the research population in that all AARSW 

members received a survey questionnaire. The sampling frame for the study consisted of 

2000 members of the AARSW identified by the Association as of May 1999. 

Data Collection Procedures 

This survey was implemented using a modified Total Design Method (TDM) 

procedure for mailed survey questionnaires, as described by Dillman (1978). The 

modification occurred in relation to repeat follow-up mailings. Dillman recommends 

three follow-up mailings to achieve adequate response rates. Repeat follow-up mailings 

were eliminated in this study to facilitate AARSW cooperation with the research. 

Eliminating follow-up mailings addressed AARSW concerns about maintaining the 

confidentiality of its membership list and the anonymity of the members. Without follow-

up mailings it was possible to assure the AARSW that respondents were guaranteed 

anonymity, as there was no requirement to know who returned the survey questionnaires. 

In addition, the researcher would not need any physical and direct access to the 

membership list for follow-up purposes thereby ensuring complete confidentiality of the 

mailing list. 
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In May 1999, survey packages were mailed directly to all members of AARSW 

by the AARSW office staff. As noted above, this mailing arrangement was negotiated 

with the AARSW in the process of soliciting their cooperation in the project and 

obtaining access to the membership mailing list. This procedure maintained the integrity 

AARSW's commitment to its members for the confidential nature of the membership 

mailing list. At no time during the project did the researcher have access to the 

AARSW's mailing list. 

Each questionnaire package contained a cover letter, the survey questionnaire, a 

stamped, self-addressed return envelope, and a self-address return postcard. The 

postcards (Appendix B) were designed to allow respondents to indicate their interest in 

attending a follow-up focus group. Participants were required to assume the mailing costs 

for returning the postcard. The cover letter (Appendix C), signed by the Executive 

Director of AARSW, introduced the project and researcher to the membership. In 

addition, the letter explicitly referred to the AARSW's support for the project by pointing 

out its importance for its on-going development. The AARSW endorsement of the project 

was viewed as crucial to achieving an effective response rate, and is consistent with TDM 

method of conducting such surveys (Dillman, 1978). 

To ensure the confidentiality of respondents, no identifying information was 

requested on the survey questionnaire or return envelope. In addition, respondents were 

carefully instructed not to return the postcard along with the survey questionnaire in the 

self-addressed return envelope included in the survey package. They were advised to mail 

the postcard separately in order to protect their confidentiality. As no attempts were made 

to identify respondents in any fashion, participants retained their complete anonymity 
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with the exception of those who returned the follow up postcards. However, there was no 

procedure in place to match completed survey questionnaire with respondents who 

returned the postcard. Therefore, it was impossible to match respondents who returned a 

postcard with their completed survey questionnaire. 

Data were collected from May 15, 1999 to September 1, 1999. The majority of 

returns were received during the months of June and July. Returns were sporadic during 

August and discontinued on 1 September 1999. 

Response Rate 

The response rate was determined using Dillman's (1978) standard procedure for 

calculating this statistic. The number of returns was divided by the sample N and 

multiplied by 100. As noted above, 2000 survey questionnaires were mailed to the 

membership of the AARSW. Three hundred and seventy-two completed questionnaires 

were returned for an 18% response rate. 

A low average response rate was anticipated for the study. Historically, obtaining 

adequate response rates has been a significant issue in survey research (Barriball & 

While, 1999; Champion & Sears, 1969; Hartman, Fuqua & Jenkins, 1985; Wilk, 1993). 

Dillman's (1978) Total Design Method (TDM) addresses this problematic of survey 

research through detailed procedures designed to achieve response rates in the 80% 

range. Repeat mailings and saliency of survey topic are key factors in obtaining this level 

of response (Barriball & While, 1999; Heberlein & Baumgartner, 1978). Salient topics 

are current issues considered important and of interest to the research population 

(Heberlein & Baumgartner, 1978). These two critical factors were absent in this study. 
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Repeat mailings were deliberately eliminated from the research design for cost 

considerations and to facilitate access to the AARSW membership list. 

From the outset of the study, postmodernism was not considered a salient topic. 

Postmodernism is a complex issue with only a relatively recent entry into social work 

scholarship and practice. In the absence of these two critical response rate components, 

the decision was made to proceed with a census approach to sampling the research 

population. The intent of this sampling method was the generation of sufficient numerical 

responses for meaningful statistical analysis. This expectation was achieved and deemed 

sufficient for analysis to proceed. 

Phase III: Follow-up Information Groups 

Follow-up information groups were incorporated into the research methodology 

for two purposes. First, the follow-up groups were structured as a reward for completing 

and returning the survey questionnaire. Dillman (1978) suggests that rewards can effect 

higher rates of return. As noted above, the research methodology included only one 

census mailing to AARSW members. No provisions were made for follow-up mailings. 

An inadequate initial return rate could therefore only be addressed by a second mailing to 

the entire sample—an option prohibited by the conditions imposed by AARSW for their 

cooperation with the study. The response rate, therefore, was a crucial concern in the 

study. 

Given the mailing procedure, a reward appeared necessary to achieve an 

acceptable initial return rate. Respondents who completed and returned the survey 

questionnaire were offered the opportunity to be selected for participation in a follow-up 

information group. In the cover letter respondents were advised that the follow-up group 



91 

included a postmodern information component. It was reasoned that such an educational 

opportunity would be an attractive incentive for those who wanted to know more about 

postmodernism in social work practice. 

Second, the follow-up information groups provided the opportunity to engage the 

participants in a focus group activity. Focus groups refer to group discussions about a 

specific topic of interest to the researcher and the participants (Barker, 1995; Morgan & 

Spanish, 1984; Vaughn, Schumm & Sinagub, 1996). In this instance, the focus groups 

were used as a follow-up sequential triangulation procedure for the primary quantitative 

research methodology (Morse, 1991). More specifically the focus groups were designed 

to explore with the participants the face validity of the survey questionnaire, potential 

questions for quantitative analysis and to discuss preliminary findings and conclusions 

based on initial quantitative analyses. A semi-structured interview schedule was 

developed to guide the information gathering process for this focus group component. 

Participants were probed about their experience and reactions to completing the survey 

questionnaire, their impressions about a postmodern presence in social work and the 

impact of postmodernism on social work practice. The complete focus group guide is 

attached as Appendix D. 

Two follow-up information groups were conducted in November and December 

1999. A total of 11 respondents participated in these groups. Each of the groups lasted 

approximately two hours. During the first hour participants focused on the interview 

schedule with the researcher acting as moderator. In the second hour the researcher 

conducted an interactive presentation on postmodernism. The presentation was designed 
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to enhance the postmodern knowledge level of participants and explore contemporary 

postmodern trends in social work practice. Each group was audio taped. 

Summary of Research Process 

The three phases of the research discussed above evolved over approximately a 24 month 

period beginning in January 1998 and terminating mid December 1999. Table 4.1 

presents the timeframe for each of the three phases by highlighting the significant 

research procedures occurring in each phase. 

Table 4.1 

Summary of Timeframe for Phases of the Research Project 

Phases of Research Project Timeframe 

Phase I 

Construction of the survey questionnaire 

Research Ethics Approval 

Pretesting and continuing development of survey 

questionnaire 

Phase II 

Survey questionnaire mailed to AARSW 

membership 

Data Collection 

Phase III 

Follow-up groups 

Data Analysis 

Data Analysis 

Data for this dissertation consisted of two types; (1) responses gathered in the 

survey questionnaire (2) information provided by respondents participating in the follow-

January-February 1998 

March 1998 

June-November 1998 

May 1, 1999 

May 15-September 1, 1999 

November-December 1999 

November 1999-August 2000 
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up focus groups. Each set of data was analyzed using techniques appropriate to the nature 

of the data. The analysis of the data from the survey questionnaire will be addressed first. 

Then the approach to the focus group information will be described. 

The survey questionnaire data were subjected to a series of quantitative analyses. 

Three primary quantitative data analysis techniques were employed in this analysis. First, 

the psychometric properties of the survey questionnaires were assessed. This consisted of 

generating estimates of the reliability and validity of the questionnaire's ability to 

measure the postmodern orientation and knowledge level of respondents. 

Reliability refers to consistency of a measurement instrument (Weinbach & 

Grinnell, 1995). It concerns the ability of an instrument to consistently to produce similar 

measurement results. Cronbach's alpha was selected as the statistical method to establish 

the reliability of Sections One and Two of the survey questionnaire. This statistical 

technique determines the extent to which the items of instrument are measuring the same 

thing. 

Validity refers to degree that an instrument actually measures what is supposed to 

measure (Weinbach & Grinnell, 1995). In this instance, validity concerns the ability of 

Sections One and Two of the survey questionnaire to measure respondents' postmodern 

orientation and knowledge level respectively. The validity of each section was assessed 

by means of a form of factorial analysis. In particular, the validity of Sections One and 

Two was established using a multiple group factor analysis (Nunnally, 1978). This is a 

statistical method designed to account for the pattern of correlations among the items 

contained in each section. If the items in Sections One and Two are a valid measure of 

the constructs under consideration, then the items particular to each section will have a 
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higher correlation with the section's total scores than with the total scores of other 

instruments used in the study. If this occurs, then the section's items collectively imply 

that each item in some way measures the construct in question and not some other 

construct. Factor loadings were generated to demonstrate the correlation among each 

section's item and thereby assess the validity of the instruments. In essence, the matrix 

correlates each item of Sections One and Two with the total scores for their respective 

section. 

The second type of data analyses perform were intended to answer the research 

questions posed in Chapter One. As a reminder, the research questions under 

consideration are: 

• Is there a postmodern presence in social work practitioners' worldview? 

• To what extent is there a postmodern presence in social work practitioners' 

worldview? 

• How knowledgeable are social workers about the postmodernism? 

• Do social worker practitioners consider themselves postmodern? 

These research questions are descriptive in nature. It follows, therefore, that a 

descriptive approach to data analysis is appropriate to explore the data collected in 

relation to these questions. Descriptive analyses summarize the characteristics of data 

(Weinbach & Grinnell, Jr., 1995). In this instance, descriptive analysis included an array 

of univariate and bivariate statistics, for example, frequency counts, measures of central 

tendencies, crosstablulations and t-tests. These statistics had two purposes. First, the 

univariate and bivariate statistics describe and summarize the presence of a postmodern 
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orientation in the worldview and practice of respondents, their postmodern knowledge 

levels and their postmodern self-perceptions. In short a postmodern profile was generated 

for participants in relation to the research questions. Second, the descriptive statistics 

provided the basis for subsequent data analysis involving the computation and 

identification of predictor variables. 

The third and final set of quantitative analyses identified demographic variables 

contained in Section Three of the survey questionnaire (Appendix A) that might serve as 

potential predictors of participants' postmodern orientation and knowledge level. 

Predictor variables were identified by means of multiple regression analysis. Regression 

analysis is a statistical technique that permits the prediction of one variable from the 

observations of another variable (Weinbach & Grinnell, Jr., 1995). Multiple regression is 

an extension of bivariate regression analysis in that it involves more than one 

independent variable. In multiple regression analysis it is possible to combine a number 

of independent variable to predict the value of a dependent variable (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 1996). 

In this study respondents' postmodern orientation (Section One) and knowledge 

(Section Two) scores served as dependent variables. Scores for Sections One and Two of 

the survey questionnaire were calculated in accordance with Hudson's (1991) scoring 

system. Hudson's method generates scores for individual respondents ranging from 0 to 

100. 

The demographic variables identified in Section Three of the survey questionnaire 

such as gender, age, field of practice and primary practice function served as independent 

predictor variables. Not all of the demographic variables were continuous in nature. In 
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those instances, the independent variables were converted to dichotomous variables by 

dummy variable coding in order to conform to the assumptions of regression analysis 

(Tabachnick & Fidel, 1996). 

Follow-up Focus Group Data 

The second type of data analysis involved the information gathered in the follow-

up focus groups. As noted in the previous section, focus groups were incorporated into 

the methodology as a technique to support the face validity of the survey instrument and 

solicit participants' views about the postmodern phenomenon in social work. These 

groups also generated ideas for quantitative data analysis. As such, the focus groups were 

conceptualized in a manner similar to the use of focus groups for survey questionnaire 

construction during the initial stages of survey research. Used in this manner, a detailed 

analysis of focus group data is not necessary or efficient (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990). 

Summary 

This chapter presented the methods and procedures used to conduct this study. A 

three-phase process was described. The first phase consisted of the development and 

pretesting of a survey questionnaire to probe the postmodern orientation and knowledge 

level of social work practitioners. In Phase II of the study, the survey questionnaires were 

mailed to every member of the Alberta Association of Professional Social Workers 

(AARSW). Phase III consisted of follow-up information and focus groups designed as an 

incentive for completing the survey questionnaire and gathering further information to 

assist in conceptualizing and guiding data analysis. 

Chapter Five will present the results of the study. In particular, the chapter will 

describe the analysis relating to the following aspects of the study: 
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• the psychometric qualities of Sections One and Two of the survey questionnaire. 

• the demographic profile of respondents. 

• a descriptive analyses of the current postmodern orientation and knowledge level 

of respondents. 

• a factor analysis identifying underlying principal components of postmodern 

orientation. 

• a regression analyses that identifies the independent demographic predicator 

variables explaining the postmodern orientation and knowledge level of the respondents. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: RESULTS 

Introduction 

This chapter describes the analysis of data applicable to the research questions 

identified in Chapter One. Initially, the analysis focuses on the psychometric properties of 

Sections One and Two of the survey questionnaire, in order to establish their reliability 

and validity. The following section provides the demographic characteristics of the 

study's sample. Respondents are profiled in terms of their personal demographics and the 

nature of their practice, practice settings and professional development activities. Then 

the chapter examines, in turn, the data relevant to each the research question. In 

particular, this section examines participants' practice worldview, their postmodern 

orientation and knowledge scores and the association of these scores with respondents' 

demographic characteristics. The explication includes a principal component analysis 

probing for the underlying components of respondents' worldview and a multiple 

regression analysis exploring potential predictor variables of postmodern orientation and 

knowledge scores. The chapter concludes with a description of respondents' postmodern 

self-perception. 

Psychometric Properties of Section One and Two of the Survey Questionnaire 

Psychometrics refers to the academic study of the development and evaluation of 

psychological or mental tests and measurements (Coon, 1995; Rogers, 1995). 

Fundamental to psychometrics are the notions of reliability and validity (Barclay, 1991). 

Reliability concerns the measurement consistency of a psychological index (Weinbach & 

Grinnell, 1995). A psychological instrument is considered reliable if it consistently 
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produces dependable scores across repeated administrations (Nugent, Sieppert & Hudson, 

in press; Sproull, 1995). Validity refers to the soundness of the psychological index 

(Leedy, 1993). A psychology instrument is considered valid if it measures what it is 

suppose to measure (Nugent, Sieppert& Hudson, 2000; Kerlinger, 1986). 

According to Kerlinger (1986), there are three basic types of validity, 1) content, 

2) criterion, and 3) construct. Content validity concerns how well the content of the 

measurement instrument represents the construct being measure (Sproull, 1995). 

Criterion validity involves assessing the psychological instrument against an external 

variable (Kerlinger, 1996). Construct validity expresses the degree to which the construct 

itself is actually measured by the instrument (Leedy, 1993). 

This section addresses the psychometric issues of reliability and validity in 

relation to Section One (postmodern orientation) and Section Two (postmodern 

knowledge) of the survey questionnaire. The reliability assessment focuses on the internal 

consistency of these sections. The validity assessment examines each section of the 

questionnaire for content and construct validity. 

Section One: Postmodern Orientation 

Section One of the survey questionnaire consisted of 28 Likert-type statements 

designed to assess the postmodern orientation of respondents. The content of the 

statements related to ontological, epistemological and social work practice beliefs 

associated with modernism and postmodernism. Respondents were asked to indicate their 

agreement with these statements on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 

(strongly agree). Statements were constructed based on the scholarship of social work 

and related disciplines. Of these 28 statements, 14 reflected a modern orientation and 14 a 
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postmodern orientation. For scoring purposes, the 14 modern statements were reversed 

scored. An overall postmodern orientation score was then calculated for all respondents. 

Establishing Reliability 

The reliability of Section One was assessed using two methods. For a 

measurement index to be reliable, items in the index should be consistent with one 

another. Internal consistency is based on the notion that if items are consistent with one 

another, then they are more likely measuring the same thing. Cronbach's coefficient 

alpha (Cronbach, 1970), which is based on the average intercorrelations of items, was 

used to assess internal consistency. A computed Cronbach's alpha of .65 was obtained for 

Section One. According to Nunnally (1978), modest reliability coefficients of .70 are 

appropriate for the early stages of research. Moreover, Sproull (1995) suggests that a 

reliability of .70 or higher is typical for researcher designed measurement instruments. 

Given the exploratory nature of this dissertation, the computed Cronbach's alpha was 

considered to be within an acceptable range of these standards and therefore sufficient for 

purposes of this research. 

One of the weaknesses of Cronbach's alpha as a measure of reliability is its 

potential for instability across different sample populations (Klein, Beltran & Sowers-

Hoag, 1990). The standard error of measurement (SEM) is a more stable measure of 

reliability. It is a fixed quantity for a measurement instrument without regard to the 

particular sample under consideration (Nunnally, 1978). The SEM for Section One was 

calculated as 4.09. This result indicates that, on average, 95% of the time a respondent's 

obtained postmodern orientation score will fall within a range of plus or minus eight 

points from their true score. The SEM does not have a standard for interpretation 
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purposes. A useful rule of thumb is that SEM should be approximately five percent of the 

scores that range from 0 to 100 (Hudson, 1991). This low calculated SEM, in 

combination with the calculated Cronbach's alpha, establishes Section One as a 

reasonably reliable measure of postmodern orientation. 

Establishing Validity 

A measurement instrument not only has to be reliable but it must also be valid. 

Two approaches were taken to establish the validity of Section One. The procedure for 

establishing the content validity of Section One was discussed in Chapter Four. Briefly, 

all items in Section One were developed from the postmodern scholarship of social work 

and related disciplines. Then a series of social work professors, social work students and 

community social work practitioners reviewed the items for their face validity. Therefore, 

an initial argument can be made for the content validity of Section One. 

Establishing factorial validity is a method of substantiating a measurement 

instrument's construct validity. Factorial validity refers to estimating the correlational 

significance of factors that emerge from a factor analysis to what a measurement 

instrument or test purports to measure; i.e., the test scores. (Anastasi; 1988; Guilford, 

1965; Rogers, 1995). 

As a first step in establishing the factorial validity of Section One, a Varimax 

rotation principal component analysis (PC A), was conducted. Details of this analysis are 

presented later in the chapter. Eight components or factors were identified in the final 

PCA solution and were labeled as follows: beliefs about the natural world; beliefs about 

empowerment; beliefs about individual self-determination; beliefs about constructionism; 
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beliefs about knowledge; beliefs about worker-client relationship; beliefs about social 

work practice; and beliefs about planned change. 

These eight components or factors are considered to be underlying attributes of 

Section One that can be measured to a greater or lesser degree by the measurement 

instrument (Nunnally, 1978). The expectation is that the components or factors will have 

a significant correlation with the overall total scores of Section One. To test this 

hypothesis, factor-total score correlations were computed for the eight component using 

Pearson's r. Table 5.1 presents the factorial coefficients for the eight principal 

components for Section One. 

Table 5.1 

Factor-Total Score Correlations for Section One 

Principal Components Pearson r Sig r 

1. Beliefs about the natural world .35 .000* 

2. Beliefs about empowerment .50 .000* 

3. Beliefs about individual self-determination .24 .000* 

4. Beliefs about constructionism .43 .000* 

5. Beliefs about knowledge .33 .000* 

6. Beliefs about the worker-client relationship .08 .123 

7. Beliefs about social work practice .36 .000* 

8. Beliefs about planned change .05 .313 

Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Two features of Table 5.1 are apparent. First, six of the eight components 

correlate significantly with total scores of Section One. Correlations for these 

components range from a low to moderate. Second, there appears to be two factor failures 

that could adversely affect the validity of Section One. Components six and eight have 
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factor loadings of .08 and .05 respectively, and were not found to be significantly related 

to total scores for this section of the questionnaire. Further analysis showed that three of 

the four items constituting components six and eight did not have a statistically 

significant correlation with the total score of Section One. These findings would suggest 

that consideration should be given to removal of these items in a future refinement of 

Section One. A median factor loading of .29 for the eight components, however, provides 

evidence to support a claim of construct validity for Section One of the survey 

questionnaire. 

Section Two: Postmodern Knowledge 

Section Two of the survey questionnaire assessed respondents' exposure to 

concepts and issues in the postmodern literature. The section served as an indirect 

measure of postmodern knowledge. Twenty statements were constructed to probe 

respondents' knowledge of postmodern ontological, epistemological assumptions and 

method of enquiry. All statements were based on the postmodern scholarship of social 

work and related disciplines. Respondents were asked to agree with the statement, 

disagree with the statement or indicate that they didn't know about the statement. Ten of 

the statements were phrased in a correct manner and ten were worded incorrectly so as to 

reduce response bias. 

Overall postmodern knowledge scores were computed in three steps. First 

respondents' incorrect and "Don't Know" responses were recoded in a single "incorrect" 

response. In effect, a binary correct/incurred score was created for each statement. This 

served to create a binary correct/incorrect score for each statement, a necessary 

precondition for the statistical procedure selected to calculate reliability. Finally, a 



percentage score was generated by dividing the number of correct statements by the total 

number of statement (20). Total knowledge scores are discussed later in this chapter. 

Establishing Reliability 

The reliability of Section Two was assessed using two methods. The appropriate 

statistical procedure for establishing reliability for dichotomously scored data is the 

Kuder-Richardson formula 20 or KR-20 (Anastasi, 1988). This method of finding 

reliability is used for measurements that are scored correct and incorrect (Sproull, 1995). 

The KR-20 coefficient was calculated using a SPSS Alpha model and found to be .93. 

The method used to calculate Alpha is equivalent to the KR-20 coefficient for 

dichotomous variables (SPSS, 10.0,1999). In addition, a SEM of 7.5 was calculated for 

Section Two statements. The result indicates that, on average, 95% of the time a 

respondent's obtained postmodern knowledge score will fall within a range of plus or 

minus 15 points around their true score. A SEM of 7.5 is slightly elevated from the rule 

of thumb that the SEM should be approximately five percent of scores that range from 0 

to 100 (Hudson, 1991). 

One possible explanation for the elevated SEM is the large number of respondents 

(n = 144) who completed every item in Section Two as "Don't Know", resulting in a 

standard deviation of 28.9 for test scores. The size of the standard deviation of test scores 

is crucial in calculating SEM. A large standard deviation would increase the size of SEM. 

However, combining the high KR-20 coefficient and a SEM for this section that is not 

excessively high suggests that Section Two is a sufficiently reliable measure of 

respondents' exposure to postmodern scholarship 
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Establishing Validity 

The same approaches to assessing the validity of Section One were repeated for 

Section Two. The content validity of Section Two was established with the same 

procedures as previous discussed for Section One; i.e., review by social work professor, 

students and practitioners. Regarding factorial validity, a second Varimax rotation 

principal component analysis was conducted for Section Two. A summary of the analysis 

is contained in Appendix E. Three components were identified in the final PCA solution 

and were labeled as follows: 1) awareness of postmodern relativism, 2) awareness of 

postmodern individualism and 3) awareness of postmodern social order. Table 5.2 

presents the factorial correlation for the three principal components. 

Table 5.2 

Factorial Validates for Varimax Principal Component Final Solution 

Principal Components Pearson's r Sigr 

1. Awareness of postmodern relativism .86 .000* 

2. Awareness of postmodern individualism .41 .000* 

3. Awareness of postmodern social order .32 .000* 

Correlations significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

It is apparent from Table 5.2 that the three components correlate significantly 

with the total postmodern knowledge scores of Section Two. These findings provide 

evidence to support a claim of construct validity for this section of the survey 

questionnaire. 

In summary, Sections One and Two of the survey questionnaire do not display 

psychometric properties that could be considered appropriate for clinical application. 

Such an outcome was not expected for a project designed to explore an emerging 
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phenomenon in social work. However, the psychometric properties of these survey 

questionnaire sections are considered to be sufficient for the purpose at hand. 

Sample Demographic Characteristics 

Data were collected from 372 members of the Alberta Association of Registered 

Social Workers (AARSW). This section presents the demographic profile of respondents, 

including their personal demographics, the nature of their practice, their practice setting 

and their on-going profession development. 

Though the sampling method was not random, it is noteworthy that the 

distribution of the sample in relation to the key demographic variables of gender, age and 

level of education is similar to the membership of the Alberta Association of Registered 

Social Workers (AARSW) according to the December 1999 ARRSW profile of its 

membership. Table 5.3 on the following page summarizes the comparison between the 

research sample and the AARSW profile. In the present sample, 73.7% of the 

respondents are women and 26.3% are men. The AARSW profile reveals that 79.3% of 

its members are female and 20.7% males. Regarding age distribution, for the research 

sample, 1.3% of the respondents were under 24 years of age, 18.3% were 25-34, 47.0% 

were 35-49, 30.4% were 50-65 and 1.9% were over 65.1n the AARSW profile, 1.6% of 

the members were under 24 years of age, 14.9% were 25-34, 53.4% were 35-49, 27.3% 

were 50-65 and 2.8% were over 65.In relation to the level of education, 9.1% of 

respondents had Diplomas, 35.5% had BSW degrees, 50.5% MSW degrees, and 4.8% 

Ph.Ds. In the AARSW profile, 16.9% held Diplomas, 40.2% BSWs, 40.7% MSWs and 

2.2% Ph.Ds. 
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Table 5.3 

Comparison of Sample Characteristics and AARSW Membership Profile 

Demographic Research Sample AARSW Member Profile 

% % 

Gender 

Female 73.7 79.3 
Male 26.3 20.7 

Age Distribution 
Under 24 1.3 1.6 
25-34 18.3 14.9 
35-49 47.0 53.4 
50-65 30.4 27.3 
Over 65 1.9 2.8 

Level of Education 
Diploma 9.1 16.9 
BSW 35.5 40.2 
MSW 50.5 40.7 
Ph.D. 4.8 2.2 

Unfortunately, the AARSW profile is not as comprehensive as the demographic 

variables addressed in the research survey questionnaires. Comparisons between the 

sample and the AARSW profile in relation to such important practice variables as years 

of practice experience, years since graduation, sector of practice were therefore 

impossible. However, the documented similarities between the research sample and the 

AARSW profile suggest that the sample may be representative of the AARSW 

membership. 

As can be noted in Tables 5.4 and 5.5 on the next two pages, respondents tend to 

be older females, with degrees concentrated at the BSW and MSW levels of social work 

education. Respondent's ages ranged from 20 to 78, with a mean age of 44.1 (SD= 10.2). 

Almost two-thirds (63.7%) of the respondents were over 40 years of age and only 11% 
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Summary of Categorical Demographic Variables 
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Variable N Percent 

Gender 
Female 

Male 

Education Level 
Diploma 

Bachelors 
Masters 

Ph.D. 

Diploma or Degree 
Diploma 
BA/Other Bachelor Degree 
Other Bachelor Degree and BSW 
BSW 

MA/MSc/MEd/Mdiv 
MSW 
Other Master Degree and MSW 
Ph.D. 

Area of Specialization 

Generalist 

Clinical 

Family/Group 

Community 

Organization/Administration/Policy 

Child Welfare 

Physical/Mental Health 

Addictions 

Other 

None Listed 

AARSW Registration 

Registered Member 

Non-registered Member 

Student Member 

274 

98 

34 
132 
188 

18 

34 

5 

45 

72 

12 

155 

13 

18 

76 

90 

25 

21 

30 

6 

10 

3 

21 

90 

344 
14 
14 

73.7 

26.3 

9.1 
44.6 
50.5 

4.8 

9.1 

1.3 
12.2 

19.4 

3.2 

41.7 

3.5 

4.8 

20.4 

24.2 

6.7 
5.6 

8.1 

1.6 

2.7 
.8 

5.6 

24.2 

92.5 
3.8 
3.8 
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Table 5.5 

Summary of Continuous Demographic Variables 

Variable Mean SD N 

Age 44.1 10.2 368 

Years since graduation 11.2 9.2 364 

Years of experience as a social worker 14.4 9.4 367 

Years of experience in present organization 7.1 6.4 355 

were under the age of 30. The median age for the sample is 45. About 74% of 

respondents were female and 26% were males. Although this distribution of females and 

males appears skewed, it is representative of the association's membership according to a 

1999 AARSW profile of members. 

The average length of time since respondents completed their last degree is 11.2 

years (SD = 9.2). The degrees most frequently completed were the BSW (44.6%) or a 

MSW (50.5%). Only 9.1% of respondents possess a Diploma and 4.5% a Ph.D. About 

three-quarters (75.8%) of the sample reported an area of specialization during their social 

work education. Of this percentage, 24.2% had a clinical specialization and 20.4% 

reported a generalist specialization. The remaining 31.2% represent specializations 

dispersed among other social work practice methods, such as family and community 

practice, and particular social work fields of practice (e.g., addictions). Finally, the 

overwhelming majority of respondents (92.4%) were registered members of the AARSW. 

Of the remaining 7.6%, 3.8% were non-registered members and 3.8% student members. 
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Practice Demographics 

From a social work practice perspective, these practitioners represent a fairly 

homogenous aggregate. As can be noted in Table 5.5 (previous page) and Table 5.6 (next 

page), they present as a relatively inexperienced group of generalists. Most are focused 

on clinical practice with individuals and families, and are concentrated in the practice 

fields associated with physical/mental health and services to individuals and families. 

However, there is evidence of diversity in terms of the theories and models that inform 

the respondents' practice interventions. 

Although the mean years of experience as a social worker is 14.4 (Table 5.5), this 

figure is misleading. Further analysis reveals that almost three-quarters (72.8%) have less 

than 10 years of practice experience. About half (50.5%) report five years and under of 

practice experience, while less than one-quarter (22.6%) have over ten years of practice 

experience. The majority of respondents (80.9%) selected generalist as their practice 

designation (Table 5.6). In contrast, only 15.6% consider themselves specialist social 

workers. 

Just under half (44.9%) of practitioners identify a clinical primary practice 

function. It is interesting to note that the next largest percentage of respondents (18%) 

reported a multiple function. This finding might suggest a link between social work 

practice and the postmodern economic condition of multiple tasking identified in Chapter 

Two. The remaining 35.9% of practitioners have their primary practice function 

distributed across various limited macro level practice functions. With such an emphasis 

on clinical practice it is not surprising to find that the social work practice target 

population is, by in large, focused on individuals (53.5%) and families (22.3%). 
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Variable N Percent 

Primary Practice Function 
Clinical 

Community/Organizational Development 
Supervision 

Management/Policy/Planning/Analysis 
Program Design/Evaluation 
Consultation 
Research 

Education/Training 
Needs Assessment 
Multiple Functions 
Other 

Primary Social Work Practice Population 
Social work with individuals 
Social work with families 
Social work with groups 
Social work with organization 
Social work with communities 
Other 
None Listed 

Primary Theories/Models Informing Practice 
None 

Social Work Perspectives 

Individual 

Family 

Group 

Organizational 

Community 

Specific Intervention Techniques 

Social Work Roles/Skills/Values 

Legislation/Laws/Agency Regulations and Functions 

Research/evaluation 

Idiosyncratic 

167 44.9 

21 5.6 
13 3.5 
38 10.3 

4 1.1 
4 1.1 
4 1.1 
16 4.3 
17 4.6 
67 18.0 

20 5.4 

199 53.5 

83 22.3 

18 4.8 
35 9.4 
18 4.8 
18 4.8 
1 .3 

29 7.8 
100 26.9 

83 22.3 

11 3.0 
4 1.1 
4 1.1 
11 3.0 
105 28.2 

11 3.0 
5 1.3 
3 .8 
6 1.6 
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Table 5.6 (Continued) 

Summary of Demographic Categorical Practice Variables 

Variable N Percent 

Primary Social Work Field of Practice 

Physical/Mental Health 

Family/Child/Youth/Aged Services 

Income Maintenance/Housing 

Substance Abuse/Addictions 

Physical Violence/Sexual Abuse 

Social Work Education 

School Social Work 

Disabilities/Rehabilitation 

Criminal Justice/Corrections 

Occupational Health/Employee Assistance Program 

Multicultural Services 

Human Resources 

Other 

None Listed 

Practice Designation 

Generalist 

Specialist 

Both 

None Listed 

109 29.3 

120 32.3 

9 2.4 
11 3.0 

13 3.5 

10 2.7 

11 3.0 

25 6.7 

13 3.5 

9 2.4 
2 .5 
6 1.6 
33 8.9 

1 .3 

301 80.9 

58 15.6 

5 1.3 
8 2.2 

Respondents are also concentrated in two primary social work fields of practice 

(Table 5.6). Nearly one-third (32.3%) are employed in physical/mental health services 

and 29.3% in services to families, children, youth and aged. The remaining 38.4% of 

practitioners are dispersed in limited numbers across an array of practice fields. 

Although not readily evident in Table 5.6, practitioners make use of a rather 

diverse assortment of theories and models to inform their practice. Respondents were 
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asked in an open-ended question to identify the theories and models underpinning their 

practice. The diversity of responses was lost in collapsing the theories and models 

identified by respondents into the 12 categories of theories/models informing practice 

shown in Table 5.6. For instance, the specific intervention techniques, the single largest 

category at 28.2%, contained 18 distinctively different theories and models of 

intervention. Similarly, the two next largest response categories, social work perspective 

(26.2%) and individual theories/models (22.3%) contained 14 and 16 discrete approaches 

to social work practice respectively. 

Practice Setting Demographics 

Table 5.7 on the following page presents a summary of the number and percent of 

respondents employed in various practice settings. As can be noted in Table 5.7, over half 

(54.0%) of practitioners are employed in some form of non-profit or for-profit social 

services organization. About one-half (46.0%) of the practitioners were employed in 

government services, 26.3% in non-government and non-profit organizations and 4.6% in 

commercial for profit organizations. Only 11.5% of the practitioners were located in 

individual or group private practice. The majority of respondents report their practice 

setting is located in urban (76.9%) versus rural (20.7%) areas. On average, practitioners 

were employed with their current organization for 7.1 years. However, further analysis 

revealed that 50.0% of practitioners have been with their current organizations for five 

years or less suggesting labor mobility in the profession. 
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Professional Development Demographics 

Finally, respondents were asked about their on-going professional development. 

Two areas were probed, professional periodicals read and hours spent in continuing 

education in the last year. Table 5.8 (page 113) presents the number and percent of 

Table 5.7 

Summary of Demographic Categorical Practice Setting Variables 

Variables N Percent 

Sector of Practice 
Government Services 
Non-government Services 
Commercial/For Profit Organizations 
Group/Partnership Private Practice 
Individual Private Practice 
Other 

Location of Practice 

Urban (More than 10,000 Population) 
Rural (Less than 100,00 Population) 
Both 

None Listed 

171 

98 

17 

12 

31 

43 

286 

77 

3 

6 

46.0 

26.3 

4.6 

3.2 

8.3 

11.6 

76.9 

20.7 

.8 

1.6 

respondents engaged in each of these on-going professional development activities. 

Over one third (36%) of respondents indicated that they were not reading any 

discipline specific periodicals. About a further quarter (24.2%) reported reading only 

newsletters published by social work associations. Overall, well over half of theses social 

work practitioners (62.2%) either make no use or make little use of professional 

periodicals as a means of on-going professional development. However, just under two 

thirds (60.5%) of respondents attend over ten or more hours of continuing professional 
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education opportunities such as workshops and seminars in the past year. Only 6.2% 

reported not attending any such educational experiences. These results suggest that social 

work practitioners rely more on continuing professional education opportunities rather 

than periodical reading for their on-going professional development. 

Table 5.8 

Summary of Categorical Professional Development Variables 

Variable N Percent 

Primary Periodical Read 
None 

Social Work Association Newsletters 
Social Work Specific 

Family/Group Practice Newsletters/Periodicals 
Community/Organization/Administration/Management 
Research/Evaluation 

Related Discipline Newsletters/Periodicals 
Issue Specific Newsletters/Periodicals 
Popular Press 

Non-specific reading (not named) 
Other 

Continuing Professional Education in Last Year 
None 
1-4 Hours 
5-9 Hours 
10 or More Hours 

134 36.0 

90 24.2 

31 6.3 
36 9.7 
1 .3 
3 .8 
14 3.8 
29 7.8 
4 1.1 
28 7.5 
2 .5 

23 6.2 
63 16.9 

61 16.4 

225 60.5 

Postmodern Practice Orientation 

The discussion in this section addresses the first two research questions: 1) Is 

there a postmodern presence in the social work practitioners' worldview? and 2) To what 

extent is there a postmodern presence in social work practitioners' worldview? In 
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addition, the survey data is examined for potential relationships between respondents' 

postmodern practice orientation and their demographic characteristics. 

Practice Orientation 

Section One of the survey questionnaire asked participants to rate 28 statements 

on a six point Likert-type scale (Appendix A). The rating scale ranged from 1, strongly 

disagree to 6, strongly agree. Fourteen of these items were posed from a modern 

worldview perspective and 14 from a postmodern perspective. The former statements 

were subsequently reverse scored to facilitate the calculation of an overall postmodern 

orientation score. 

Table 5.9 on the following page contains the mean level of agreement with the 28 

items contained in Section One. For purposes of this study, statements must have a mean 

or median of 4.0 (mostly agree) to be classified as agreement. A mean or median of 4.0 

represents a definite degree of agreement with the statement. Means or medians under 4.0 

are considered disagreement. Some statements in Table 5.9 have been summarized for 

purposes of table construction. The original wording of Section One statements can be 

found in the survey questionnaire (Appendix A). Appendix F conveys the response 

frequencies, mean and standard deviation for all Section One statements. 

Bearing in mind the agreement/disagreement guidelines stated above, the results 

documented in Table 5.9 suggest that the worldview of respondents is dominated by 

an extensive postmodern presence. This postmodern presence is defined in terms of 

respondents' agreement with postmodern oriented statements and disagreement with 

modern oriented statements. 
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Table 5.9 

Mean Agreement for Section One Statements 

1.92 1.07 
2.88 1.41 

4.13 .99 

4.99 1.03 

4.39 1.19 
4.63 .88 
5.49 .70 

3.80 1.14 
3.58 1.02 

3.85 1.23 

4.11 1.42 

5.16 .84 

4.09 .95 

5.06 .91 

Section One Statements* Mean SD 

Postmodern Oriented Statements 
1. Social workers should concentrate on the immediate needs of clients. 

2. Truth is constructed by individuals and groups of individuals. 
9. Individuals should embrace a "be yourself attitude. 

10. Social workers should consider their clients as experts. 

11. The world out there exists because individuals construct or create it. 
13. The relationship between worker and client is contractual in nature. 

14. There are multiple sources of knowledge. 

18. Social justice can best be achieved through dialogue. 

19. Social workers should concentrate on "what" clients are doing. 
20. The world is pluralistic and irreducible. 

24. All opinions are equally valid. 

25. Nature can best be conceived as a dynamic whole. 
27. In society, individuals should be free to pursue their own interests. 
28. An individual's "self is constructed and reconstructed over time. 

Modern Oriented Statements 
3. There is a singular world that can be reduced into parts. 
4. Practitioners should concentrate on having clients understand "why". 

5. Individuals should strive to be disciplined; i.e., conventional. 
6. There are such things as expert opinions more valid than others. 

7. The social worker-client relationship is a therapeutic alliance. 
8. Social justice involves the application of predetermined standards. 

12. A machine metaphor best conveys an accurate picture of nature. 

15. Social workers should consider themselves as experts. 

16. The needs of society have preference over the needs of individuals. 
17. A statement is true if it correctly reflects event in the world. 

21. An individual's "self has inherent fixed characteristics. 

22. There is a real world that exists independent of individuals/groups. 

23. Promoting progress for humanity is the central aim of social work. 
26. Scientific knowledge is the only valid form of knowledge. 

2.85 1.41 
3.36 1.29 

2.71 1.17 

3.11 1.34 

4.81 1.02 

3.16 1.32 

2.06 1.03 

2.30 1.12 

3.18 1.09 
3.41 1.28 

3.91 1.18 

3.70 1.37 

4.09 1.25 

1.87 .98 

*Some statements have been modified for table construction purposes. 
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Bearing in mind the agreement/disagreement guidelines stated above, the results 

documented in Table 5.9 (previous page) suggest that the worldview of respondents is 

dominated by an extensive postmodern presence. This postmodern presence is defined in 

terms of respondents' agreement with postmodern oriented statements and disagreement 

with modern oriented statements. 

There is clear agreement with postmodern statements 9, 10,11,13,14,24, 25, 27 

and 28 (Table 5.9). All have means of at least 4.0 (mostly agree) or higher. There is also 

some agreement with statements 18, 19, and 20 (Table5.9). Although the respective 

means for these statements are 3.80, 3.58 and 3.85, all have medians of 4.0. Thus they are 

classified as agreement. The postmodern presence in respondents' worldview is enhanced 

by the disagreement with the modern statements 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 12, 15, 16 and 28 (Table 

5.9). All of these statements either have means or medians of 3.0 (mostly disagree) or 

less. Overall, the postmodern feature of respondents' worldview is represented by 21 of 

the 28 (75%) Section One statements. 

Descriptively, this postmodern feature of respondents' worldview contains 

postmodern oriented ontological, epistemological and practice statements. From the 

ontological perspective, respondents identify with the postmodern interpretation of reality 

as organic, constructed and plural. They reject the modern perspective of reality as 

singular, machine like and reducible into parts. Epistemologically, respondents accept the 

postmodern perspective of multiple sources of knowledge and the equality of opinions. 

At the same time they reject the modern notions that the scientific method is the only 

source of knowledge and that some opinions are more valid than others. Regarding 

individuals, respondents identify with the postmodern notions of a constructed 'self, a 
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'be yourself attitude' and the freedom to pursue ones' personal aims in society. The 

modem notion of the individual as disciplined, with needs subordinate to the needs of 

society is rejected. In terms of practice, there is an acceptance of the postmodern themes 

of participation and performance. Clients are viewed as expert, the relationship between 

worker and client is contractual in nature and worker interventions are focused on what 

clients are doing. The modem notion of the social worker as expert is rejected. Finally, 

respondents demonstrate a postmodern orientation to social justice. They accept the 

postmodern view of social justice as a mater of dialogue and reject the modem notion 

that social justice involves the application of predetermined social standards. 

There is also a modem presence in the respondents' worldview; however, it is not 

a marked as the postmodern feature. The modem feature of respondents' worldview is 

defined in terms their agreement with modem orientated statements and disagreement 

with postmodern orientated statements. 

Respondents agree with two modem statements, 7 and 23 (Table 5.9). Both have 

means or median of 4.0 (mostly agree) or higher. In addition, there is some agreement 

with the modem statements 17, 21 and 22 (Table 5.9). Although the respective means for 

theses statements are 3.41, 3.91 and 3.70, all have medians of 4.0. Thus, they are 

classified as agreement. The modem feature of respondents' worldview is enhanced by 

the disagreement with the postmodern statements 1 and 2, which have means and 

medians less that 4.0. Overall, the modem feature of respondents' worldview is expressed 

by only seven of the 28 (25%) Section One statements. 

Descriptively, this modem feature of the respondents' worldview also contains 

ontological, epistemological and practices statements. Respondents clearly agree with 



two modern statements related to practice. They support the modern project of progress 

as the aim of social work and retain the modern social work emphasis on the worker-

client relationship as a therapeutic alliance. To a lesser extent, respondents accept the 

modern practice notion that social work interventions should promote client 

understanding personal problems and issues. In addition, they rejected the postmodern 

practice notion that social workers should only focus on the immediate needs of clients. 

Onto logically, respondents endorse the modern perspective that an objective reality exists 

independent of individuals and that individuals possess an essential nature. 

Epistemologically, respondents support the correspondent theory of truth and reject the 

postmodern notion that truth is constructed. These findings suggest that the respondents 

retain what can be described as tenuous acceptance of a modern perspective in their 

worldview. 

This analysis of the responses to Section One statements contained in the survey 

questionnaire demonstrates that respondents have a combined postmodern-modern 

practice worldview that is, however, dominated by the postmodern feature. The next 

section continues the exploration of respondents' worldview by means of a principal 

component analysis. 

Principal Component Analysis 

Principal component analysis (PCA), a type of factor analysis, is a data or 

variable reduction technique that summaries complex correlations matrices (Craft, 1990; 

Tinsley & Tinsley, 1987). In effect, PCA identifies a smaller number of variable groups 

or clusters that can account for the variance in a given set of correlations (Stevens, 1986). 

These clusters, also known as factors, represent new variables that provide easier insight 



into the data under consideration (Craft, 1990). PCA was utilized in two ways: 1) as a 

confirmatory factor analysis to investigate the psychometrics of Sections One and Two 

discussed the psychometric section above; and 2) as an exploratory factor analysis to 

further investigate and descriptively identify the salient dimensions of respondents' 

worldview explicated in the preceding section. The following discussion focuses on the 

latter. 

Tabachnick and Fidell (1996) suggest that the integrity of the final PCA solution 

can be adversely affected by limitations in the variables subjected to analysis. These 

limitations include violations regarding assumptions of normalcy and linearity among 

variables. In addition, Tabachnick and Fidell identify several tests of factorability for 

assessing the appropriateness of a PCA given the variables under consideration. In this 

regard, they refer to significance tests of correlation, the size of the correlations in the 

component matrix, Barlett's test of sphericity, the anti-image correlation matrix and 

Kaiser's measure of sampling adequacy. 

The appropriateness of this PCA was determined in relation to Tabachnick and 

Fidell's (1996) guidelines. Although the majority of variables violated assumptions of 

normalcy, according to Tabachnick and Fidell, the assumption of normalcy are not in 

force if the principal component analysis is used descriptively to summarize relationships 

in a large number of variables. As noted above, this PCA was conceived as a means of 

exploring the statements in Section One in order to describe the most salient dimensions 

of the respondent's worldview. 

To begin the PCA, tests of factorability were conducted. First, the number of 

significant relationships in the correlation matrix was calculated. Over one-third (35.7%) 



of the correlations were significant. Tabachnick and Fidell (1996) suggest that 

factorability can be achieved with this test if "numerous pairs" of correlations are 

significant. This was judged to be the case. Second, the correlation matrix was reviewed 

to establish the size of the correlations. Tabachnick and Fidell maintain that if no 

correlation within the matrix exceeds .30, then the use of factor analysis is questionable. 

This correlation matrix contained seven instances in which the correlation exceeded 

Tabachnick and Fidell's benchmark of .30. Third, Kaiser's measure of sampling 

adequacy had a value of .739. Tabachnick and Fidell propose that values of .6 and above 

are necessary for appropriate factor analysis. Fourth, Bartlett's test of sphericity was 

significant (%2 = 1607.62, df = 378, p = .000). However, Tabachnick and Fidell point out 

that Bartlett's test is extremely sensitive to the size of the sample. The test is likely to be 

significant with low correlations if the sample is large, which is the case for this 

dissertation. Nevertheless, the result is consistent with the other tests of significance. 

To enhance interpretability, a Varimax rotated method of PC A was conducted. It 

proved to be the most effective means of identifying underlying components for the 28 

statements in Section One of the survey questionnaire. Statements loading below .40 

were excluded from the analysis (Stevens, 1986). As a rule of thumb, Tabachnick and 

Fidell (1996) suggest that loadings below .32 should not be interpreted. However, these 

authors designate .32 loadings as poor values. As can be noted in Appendix G, the 

majority of loadings fall with the .45, .55, .63 and .71 range. Tabachnick and Fidell 

describe these values as fair, good, very good and excellent respectively. Therefore, with 

the benchmark of .40, the variable loadings fall within a range of fair to excellent. 

Finally, for interpretative purposes, negative factor loadings were considered to be 
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indicators of what components are not (Tinsley & Tinsley, 1987). This situation occurred 

in three instances (see Appendix G). 

Following the eigenvalue 1 method (Comrey, 1988), only components with an 

eigenvalue of ± 1 or greater were considered for inclusion in the solution. In addition, 

Catell's Scree test (Stevens, 1986) was conducted to assisted in determining the number 

of component for inclusion in the final solution. Based on these two criteria, eight 

components were identified for possible inclusion in the final solution. On the surface, 

this number of components appears high. However, the number of components is 

consistent with Tabachnick and Fidell's (1996) guidelines. Tabachnick and Fidell suggest 

that usually the number of components with eighenvalues of 1 or greater is somewhere 

between the number of variables in the PC A divided by five and three. Therefore, in a 

PC A with 28 variable, the number of components may range from 6 to 9. 

The final solution for this PC A consisted of eight components, accounting for a 

relatively low 51.7% of the variance in the correlation matrix (Stevens, 1986). Stevens 

suggests the final solution should account for most of the variance in the variables, which 

is defined as 75% or more. However, the obtained result is considered acceptable given 

that the survey questionnaire was designed for exploratory research rather than 

psychometric purposes. 

The final PC A solution appears in Appendix G. The eight components of the final 

solution with their eigenvalues and percentage of variance were labeled as follows: 

• Component 1. Beliefs about the natural world (x = 3.4,12.3%): 

characterized by a rejection of the modern interpretation of reality as singular, reducible 
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and machine like and support for the postmodern interpretation of the natural world as a 

dynamic whole that is pluralistic and irreducible. 

• Component 2. Beliefs about empowerment (x = 2.7, 9.7%): characterized 

by a rejection of the modem notion of 'expert' and disciplined individuals and support for 

the postmodern perspective of client as knowledgeable about their life circumstances. 

• Component 3. Beliefs about individual self-determination {% - 2.0, 7.2%): 

characterized by the postmodern view that individuals should be themsevles, have 

opinions equally valid as others and should be free to pursue their own needs and aims in 

society. 

• Component 4. Beliefs about social constructionism (x = 1.7, 6.0%): 

characterized by the acceptance of the modem notion of an independent reality, the 

postmodern perspective of a constructed reality and the rejection of the postmodern 

notion of constructed truth. 

• Component 5. Beliefs about knowledge (x = 1.3,4.80%): characterized by 

the acceptance of the modernism's correspondence theory of truth, the rejection of the 

modem emphasis on scientific knowledge as the only valid knowledge and support for 

the postmodern stance of multiple sources of knowledge. 

• Component 6. Belief about worker-client relationship {% = 1.2, 4.4%): 

characterized by support for the postmodern notion of contractual relationships. 

• Component 7. Beliefs about social work practice (x - 1.0, 3.8%): 

characterized by acceptance of the modem notion of human progress as the goal of social 



work practice and a rejection of the modern emphasis of understanding the underlying 

structures of human behavior. 

• Component 8. Beliefs about planned change (x = 1.0, 3.6%): characterized 

by the rejection of the postmodern notion of social justice achieved through dialogue and 

acceptance of postmodernism's emphasis on performance. 

As noted above, the PC A conforms to the tests of appropriateness specified by 

Tabachnick and Fidell (1996). However, there are indicators suggesting the results be 

viewed with caution. For instance, although Tabachnick and Fidell's significant 

relationship guideline was achieved, a number of the significant correlations were under 

.20 or what Craft (1990) terms slight correlations. Also, as reported above, the overall 

percentage of total variance accounted for by the final solution is low. 

Despite the limitations, the PCA does convey instructive insight into the 

worldview of respondents. There is tentative evidence for a postmodern presence in the 

worldview of respondents. In particular, the PCA final solution suggests the underlying 

importance of such postmodern themes as the rejection of modernism, multiple 

perspectives, diversity, constructionism, individualism, and egalitarianism to the 

worldview of respondents. 

In summary, the data analyses in this section suggest that the practice worldview 

of participants is composed of a combination of postmodern and modern ontological, 

epistemological and practice beliefs. The extent of these postmodern beliefs is 

remarkable. Of the 28 statements in Section One, 21 (75%) indicate a postmodern 

presence in respondents' worldview. Only seven of the 28 statements (25%) show a 

modern presence. Overall then, the worldview of respondents can be characterized as 



consisting of a dominant postmodern feature and a secondary modern feature. Even 

though the practice worldview of respondents retains a connection with the modern 

paradigm, the data suggests that the link is somewhat tenuous. These findings clearly 

indicate an extensive postmodern presence in the worldview of respondents. 

Total Postmodern Orientation Scores 

As another way of assessing this postmodern presence, total scores for Section 

One were computed using the Hudson (1991) scoring system identified in Chapter Four. 

As noted in Chapter Four, Hudson's scoring system generates scores for individual 

respondents ranging from 0 to 100. The mathematical procedure involves the number of 

statements used by a respondent, the rating of each statement and the statement rating 

scale expressed in the formula S=(Sum (X)-N)(100/[N(5)]). In this equation, X represents 

the rating of a statement, N is the number of statements completed by the respondent and 

the number 5 is used to exclude any statements that may have been scored outside the 

range of 1 to 6. The resulting score can be considered the overall postmodern presence in 

the practice worldview of respondents. In this instance higher scores reflect a positive 

postmodern presence in respondent's practice worldview. 

Figure 5.1 on the following page shows that the mean postmodern score is 59.7 

with a SD of 6.94. Scores ranged from a low of 38 to a high of 81. The overall scores 

indicate a moderate postmodern presence in the practice orientation of social workers. 

Only eight respondents (2.2%) scored two standard deviations below the mean, while 

eight respondents (2.2%) scored two standard deviations above the mean. Therefore, 

95.6% of scores fall within ± two standard deviations from the mean of 59.7; that is, 45.8 

and 73.6. 



Although the distribution of total postmodern orientation scores appears to be 

relatively homogeneous, it is reasonable to expect that within this distribution there 

Figure 5.1 
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be individual differences based on personal demographics and the nature of practice 

influences, social work practice settings, and professional development activities. A 

series of bivariate analyses were conducted to assess this possibility. Results suggest of 

the analyses suggest that the postmodern orientation of respondents is independent of 

demographic variables assessed in this study. 

The first set of analyses involved independent t-test and one-way analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) analyses for the independent categorical variables contained in 

Std. Dev = 6.94 

Mean = 59.7 

N = 372.00 
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Section Three of the survey questionnaire. In all, 12 independent variables were included 

in the analyses, grouped under four general headings presented in Table 5.10. 

Table 5.10 

Independent Categorical Variables 

Personal 
Demographic 
Variables 

Nature of Practice 
Variables 

Social Work 
Practice Setting 

Professional 
Development 
Variables 

Gender 

Level of education 

Education 
specialization 

Primary practice 
Function 

Primary practice 
population 

Primary field of 
practice 

Primary intervention 
theory 

Sector of practice Professional periodical 
read 

Location of practice Continuing 
professional education 

All the independent variables contained in Table 5.10 were chosen for inclusion 

in Section Three of the survey questionnaire for their potential to account for individual 

differences in postmodern orientation scores. For instance, in relation to the nature of 

practice variables in Table 5.10, it was posited that the differences in primary practice 

function, populations, fields of practice and intervention theory would expose 

respondents to varying degrees of contact with and utilization of postmodern thinking and 

practice. In particular, it was assumed that clinical practitioners with individual and 

family practice would exhibit a greater degree of postmodern orientation than 

respondents with practice focused on communities, organizations, policy and 

administration. This assumption was grounded in the observation that the profession's 

postmodern scholarship is weighted toward clinical practice. In a similar fashion, it was 
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speculated that respondents who practice in urban centers would have the opportunity for 

more exposure to contemporary postmodern trends in social work than those practitioners 

in rural practice settings simply because of the proximity to professional resources. 

Of the variables identified in Table 5.10, only gender was statistically related to 

overall postmodern orientation scores (t=4.308, df = 370, p = .000). However, the mean 

postmodern orientation score for females (60.6%) is only marginally higher that the mean 

score for males (57.2%). This difference has little practical significance in explaining the 

variance in postmodern orientation scores between females and males. 

A second set of bivariate analyses was conducted to identify significant 

correlations between variable contained in Section Three of the survey questionnaire and 

respondents' postmodern scores. These demographic variables include the respondents': 

1) age; 2) years since graduation; 3) years of practice experience; and 4) years in current 

organization. Pearson's r was calculated to test the relationship between these four 

continuous variables and postmodern scores. Almost negligible, but slightly negative 

significant correlations were found between postmodern orientation scores and years 

since graduation (r = -.163, p = .002), years of practice experience (r = -.107, p = .041) 

and years in current organizations (r = -.158, p = .003). These findings suggest that as the 

years since graduation, years of practice experience and years in current organizations 

increase postmodern orientation scores decrease. However, given the strength of the 

relationship, these results suggest that postmodern orientation scores are largely 

independent of these three continuous variables. 

To further explore the relational possibilities, these independent continuous 

variables were also recoded into categorical variables. Age was recoded into decade born, 



years since graduation into decade graduated, and years of practice experience and 

employment in current organization were reordered into groups. ANOVA results showed 

only a significant difference for grouped years in current organization (F [3, 349] = 

3.392, p = .018). Post hoc tests revealed that those respondents who were in their current 

organization from 21 to 30 years had significantly lower average postmodern orientation 

scores (55.9%) that those who had up to five years of services (60.3%), from 6 to 10 

years of service (60.5%) and from 11 to 20 years of services (58.4%). This finding 

suggests some consistency with the slight negative correlation between years in current 

organization and lower average postmodern score. 

Finally, a correlation between overall postmodern orientation scores and overall 

postmodern knowledge scores was computed using the Pearson r. Respondents overall 

postmodern orientation scores showed an almost negligible but sight correlation with 

their overall postmodern knowledge scores (r = .150, p = .004) (Craft, 1990). This result 

suggests that respondents' postmodern orientation score is largely independent of their 

postmodern knowledge scores. 

Postmodern Knowledge 

The discussion in this section addresses the third research question: How 

knowledgeable are social workers about the postmodern worldview? In addition, the 

survey data are examined for potential relationships between respondents' postmodern 

knowledge and their demographic characteristics. 

Knowledge Statements 

Section Two of the survey questionnaire explored social work practitioners' 

postmodern knowledge level. Respondents were asked to answer 20 knowledge 
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statements about postmodernism derived from the postmodern literature. As discussed in 

Chapter Four, these statements represented a continuum of postmodern knowledge 

ranging from general knowledge to a comprehensive understanding of postmodernism. 

For each statement respondents were asked to agree, disagree or indicate that they didn't 

know. Eleven of the statements were negatively worded so as to avoid response set bias. 

Subsequently, these items were reversed scored to generate an overall knowledge level 

score. 

Table 5.11 on the following page shows the frequency and percentage of correct, 

incorrect and don't know response for all the knowledge statements. Some statements 

have been shortened for purposes of table construction. The original wording can for 

Section Two statements can be found in Appendix A. 

As can be noted in Table 5.11, the frequency of correct response across items 

ranges from a low of 8.6 % to a high of 53.0%. The mean percent correct was 29.2 (not 

shown in Table 5.11) with a standard deviation of 28.9%. These findings suggest that 

respondents have a limited knowledge of postmodernism. For example, there is but one 

instance in which over 50% of respondents answer the statement correctly. This occurred 

with statement two; that is, a postmodernist would support the view that there are no 

absolute truths. Furthermore, only statements 6 (postmodernists favor diversity), 9 

(postmodernists insist that "scientific knowledge" is the only valid knowledge) and 20 

(postmodernism rejects the thesis that meaning is relative and shifting) were correctly 

answered by 40 to 50 percent of respondents. Finally, the mean percent correct for the 

remaining 16 statements is less than 25 percent (24.0%). 
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Table 5.11 

Frequency and Percentage of Correct, Incorrect and Don't Know Response for 

Knowledge Statements 

Statement Correct Incorrect Don't 
Know 

N % N % N % 

1. Postmodernism stresses the importance of 107 28.2 85 22.8 180 48.4 
cause and effect* 

2. A postmodernist would support the view 197 53.0 16 4.3 159 24.7 
that there are no absolute truths. 

3. Deconstruction is an analytical techniques 130 34.9 11 3.0 231 62.1 
associated with postmodernism. 

4. Jean-Francois Lyotard can be considered 32 8.6 1 .3 339 91.1 
an eminent postmodern author. 

5. Postmodernists would elect to abandon 139 37.4 40 10.8 193 51.9 
uncertainty in favor of certainty.* 

6. Postmodernists favor diversity. 185 49.7 15 4.0 172 46.2 

7. A socially constructed reality is consistent 143 38.4 35 9.4 194 52.2 
with postmodern thinking 

8. Language is dismissed in postmodernism 136 36.6 20 5.4 216 58.1 
as irrelevant.* 

9. Postmodernists insist that "scientific 156 41.9 24 6.5 192 51.6 
knowledge" is the only valid knowledge.* 

10. Postmodernism seeks a totalizing 95 25.5 68 18.3 209 56.2 
explanation or theory of human behavior.* 

* Statements that are not correct based on relevant postmodern literature. 
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Table 5.11 cont. 

Frequency and Percentage of Correct, Incorrect and Don't Know Responses for 

Knowledge Statements 

Statement Correct Incorrect Don't 
Know 

N % N % N % 

11. Postmodernists accept that it is possible to 82 22.0 90 24.2 200 53.8 
separate values from facts.* 

12. Social responsibility is a key characteristic 44 11.8 112 30.1 216 58.1 
of postmodernism. * 

13. Postmodernism offers a clearly defined 107 28.8 41 11.0 224 60.2 
approach to the goal of human progress.* 

14. Humanism is rejected by postmodernism. 34 9.1 110 29.6 228 61.3 

15. Postmodernists would accept that 105 28.2 51 13.7 216 58.1 
knowledge is power and power is 
knowledge. 

16. Postmodernism promotes the view that 66 17.7 83 22.3 223 59.9 
there are dominant cultures.* 

17. Some postmodernists would accept the 61 16.4 25 6.7 286 76.9 
idea that the "author is dead". 

18. The use of categories such as gender and 77 20.7 69 18.5 226 60.8 
race is central to postmodernism.* 

19. Postmodernists accept the proposition that 179 48.1 10 2.7 183 49.2 
meaning is relative and shifting. 

20. Postmodernism rejects the thesis that a 99 26.6 43 11.6 230 61.8 
concept of 'self results from a 
psychodynamic process. 

* Statements that are not correct based on relevant postmodern literature. 



The highest percentage of correct answers occurred with statements that are 

considered basic postmodern knowledge and related to the postmodern themes of 

relativeness and multiple perspectives. These statements are 2 (a postmodernist would 

support the view that there are no absolute truths), 6 (postmodernists favor diversity),0 

(postmodernists insist that "scientific knowledge" is the only valid knowledge), and 19 

(postmodernists accept the proposition that meaning is relative and shifting). The four 

statements were answered correctly by 40 to 53 percent of the respondents. All these 

statements express postmodern themes consistent with such traditional social work values 

as the uniqueness of the individual, pragmatism, respect for diversity and innovation 

(McLeod& Meyer, 1967). 

In contrast, fewer than 21% of respondents correctly answered five statements 

pertaining to specific content relevant to postmodern scholarship. These statements are 4 

(Jean-Francois Lyotard can be considered a an eminent postmodern author), 12 (social 

responsibility is a key characteristic of postmodernism), 14 (humanism is rejected by 

postmodernism), 17 (some postmodernists would accept the idea that the "author is 

dead") and 18 (the use of categories such as gender and race is central to 

postmodernism). For example, only 8.6% of respondents knew that Jean-Francois 

Lyotard is an eminent postmodern scholar. These five statements were considered to be 

advanced knowledge statements. Answering these statements correctly would require a 

degree of familiarity with postmodern scholarship. 

This limited degree of postmodern knowledge is further highlighted by the 

number of respondents who answered all 20 statements Don't Know. One hundred and 

forty-one respondents (37.9%) answered Don't Know for all 20 statements. From Table 
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5.10 it can be noted that the Don't Know response ranged from a low of 24.7% for 

statement two to a high of 91.1% for statement 4. Overall, for 16 of the 20 statements 

over 50% of respondents answered Don't Know. In only two instances did the percentage 

of respondents with the correct answer exceed the percentage of respondents answering 

Don't Know. This occurred with statements 2 (a postmodernist would support the view 

that there are no absolute truths) and 6 (postmodernists favor diversity). Both these 

statements were considered basic postmodern knowledge. These results show that the 

respondents were not familiar with postmodern content and concepts. 

Finally, additional frequency analysis underscores the limited postmodern 

knowledge level of respondents. Less than one-third of respondents (31.0%) had 10 or 

more correct answers. Only 27 respondents (7.2%) answered 15 or more statements 

correctly. Overall, the mean number of correct answers was 5.84 with a standard 

deviation of 5.78. No respondent answered all statements correctly. One respondent had 

19 correct answers. 

Total Postmodern Knowledge Scores 

Total scores for Section Two of the survey questionnaire were calculated as a 

percentage of correct answers. Higher percentage scores indicate a greater degree of 

postmodern knowledge. It should be strongly emphasized that Section Two in no way 

relates to the overall professional expertise of the respondents. Rather these "knowledge" 

scores are indicative of respondents' exposure to or awareness of postmodern concepts 

and subject matters. 

The distribution of postmodern knowledge scores is presented in Figure 5.2 on the 

next page. Total knowledge scores ranged from 0 to 95% with a mean of 29.2% and a 



standard deviation of 28.9%. This distribution is positively skewed due to the high 

percent (37.9%) of Don't Know responses. Consequently, the overall postmodern 

knowledge scores are extremely low. 

Figure 5.2 

Distribution of Total Postmodern Knowledge Scores 

Std. Dev = 28.90 

Mean = 29.2 

N = 372.00 
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Percent Correct on PKI 

Table 5.12 on the following page presents the distribution of those respondents 

who have at least a little postmodern knowledge. Of these respondents, 45% had a 

postmodern knowledge score of 60 percent or less. Additional analysis showed that the 

respondents who had postmodern knowledge scores of 61 to 95 percent were 

concentrated in the Master and Doctoral levels of social work education. Only one 

Baccalaureate respondent scored in this range. In contrast, no Doctoral respondent had 

scored in the 0% correct category. 
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A series of t-tests and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were 

conducted to examine the relationship between total postmodern scores and the 

independent categorical variables identified in Table 5.10. Systematic differences 

Table 5.12 

Percentage Distribution of Knowledge Scores for Respondents with Some Knowledge 

Percent Correct N % 

1-20 38 16.5 

21-40 56 24.2 

41-60 73 31.6 

61-80 52 22.5 

81-95 12 5.2 

in knowledge score were located in a number of variables identified under the heading 

personal demographic variables and nature of practice variables. Differences were also 

found in two continuous variables. Finding in relation to the categorical variable will be 

detailed first, followed by the results of the continuous variable analyses. 

An independent sample t-test for gender revealed a significant difference in 

knowledge scores for males and females (t = -4.02, df = 370, p = .000). Knowledge 

scores for males averaged 39.1%) and females 25.7%. Further analysis was undertaken to 

explore possible explanations for the gender difference in postmodern knowledge. A 

crosstabluation between gender and level of education revealed that, within gender, males 

had a higher percentage of respondents at the Masters and Ph.D. levels of education 

(61.2% and 8.2% respectively) than females (46.7% and 3.6% respectively). 
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One possibility that might explain this gender-based difference is respondents' 

level of education; which is associated with higher postmodern knowledge score. Masters 

and Ph.D. respondents have significantly higher postmodern knowledge scores than 

Diploma and Baccalaureate respondents. There are a larger percentage of males with 

these graduate degrees than females. Therefore, the gender-based postmodern knowledge 

difference may simply be a function of level of education. 

In relation to the nature of nature of practice variables, ANOVA results revealed 

one significant difference for primary practice theory (F [4, 367] = 2.61, p = .035). Those 

respondents who declared that they did not have a primary practice theory had 

significantly lower average postmodern knowledge scores (M = 16.7%) than either those 

respondents who reported specific practice interventions such as stress management (M = 

26.1%), social work practice theories such as person-in-environment (M = 30.7%) or 

individual, group or family theories (M = 32.1%). This finding is not particularly 

dramatic. Such a finding could be expected. It would seem reasonable that those familiar 

with some practice theory regardless of the perspective would be likely to possess more 

postmodern knowledge than those social workers without a practice theory. Of more 

interest is the lack of difference among groups who have a practice theory. It was 

expected that those who practice from an individual, group or family theory basis would 

have significantly more postmodern knowledge than those from the other groups. 

However, this was not the case. 

A series of ANOVA analyses showed two other significant differences among 

respondents in relation to the categorical variables identified in Table 5.10. These 

differences occurred with the independent variables "level of education" (F [3, 368] = 
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11.823, p = .000) and "educational specialization" (F [9, 362] = .686, p = .005). The post 

hoc test for level of education revealed that those respondents with a doctorate level of 

education have significantly more postmodern knowledge (60.0%) than Master level 

respondents (32.5%). In turn, Master level respondents possess a significantly higher 

postmodern knowledge than Baccalaureate respondents (22.1%). This finding is not 

surprising as it is reasonable to assume that Master and Ph.D. respondents would have the 

opportunity for greater exposure to postmodern literature during the course of their 

education than those at the Baccalaureate level of education. 

Regarding the social work educational specialization, post hoc tests showed that 

those respondents specializing in family/group practice and community practice had 

significantly higher postmodern knowledge scores (43.2% and 44.5% respectively) than 

those respondents reporting a specialization in generalist social work practice (20.1%). 

As with the variable "gender", the difference in postmodern knowledge scores can be 

explained with reference to the level of education. A crosstabulation of education 

specialization and level of education revealed a larger percentage of Masters respondents 

in family/group and community practice education specialization (84% and 81% 

respectively) than either Baccalaureate respondents (16% and 19% respectively) or 

Diploma respondents (0% and 0% respectively). As noted above, education level is 

positively associated with postmodern knowledge scores. Therefore, it would be expected 

that education specialization, which forms part of graduate education, would be 

associated with higher postmodern knowledge scores than the generalist orientation 

common among Diploma and Baccalaureate respondents. 



A set of Pearson correlations were conducted with the continuous demographic 

variables contained in Section Three of the survey questionnaire. These independent 

variables include respondents' age, years since graduation, years of practice experience, 

and years in current organization. Correlation analyses failed to identify any association 

between the dependent variable, knowledge scores, and the independent continuous 

variables. 

To further explore the relational possibilities, these independent continuous 

variables were recoded into categorical variables. Age was recoded into decade born, 

years since graduation into decade graduated, and years of practice experience and 

employment in current organization were reordered into groups. ANOVA results showed 

a significant difference for decade of graduation (F [3, 360] = 3.708, p = .012) and 

grouped years of practice experience (F [3, 361] = 3.018, p = .03). Post hoc tests for 

decade of graduation revealed that those respondents who graduated in the 1960s, 1970s 

and 1990s have a significantly higher mean postmodern score (40.3%, 27.4% and 32.4% 

respectively) than those respondents who graduated in the 1980s (22.9%). However, there 

are no significant differences in the mean postmodern scores for respondents graduating 

in the decades of 1960, 1970 and 1990. The emphasis on the "scientific practitioner" in 

social work education during the decade of the 1980s may be one possible reason for the 

lower postmodern knowledge scores of respondents graduating during this decade. 

Results of post hoc tests for years of experience revealed that respondents with 

over 31 years of practice experience have a significantly higher mean postmodern 

knowledge score (50.7%) than those respondents with fewer than 10 years of experience 

(30.2%), 11 to 20 years of experience (27.3%) and 21 to 30 years of experience (27.1%). 
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This result could have been biased by the limited number of respondents in the over 30-

year category (n = 14) in comparison to the other three categories. In addition, the level 

of education of respondents with over 30 years of practice experience group may explain 

this finding. Results of a crosstabulation for level of education and years of practice 

experience group revealed that over 90% (92.8%) of respondents in the over 30 years of 

practice experience group have either a Masters (71.4%) or a Ph.D. (21.4%) level of 

education. As noted above the level of education is significantly associated with higher 

postmodern knowledge scores. 

Predictors of Postmodern Orientation and Knowledge Scores 

Multiple regression analyses were employed in this study as a means of exploring 

and identifying demographic variables that might be capable of predicting respondents' 

postmodern orientation and knowledge scores. Multiple regression is a statistical 

procedure that assesses the relationship between one dependent variable and several 

independent variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). This analysis provides an assessment 

of the relative importance each selected independent variable has for predicting the value 

of the dependent variable under consideration (Weinbach & Grinnell, 1995). The 

outcome of the analysis is a regression equation identifying significant predictor 

variables. 

In this regard, two separate exploratory OLS (ordinary least squared) regression 

analyses were conducted. Respondents' total postmodern orientation scores functioned as 

the dependent variable in the first regression analysis. For the second analysis, 

respondents' postmodern knowledge scores served as the dependent variable. Identical 

sets of continuous and categorical demographic variables were utilized in both analyses. 
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Continuous demographic variables included respondents' age, years since 

graduation, years of practice experience and years in current organization. Demographic 

categorical variables chosen for the regression model were gender, level of education, 

primary practice function, sector of practice, professional periodicals read, and 

continuing professional education. All the continuous and categorical variables were 

selected based on the previous data analysis, the experience of the research and 

theoretical considerations. 

Before categorical variables can be included in a regression analysis they must be 

converted or recoded into dichotomous variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). This 

conversion was accomplished with a dummy coding procedure. Dummy coding is a 

system of 1 s and Os that indicates whether a respondent belongs to a group or not (Munro 

& Page, 1993). The categorical variables included in the regression analysis were dummy 

coded as follows: 

• Gender: 0 = males; 1 = females 

• Level of education: 0 = non-graduate education; 1 = graduate education 

• Primary practice function: 0 = not clinical; 1 = clinical 

• Sector of practice: 0 = not a government service; 1 = government service 

• Professional periodical read: 0 = read some periodicals; 1 = read no periodicals 

• Continuing professional education: 0 = no continuing education; 1 = some 

continuing education 
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Predictors of Postmodern Orientation Scores 

The first multiple regression analyses explored respondents' total postmodern 

orientation scores regressed on the selected demographic variables identified above. All 

the independent variables were entered simultaneously. A normal probability plot of the 

residuals for these data showed a relatively normal distribution. This finding indicates 

that a linear model is appropriate for the data. In addition, the residuals were plotted 

against the predicted postmodern orientation scores. The resulting plot displayed a 

random pattern, indicating a linear relationship (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). Therefore, 

the usual assumptions of a multiple regression were regard as being met in this analysis. 

The results of the analyses are presented in Table 5.13. As can be noted in Table 

5.13, gender accounted for approximately 10% of the variance in predicting postmodern 

orientation scores. The calculated F statistic associated with the analysis of variance 

suggests that there is a linear relationship between the postmodern knowledge scores and 

gender (F = 3.52, p = .000). 

Table 5.13 

Summary of Regression Analysis for Postmodern Orientation Scores 

Predictor* B Beta T Sigt 

Gender 3.57 .226 4.12 .000 

Total Model df(10) 
F = 3.52 (p = .000) 

R2 - .096 

* Nonsignificant predictor variables excluded from table. 

The slope for this model (b = 3.57) provides an estimate of respondents' 

postmodern orientation score as predicted by their gender. Positive regression 
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coefficients indicate that as the value of the dependent or criterion variable increases, the 

value of the independent or predictor variable increases (Weinbach & Grinnell, 1995). 

Given the dummy coding for gender described above, the positive regression coefficient 

suggest that females tend to have higher postmodern orientation scores. This model 

predicts that the average score for female social workers is 3.57 above the means for male 

social workers. From a practical point of view, this is of little significance. 

None of the other continuous or dichotomous variables selected for inclusion in 

the analysis (age, education level, years since graduation, years of practice experience, 

years in current organization, primary practice function, sector of practice, professional 

periodicals read, and continuing professional education) achieved significance as 

predicator of postmodern orientation scores. These results were not unexpected. In order 

for an independent variable to achieve predictor status, it must be strongly correlated with 

the dependent variable but uncorrelated with other independent variables (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 1996). A review of earlier data analyses suggests that the non-predictor variables 

were not entered into the regression model because they were not significantly correlated 

with total postmodern scores and were intercorrelated with other independent variables; 

i.e., multicollinearity. For instance, there is no significant correlation between age and 

total postmodern scores (r = -.09, p = .067). Moreover, age is significantly correlated with 

the years since graduation (r = .61, p = .000), years of practice experience (r = .67, p= 

.000) and years in current organizations (r = .42, p = .000). 

In summary, the final regression model with a calculated R2 of .09 offers only a 

limited ability to predict postmodern orientation scores. In other word, only 10% of the 

variance in postmodern orientation scores can be accounted for by gender. It should be 
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noted that a regression model does not infer causality (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). Nine 

of the ten independent demographic variables selected for inclusion in the regression 

analyses were excluded from the regression model. Overall then, for this sample of social 

workers, the postmodern orientation scores appear to be independent of the demographic 

variables measured in the survey questionnaire. 

Predictors of Postmodern Knowledge Scores 

The second multiple regression analyses explored respondents' total postmodern 

knowledge scores regressed on the same demographic variables included in the first 

multiple regression. All independent variables were entered simultaneously. The results 

of the analyses are presented in Table 5.14. 

Table 5.14 

Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis for Postmodern Knowledge Scores 

Predictor* B Beta T Sigt 

Gender 

Education Level 

Years since graduating 

Sector of practice 

Total Model 

*Non-predictor variables excluded from the table. 

The regression model included gender, education level, sector of practice and 

years since graduating. A normal probability plot of the residuals for these data showed a 

relatively normal distribution. This finding indicates that a linear model is appropriate for 

the data. In addition, the residuals were plotted against the predicted postmodern 

-13.18 -.20 -3.75 .000 

12.40 .21 3.62 .000 

-.71 -.22 -2.52 .012 

-7.46 -.13 -2.41 .017 

Df(10) 

F = 5.61 (.000) 

R2 = .15 
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knowledge scores. The resulting plot displayed a random pattern, indicating a linear 

relationship (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). Therefore, the usual assumptions of a multiple 

regression were regarded as met in this analysis. As can be noted in Table 5.11, the 

predictors accounted for only 15% of the variance in predicting postmodern knowledge 

scores. The calculated F statistic associated with the analysis of variance suggests that 

there is a linear relationship between the postmodern knowledge scores and the predictors 

(F = 5.61, p = .000). 

The slopes for this model provide an estimate of respondents' postmodern 

knowledge scores as predicted by gender, education level, sector of practice and years 

since graduating. An interesting feature of this model is the presence of negative 

regression coefficients (bit 63 and 64) for the predictors gender, years since graduating and 

sector of practice. If a regression coefficient is negative, then as the value of the 

dependent or criterion variable increases, the value of the predictor variable decreases 

(Weinbach & Grinnell, 1995). Given the dummy coding for gender, years since 

graduating and sector of practice described above, the negative regression coefficients 

suggest that males, more recent graduates and social workers not employed in a 

government service tend to have higher postmodern knowledge scores. Conversely, 

postmodern knowledge scores for respondents who are females, government service 

social workers and less recent graduates tend not to increase concurrently with increasing 

values of postmodern knowledge. 

The final regression model predicts the following: 1) the average postmodern 

knowledge score for male social workers is 13.18 above the means for females social 

workers; 2) for each additional year since graduation, the average postmodern knowledge 



score for social workers will increase by a value of .71; 3) the average scores for non

governmental social workers is 7.46 above the mean for governmental social workers; 

and 4) the average score for graduate social workers is 12.4 above the mean for 

undergraduate social workers. 

None of the other selected independent variable (age, years of practice 

experience, years in current organization, primary practice function professional 

periodical read, and continuing professional education) achieved significance as 

predictors of postmodern knowledge scores. Significance for these non-predictors ranged 

from p = .16 to p = .80. As noted above, for an independent variable to achieve the status 

of a predictor, it must first be strongly correlated with the dependent variable. None of 

the excluded independent variables has a significant correlation with postmodern 

knowledge scores. In addition, there is evidence of multicollinearity among some of these 

non-predictor variables. For example, years in current organization is moderately 

correlated with age (r = .42, p = .000) and years of practice experience (r = .61, p = .000) 

and slightly correlated with professional periodicals read (r = .138, p = .028). 

In summary, although the analysis produced a significant R2 statistic (. 15), such a 

result is a clear indication that the model provides only a low capacity for predicting 

postmodern knowledge scores. One possible contributor to the low R is the presence of 

multicollinearity among the predictor variables. For example, education level is slightly 

correlated with gender (r = .16, p = .002), and sector of practice (r = .12, p = .023) and 

has a low correlation with years since graduation (r = .20, p = .000). In addition, it is 

quite possible that other independent demographic variables excluded from the survey 
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questionnaire, such as ethnicity and social work education pedagogy, could have had the 

potential to be predictor variables. 

Postmodern Self-Declaration 

The final core question in this dissertation (Do social work practitioners consider 

themselves postmodern?) addressed respondents' postmodern self-perception. 

Respondents were asked to respond to the statement "Generally, I would consider myself 

to be a person with a postmodern orientation" on a six-point Likert-type scale. The rating 

ranged from 1, strongly disagree, to 6, strongly agree. Respondents were also given the 

option of selecting "Don't Know". The postmodern self-declaration question was 

included in the survey questionnaire in order to compare respondents' subjective 

perception of their postmodern orientation with the objective postmodern practice 

orientation and postmodern knowledge scores measured in Section One and Two. Table 

5.15 presents a summary of the findings regarding respondent's postmodern self-

perception. 

Table 5.15 

Distribution of Postmodern Self-Declarations. 

Self-Declaration N % 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Mostly Disagree 

Mostly Agree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

Don't Know 

18 4.8 

17 4.6 

21 5.6 

58 15.6 

33 8.9 

11 3.0 

214 57.5 



As can be noted in Table 5.15, over half of the respondents (57.5%) of the 

respondents did not know whether they were postmodern or not. This finding is not 

surprising given that 141 respondents (37.9%) did not have any postmodern knowledge. 

It would be logically consistent for these respondents not to know if they are postmodern. 

However, given that approximately 84% of respondents have what are considered to be 

moderate to high postmodern orientation scores, it is reasonable to assume that a 

significant number of these "Don't Know" respondents would have scores indicating at 

least a moderate postmodern orientation. Further analyses confirmed this possibility. Two 

hundred and fourteen respondents reported that they didn't know their postmodern self-

perception. Of this number, 18 (8.4%) had low postmodern orientation scores (38-50), 

163 (76.2%) registered moderate scores (51-60) and 33 (15.4%) achieved high scores 

(61-81). These findings suggest that the vast majority of this group of Don't Know 

(91.6%) tend to have a postmodern orientation even if they are not self-aware about the 

nature of their worldview. They simply do not have the necessary information to make 

such a self-assessment. 

About 15 percent (15.1%) of respondents classified themselves as not having a 

postmodern orientation. Here again, given that only 8.6% of respondents have what are 

considered low postmodern scores, it is reasonable to assume some of these respondents 

would have at least what is considered a moderate postmodern orientation score. Further 

analyses confirmed this possibility. Only eight of the 56 cases (14.3%) reporting not 

having a postmodern self-perception have postmodern orientation scores that are 

considered to be low (38-50); i.e., consistent with their self-perception. Of the remaining 

48 cases, 46 (82.1%) had moderate postmodern scores (51-65) and two respondents 
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(3.5%) achieved high scores (66-81). These data suggest that 85.6% of the respondents 

who classified themselves as not being postmodern tend to have practice worldviews that 

do not match their self-perception. 

Finally, only about a quarter of respondents (27.4%) declared that they perceive 

themselves as having a postmodern orientation. Of the 102 respondents in this category, 

six (5.9%) had low postmodern scores; i.e., inconsistent with their self-perception. Fifty-

seven (55.8%) recorded moderate scores and 39 (38.3%) achieved high scores. Overall, 

94.1% of this group had postmodern self-perceptions that are considered congruent with 

their postmodern orientation scores. 

As a first step in exploring the relationship between respondents' self-perception 

and their postmodern orientation and knowledge scores, the postmodern self-perception 

rating scale was recoded. Answers of 1, 2, and 3 (Strongly Disagree, Disagree and Mostly 

Disagree) were collapsed into "Disagree". Answers of 4, 5 and 6 (Mostly Agree, Agree 

and Strongly Agree) were collapsed into "Agree". The rating "Don't Know" was 

retained. 

ANOVA analyses were then conducted to examine possible differences between 

these categories of self-perception and the scores for postmodern orientation and 

postmodern knowledge. Results indicated significant differences for both postmodern 

orientation scores (F [2, 369] = 13.235, p = .000) and postmodern knowledge (F [2, 369] 

- 217.487, p = .000). 

Post hoc tests for postmodern orientation scores showed respondents who made 

an "Agree" postmodern self-declaration have significantly higher postmodern orientation 

scores (M = 62.5) than respondent who either "Disagreed" (M = 57.3) or "Didn't Know" 
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(M = 59.1). There was no significant difference between the "Disagreed" and "Don't 

Know" categories. In relation to postmodern knowledge, post hoc tests revealed that 

respondents who made an "Agree" self-declaration had significantly higher mean 

postmodern knowledge score (M = 58.6%) than either those respondent who indicate 

they "Disagreed" (M = 43.7%) or "Didn't Know" (M = 11.4%). The difference in the 

mean postmodern scores for the latter two self-declaration categories was also significant. 

A final set of ANOVA analyses were undertaken to probe for relationships 

between postmodern self-perception and the continuous variables identified in Table 5.10 

(age, years since graduation, years of practice experience and years in current 

organization). Results revealed only one significant difference among these variables. 

This occurred with years since graduation (F [2, 361] = 4.34, p = 014). Post hoc tests 

showed a significant difference in the years since graduation between those who "Agree" 

that they have a postmodern orientation (M = 8.9) and those that either "Disagree" (M = 

12.3) or "Don't Know" (M = 12.0). Further analysis of the years since graduating data 

suggests that those social work practitioners graduating during the decade of the 90s tend 

to see themselves as more postmodern than practitioners' graduating in earlier decades. 

One possible explanation for this finding is the current postmodern influence on social 

work education. These data are consistent with the regression finding that the more 

recently respondents had graduated the higher their postmodern orientation scores. 

Overall, 268 (72%) of respondents either did not know their postmodern self-

perception or their declared subjective self-perception was not congruent with their 

objective postmodern orientation score. These findings suggest that social work 

practitioners may not be fully cognizant about the nature of the ontological, 
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epistemological, and practice assumptions and beliefs that comprise their worldview. 

Alternatively, they simply may not have the necessary information to make an informed 

subjective assessment. In either case there are implications for social work education and 

practice, an issue to be taken up in the final chapter. 

Follow-up Group Feedback 

Although, as noted in Chapter Four (Methods), there was no intention to conduct 

a detailed analysis of the follow-up group discussions, three trends are noteworthy. First, 

participants confirmed the researcher's observations during the pretesting that Sections 

One and Two of the survey questionnaire were problematic for respondents. The 

theoretical and philosophical nature of the language was often unfamiliar and therefore 

made comprehension and response difficult. Section Two, essentially an assessment of 

postmodern knowledge, could be perceived as threatening in that respondents could view 

the statements as challenging their competence as professional social workers. This 

feedback supports the researcher's observation that Section One and Two require further 

development. 

Second, participants acknowledged the compatibility of the postmodern 

worldview with social work values and practice. For instance, they believed that the 

postmodern themes of multiple perspectives, constructionism and local knowledge were 

consistent with social work values that celebrate client self-determination and uniqueness 

of the individual. From a triangulation perspective, this qualitative feedback supports the 

quantitative findings regarding respondents' postmodern orientation in Section One of the 

survey questionnaire. 
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Finally, focus group feedback provided an insight into the impact of postmodern 

economic conditions on social work not readily apparent in the quantitative data. 

Participants commented on the presence of postmodern economic conditions discussed in 

Chapter Two (The Postmodern World) such as multiple tasking, part time and temporary 

employment and contracting out in social work agencies. They viewed these features of 

postmodern economic conditions as detracting from social work practice. For example, 

participants felt that multiple tasking limited the time available for establishing 

relationships with their clients—an essential element of social work's helping process. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the research findings in four sets of data analyses. In the 

first set of analyses the psychometric properties of Section One (postmodern orientation) 

and Section Two (postmodern knowledge) of the survey questionnaire was explored. 

These analyses established sufficient reliability and validity for purpose of this study. 

The second group of analyses provided a demographic view of the sample. 

Respondents' personal, nature of social work practice, social work practice setting and 

continuing professional development demographics were descriptively presented in a 

series of tables and text. The respondents presented as a fairly homogeneous aggregate. 

They appeared as relatively inexperienced group of generalist social work practitioners 

focused on clinical practice with individuals and families mostly in practice fields 

associated with physical and mental health services. 

A third set of analyses focused on respondents' postmodern orientation and 

knowledge. Overall postmodern orientation and knowledge scores were computed and 

examined in relation to respondents' demographic characteristics. The majority of 



respondents had a moderate postmodern presence in their worldview; however, they had 

a very limited knowledge about postmodern concepts and issues. Respondents' 

postmodern orientation and knowledge appeared to be independent of the demographic 

variables. 

Factor analyses and multiple regressions were conducted to determine 

components of respondents' postmodern orientation and predictors of postmodern 

orientation and knowledge. Although significant regressions models were identified for 

postmodern orientation and knowledge, extremely low regression coefficients (R ) 

severely limit their practical usefulness. 

In the last set of analyses respondents' postmodern self-perception was explored 

and presented with descriptive tables and text. In addition, respondents' subjective 

postmodern self-perceptions were compared to the objective measure of their postmodern 

orientation and knowledge scores. An overwhelming majority of respondent either did 

not know their postmodern orientation or their postmodern self-perception was not 

congruent with the objective measure of their postmodern score. Those respondents who 

declared a postmodern self-perception tended to have higher postmodern knowledge 

scores than those who did not know if they were postmodern or declared they did not 

have a postmodern self-perception. 

Finally, Chapter Six will discuss the data analysis findings and their implications 

for social work practice and education. 
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This chapter presents a discussion of the findings generated by the research study 

outlined in previous chapters. The initial section recognizes the limitations associated 

with the research. Subsequent sections are structured around the principal research 

questions, implications of the study and recommendations for future research. Regarding 

the research questions, the discussion addresses the extent of a postmodern presence in 

respondents' practice worldview, the apparent levels of respondents' postmodern 

knowledge and their postmodern self-evaluation. The discussion then focuses on the 

implications of the study for the profession of social work particularly in relation to 

professional associations and their members and social work education. The chapter 

concludes with recommendations for future research. 

Limitations of the Study 

Like any other research, this study has a number of recognizable methodological 

limitations. These threats impact the internal and external validity of research in general 

and this study in particular. In addition, they serve as cautions when considering the merit 

of the research, interpreting the study's findings and making generalizations based on the 

research results. This section identifies the significant limitation associated with this 

research project. 

Sample 

As noted in Chapter Four, the research sample was not random. However, the 

distribution of the sample appears to be similar to the 1999 Alberta Association of 
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Registered Social Workers profile of its membership in relation to the key demographic 

variables of gender, age and level of education. The similarities along these dimensions 

suggest that the sample may be representative of the research population. Nevertheless, 

the comparison is limited. It was not possible to compare the research sample and 

AARSW membership in relation to all the demographic variables included in the survey 

questionnaire, such as practice setting, practice function and practice theories. Either the 

demographic variable was not addressed in the AARSW profile or data entry categories 

were incompatible with those in the survey questionnaire Therefore, generalization of the 

results to the research population must be weighted against the degree of 

representativeness accorded the study. 

Even though the sample can be considered representative of the AARSW 

membership, there may be a sample bias. An argument could be made that those 

AARSW members who responded to the survey questionnaire (18% response rate) were 

motivated to do so by a personal interest in the research topic. Thus the research results 

could simply reflect a subgroup within the AARSW rather than the entire membership. 

Such a sample bias seems unlikely. Over a third (37.9%) of the respondents reported not 

know anything at all about postmodernism and 57.5% did not know if they were 

postmodernists. These characteristics of the sample suggest that respondents did not 

constitute a subgroup of postmodernist among AARSW membership. 

The nature of the survey questionnaire and research design may have created a 

second bias for a portion of the 82% of the research population who did not complete 

returns. The philosophical orientation and language of Section One and the postmodern 

knowledge implication of Section Two could have intimidated some practitioners. They 



may have viewed these sections of the questionnaire as a test of their professional 

credibility and chose not participate. Other practitioners with a postmodern orientation 

may have questioned the researcher's choice of a quantitative research design rather than 

a qualitative approach to exploring their postmodern practice orientation. Thus, as a 

matter of principle, decided not to participate. 

It is conceivable that such a bias could adversely affect the study's results in 

relation to overall postmodern orientation and knowledge scores. In the former instance, 

these potential respondents may have had lower average postmodern orientation and 

knowledge scores than the 18% of the practitioners who completed return. The latter 

postmodern group, however, may have had higher average postmodern orientation and 

knowledge scores than those who actually completed returns. 

Survey Questionnaire 

Section One of the survey questionnaire is a new instrument to evaluate 

practitioners' postmodern orientations. Psychometric results suggest sufficient reliability 

and validity for this exploratory research. However, there were indications that further 

refinement is necessary. For instance, the principal component analysis for Section One 

indicated that components 6 (beliefs about worker-client relationship) and 8 (beliefs 

about planned change) were not significantly correlated with overall postmodern 

orientation score. This finding suggests that statements 17, 18 and 28 might be removed 

from Section One. Finally, the ultimate reliability and validity of a research tool cannot 

be established based on a single group of social work practitioners. Strengthening the 

psychometric properties of Section One requires additional empirical evidence to support 
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the preliminary findings regarding reliability and validity. This can only occur over time 

with further research. 

Despite the assessed reliability and validity of Section One as a measurement of 

postmodern practice orientation, there remains a further issue that cannot be overlooked. 

Section One is a self-report assessment instrument. As such, respondents have the 

opportunity to engage in impression management. They can elect to answer in a way that 

they think appropriate for a social worker, thereby presenting themselves in a positive 

way. Conversely, for whatever purpose, respondents may deliberately choose to respond 

in a negative manner. Section One is therefore susceptible to a social desirability 

response bias. However, the survey questionnaire's cover letter explicitly informed 

respondents that the research was not only confidential but also completely anonymous. 

Arguably, this characteristic of the research design would partially moderate the 

motivation for image management. 

The limitations discussed above serve to caution consumers of the research about 

unwarranted conclusions and generalizations based on the research results. However, 

these limitations are within acceptable standards for an exploratory cross sectional 

research project. 

Postmodern Orientation 

Two research question were posed to explore social worker practitioners 

postmodern orientation: 1) Is there a postmodern presence in social workers' practice 

worldview? 2) To what extent is there a postmodern presence in the worldview of social 

workers? Results indicate that there is a significant postmodern presence in the practice 

worldview for the majority of these social workers practitioners. 
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Two patterns of responses confirm a postmodern presence and comment on the 

extent of this presence. First, the presence and extent of a postmodern orientation in 

social workers' worldview was reflected in the total postmodern scores calculated for the 

study. A mean overall score of 59.7 suggests that social work practitioners have a marked 

postmodern presence in their practice worldview. In terms of the extent of the 

postmodern presence, the overwhelming majority of respondents (91.4%) were 

considered to have a moderate to high postmodern orientation. Close to three-quarters 

(70.4%) scored from 51-65 suggesting a moderate postmodern orientation and just under 

one-quarter (21.0%) had scores from 66-81. Only 8.6% of the respondents had scores of 

38 -50, which can be consider indicative of a marginal postmodern presence. 

Second, the pattern of ratings for individual Section One statements reinforces the 

trends evident in the total postmodern scores. Statements were measured on a six-point 

Likert-type scale (1= strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). Of the 28 statements 

designed to explore a postmodern presence, 21 (75%) were answered in such a way as to 

indicate an acceptance of postmodern ontological, epistemological and practice 

perspectives. The mean rating for these 21 statements was 4.33, which indicates that 

respondents' ratings fell between mostly agree and agree for these statements. In other 

words, the mean is indicative of a marked postmodern presence. The extent of this 

postmodern presence is represented by the fact that three-quarters of respondents' 

worldview consists of postmodern content. Only seven (25%) of the statements in 

Section One were answered in such a manner as to reflect disagreement with a 

postmodern orientation. The mean rating for these statements was 2.81. On the six-point 

Likert-type scale a mean of 2.81 falls between disagree and mostly disagree. 



160 

Disagreement was interpreted as indicative of a modern presence in respondents' 

worldview. 

Postmodern worldview 

The response pattern for the 28 statements in Section One suggests that these 

social workers' practice worldview or paradigm is a combination of two distinctive 

features—a dominant postmodern component and a secondary modern component. 

Examination of the response pattern of those statements comprising the postmodern 

component revealed two trends that bring the postmodern component into sharper focus. 

First, there is a group of statements highly favored by respondents. This 

dimension of the postmodern component consists of Section One statements that 

explored postmodern ontological, epistemological and practice perspectives associated 

with an organic and constructed reality, the individual as constructed and free to be 

themselves and pursue their own interests in society, multiple and equal sources of 

knowledge, the participatory and contractual nature of the worker client relationship. 

Individual statements associated with these postmodern perspectives had range mean 

ratings from 4.05 to 5.46 (mostly agree to agree). The high mean for these postmodern 

statements suggest that these respondents are committed to the postmodern themes 

identified in Chapter Two regarding the natural world, knowledge, and the individual. 

For example, social workers committed to a postmodern interpretation of the individual 

would tend to view the self as plural and flexible with the potential for multiple 

expressions and possessing a live and let live and a 'be yourself attitude (Flax, 1990; 

Gergen, 1991. Lifton, 1995; Rosenau, 1992). 



The second group of statements showed a postmodern influence but to a lesser 

degree. As was the case in the first group, this dimension of the postmodern component 

contained postmodern ontological, epistemological and practice perspectives associated 

with a plural and irreducible reality, the equality of opinions, social justice as dialogue 

and social work intervention focused on clients' immediate behavior. Individual 

statements associated with these postmodern perspectives had a range of means from 

3.53 to 3.85. They were rated mostly agree as the medians for each statement was 4.0. 

The lower mean scores for these postmodern perspectives suggests that the 

respondents may have some degree of uncertainly or are unsure about their applicability 

to social work. Perhaps this uncertainty reflects some lingering attachment to the to the 

modern notions of a mechanistic universe, social workers as control agents for societal 

standards, the social worker as expert and the medical model of social work, which 

stresses diagnoses and treatment. This uncertainty may be a source of some cognitive 

dissonance in relation to the firmly held postmodern beliefs described in the preceding 

paragraph. For instance, in some practice situations a less than firm commitment to the 

postmodern theme of all opinions being equal could create conflict with these social 

workers' ubiquitous acceptance of the postmodern belief that individuals should embrace 

a 'be yourself attitude. 

Statements comprising the modern component have mean ratings ranging from 

1.90 to 3.52 (disagree to mostly disagree) and reflect ontological, epistemological and 

practice perspectives. Phrased from a modern stance, this component includes statements 

that favor an independent reality, truth as a reflection of reality, human progress as the 

goal of social work and an essential "self. 
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It is noteworthy in this modern feature of respondents' worldview that they retain 

an extremely positive attachment to the modern project of progress as the central aim of 

social work. As discussed in Chapter Two (The Postmodern World), the modern project 

of progress was to be achieved through rationalism, the scientific method, technology and 

experts (Hollinger, 1994; Howe, 1994; Leonard, 1997; Parton, 1994a). Yet these 

respondents exclude the modern means of achieving progress in their worldview. For 

instance, respondents clearly reject the modern notion of the universe as a machine; 

however, this modern understanding of reality is fundamental to the scientific method. 

This result suggests that these respondents either do not fully understand the modern 

notion of human progress and it implications or they have a different view of human 

progress and how this may be achieved in the postmodern world. 

The configuration of respondents' practice worldview as consisting of 

postmodern and modern components is suggestive of Rosenau's (1992) continuum of 

postmodernists discussed in Chapter Two (The Postmodern World). Rosenau proposed 

that postmodernists could be located on a continuum with skeptical postmodernist at one 

extreme and affirmative postmodernists at the other. According to Rosenau, skeptical 

postmodernists completely reject or deconstruct modernism without offering any 

reconstructions. Skeptics view contemporary society as chaotic and disintegrating. In 

such a state there is absence of morality and a generalized sense of malaise and 

meaninglessness. The future for skeptical postmodernists is apocalyptic, brought about by 

overpopulation, environmental disaster and genocide. With such a nihilistic view of 

society it is understandable that these skeptics do not see any social or political project as 

worthwhile. 
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On the other hand, affirmatives postmodernists simply critique modernism and 

propose reconstructions through alternative social and political projects. They are 

advocates for philosophical and intellectual orientations that are non-dogmatic, non-

ideological and tentative. Affirmatives accept ethics, values and normative choice. They 

celebrate diversity and individual choice. 

Patterns in the overall postmodern scores and analysis of individual Section One 

statements tend to support an argument that respondents' are located along the 

affirmative postmodernist portion of Rosenau's (1992) continuum of postmodernists. The 

majority of respondents have moderate total postmodern scores (51-65), which indicates 

some attachment to modern perspectives. The scores of respondents with higher total 

postmodern scores (66-81) suggest that they too display modern perspectives in their 

practice worldview, thus eliminating them from being characterized as skeptical 

postmodernists. Evaluation of individual cases within this group supports this 

interpretation of the data. Conversely those respondents with marginal total postmodern 

scores (38-50) appear as linked to affirmative postmodernists in that they retain at least 

some postmodern elements in their worldview. Again, an evaluation of individual cases 

corroborates this observation. In other words, there is no evidence in the data to suggest 

that any respondent completely rejects modern perspectives. Such a total rejection of 

modernism could not even be found in the respondent with the highest postmodern score. 

The finding that these social workers, as an aggregate, can be characterized as 

affirmative postmodernists with a worldview dominated by a postmodern presence is 

supportive of the literature reviewed in Chapter Three (Social Work in the Postmodern 

World) suggesting that social work is responding to the intellectual influences of 
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postmodernism (Dominelli, 1996; Howe, 1994; Laird, 1995; Parton, 1994b; Pozatek, 

1994). These social work scholars, among others, explicitly chronicle the emergence of a 

postmodern influence in direct and indirect social work practice. For example, Laird 

states that the postmodern movement is "beginning to influence social work practice and 

education (p. 150). Laird's observation resonates in Pozatek's comment, in reference to 

social work practice with individuals, that "the influence of postmodernism is being felt 

in the clinical area" (p. 396). 

Postmodern orientation scores and demographic variables 

Given the large sample size, it would appear reasonable to expect the potential for 

diverse demographic characteristics to influence total postmodern scores. Only in one 

instance was this found to be the case. A small but significant difference was identified 

for gender. Females tended to have higher average total postmodern scores than males 

(60.63 versus 57.19, respectively). There is no apparent reason for this finding in the 

data. One possible explanation could relate to the prominence of a feminist practice 

framework in the profession (Valentich, 1996). Social work scholars such as Brotman 

and Pollack (1997), Brown (1991), and Sands and Nuccio (1992) also make explicit 

connection between postmodernism and feminism. Key concepts within feminist theory 

such as the celebration of diversity and the challenge to modern assumptions of 

universality and objectivity, duality and categorical thinking resonate with postmodern 

themes. Feminism as a theory and practice framework may therefore be more pronounced 

in female social workers, thus their enhanced identification with postmodern themes that 

constituted the measurement of postmodern orientation. 
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Overall then, total postmodern scores appear to be independent of the 

demographic variables measured in the survey questionnaire. From this perspective, the 

research sample can be considered homogeneous. This finding may be reflective of the 

social works' values. Along with knowledge and skills, values are foundational to the 

practice of social work (Johnson, 1998; McMahon, 1996). Values have been a central 

issues with the profession since it inception and have come to be organizing beliefs for 

the mission of social work (Reamer, 1994). Along these lines, Abbott (1999) argues that 

the profession has a common core of values that are shared among all social workers 

regardless of culture and geographic boundaries. Moreover, during their social work 

education, students are expected to identify with the professions' value base (Varley, 

1968). Central to the professions' value system are such traditional core values such as 

the dignity, worth and uniqueness of the person, self-determination, autonomy, respect, 

equality and individuation (Reamer, 1994). In addition, practice wisdom such as "starting 

where the client is" (Goldstein, 1983), which emphasizes respect for cultural diversity, 

language and meaning reinforce the value base of social work. It is readily apparent that 

social works' value system is extremely compatible with postmodern beliefs, themes and 

perspectives. With the professions' emphasis on values, respondents, as an aggregate, 

could have therefore identified with Section One statements. 

An argument could therefore be made that Section One of the survey 

questionnaire measures the professions' value system rather than practitioners 

postmodern beliefs. Such an interpretation is possible. Whether an individual interprets 

Section One statements as values or beliefs may be dependent on the individual's 

understanding of these two abstractions and their interrelationship. A detailed exploration 
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of the relationship between values and beliefs is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

Indeed, such a topic may be worthy of a separate investigation. Briefly, values refers to 

"internalized standard of evaluation that denotes some desired state" (White & Bednar, 

1991, p. 39), whereas, beliefs are "assumed facts or statements about the nature of the 

world that do not involve evaluation" (Johns, 1992, p. 130). Based on this distinction, it is 

the contention of the researcher that Section One of the survey questionnaire assesses 

practitioners ontological, epistemological and practice beliefs rather than their values. 

However, there may be a relationship between Section One statements and social work 

values. For instance, self-determination is an accepted social work value (Reamer, 1994). 

This value, however, could be grounded in and inferred from Section One ontological 

statements that individuals should embrace a 'be yourself attitude and be free to pursue 

their own interests in society. 

There is a second possibility that may account for the independence of 

postmodern scores. As discussed earlier in the chapter, these social workers, as an 

aggregate, were considered to be what Rosenau (1992) termed affirmative postmodernists 

indicating that there is indeed a postmodern influence in social work as suggested by such 

social work scholars as Laird (1994) and Pozatek (1994). If this postmodern influence is 

being experienced across the profession as a whole, then it could be expected that there 

may be relatively little difference in postmodern scores in relation to the demographic 

variables assessed in the survey questionnaire. 

Predictors of Postmodern Scores 

Given the overall homogeneity of the sample in terms of total postmodern scores, 

it is not surprising that the regression analysis failed to generate a useful model for 



predicting total postmodern scores. Of the 11 variables included in the regression 

analysis, gender was the only independent variable entered into the final model. The 

slope predicts that the average score for female social workers is 3.57 above the means 

for male social workers. However, this regression model can only account for 10% of the 

variance in predicting postmodern scores. None of the other demographic variables were 

found to be significant predictors of postmodern scores. Regardless of age, level of 

education, years since graduation, years of experience, years in current organization, 

practice function, sector of practice, and continuing professional development, 

respondents tend to have a postmodern practice orientation. 

One possible explanation for the limited regression model is respondents' 

membership in a professional discipline. Although respondents are individuals with 

unique personal and practice experiences, they are also professional social workers. 

Professions by definition share a common system of values, beliefs, skill and knowledge 

(Barker, 1995). During the educational process, the profession insists on rigorously 

socializing new members to the knowledge, skills and values grounding its professional 

practice. Therefore, social workers, as a collective, come to share a common approach to 

professional activities. In this instance, it appears that these social workers share a 

common postmodern approach to the practice of social work regardless of what they do 

as social workers, how they do what they do, or where they carry out their professional 

activities. For these respondents, it seems to be a social worker is to be postmodern, at 

least to some degree. 
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Postmodern Knowledge 

Social workers' postmodern knowledge was address in the research question How 

knowledgeable are social workers about postmodernism? Twenty statements in Section 

Two of the survey questionnaire assessed respondents' postmodern knowledge. Results 

indicate that respondents have a very low level of postmodern knowledge. 

Postmodern knowledge scores 

Respondents' overall total postmodern knowledge scores support this conclusion. 

Postmodern knowledge level was reflected in the total postmodern scores expressed in 

terms of percentage of statements answered correctly. A mean overall percentage correct 

of 29.2% suggests that respondents performed poorly on the knowledge section of the 

questionnaire. While this percentage figure conveys a dramatic insight into the 

knowledge level of respondents, trends in the distribution of knowledge scores provides a 

more comprehensive appreciation of the respondents' postmodern knowledge. 

The distribution of knowledge scores shows that some social workers are more 

knowledgeable than other. Individual knowledge scores ranged from 0% to 95% 

indicating a broad range of postmodern knowledge. The vast majority of respondents 

have knowledge scores at the lower end of this range. Over a third of respondents 

(37.9%) indicated that they did not have any postmodern knowledge at all (0%). A 

further 30.1% had fewer than 50% of the knowledge items correct. In contrast, just 11.8% 

of respondents scored 70% or higher. Only one respondent answered 95% of Section 

Two statements correctly. An overwhelming majority of respondents, therefore, had 

extremely low postmodern knowledge scores. Moreover, what postmodern knowledge 

respondents' display appears to be confined to what are considered to be basic 
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postmodern concepts such as relative meaning, the rejection of absolute truth and the 

acceptance of diversity. Of the respondents who answered, about 50% correctly answered 

these statements. In contrast, with more advanced postmodern content, less than 10% of 

respondents who provided an answer correctly identify Jean-Francois Lyotard as a 

postmodern author or knew that postmodernists' reject humanism. Overall, the majority 

of these respondents are unfamiliar with such essential postmodern themes as the 

rejection of cause and effect, totalizing theories, the separation of values and facts, and 

the use of categories. All of these postmodern perspectives have implications for the 

social workers with a postmodern orientation to practice. 

The configuration of respondents' postmodern knowledge was explored in a 

principal component analysis (PCA) of Section Two statements. All 20 knowledge 

statements contained in Section Two factored into three components labeled awareness of 

postmodern relativism, awareness of postmodern individualism and awareness of 

postmodern social order. Though the final PCA solution accounted for only 58.1% of the 

variance in postmodern knowledge scores, the results do provide some appreciation of 

the underlying dimensions or content of respondents' postmodern knowledge. 

By far Component One, awareness of postmodern relativism, represents the 

foremost dimension of respondents' postmodern knowledge. Awareness of postmodern 

relativism alone accounts for 44.4 % of the variance in knowledge scores. Individual 

statements in this component examined respondents' awareness of postmodernism from 

such perspectives as diversity, uncertainty, deconstruction, truth, meaning, constructivism 

and the rejection of totalizing theories. Awareness of postmodern individualism 

(Component Two), and awareness of postmodern social order (Component Three), 
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awareness of postmodern social order, accounted for the remaining variance in 

knowledge scores (7.8% and 5.8%, respectively), indicating less familiarity with these 

dimensions of postmodernism. 

In practical terms, the results of the PC A suggest that respondents tend to have 

higher average knowledge scores for those statements factored into Component One 

(awareness of postmodern relativism) than for statements factored into Component Two 

(awareness of postmodern individualism) and Component Three (awareness of 

postmodern social order). Average scores for statements contained in each component 

support this observation. The average score for awareness of postmodern relativism 

statements (Component One) was calculated as 35.9%. Average scores for awareness of 

postmodern individualism (Component Two) and awareness of postmodern social order 

(Component Three) were substantially lower at 11.5% and 22.7% respectively. 

The results of the PC A suggest that the postmodern knowledge of these 

respondents is largely confined to those aspects of postmodernism that have to do with 

relativism. Respondents' familiarity with postmodern relativism may be a function of 

social work education's emphasis on such related practice perspectives as ecosystems and 

feminism as well as the practice principles of respect for human diversity and 

individualizing the client. 

Unfortunately, the quantitative data cannot explain why respondents are limited in 

their knowledge about postmodernism. Respondents' remarks in the comment sections of 

the survey questionnaire suggest that it may simply be a matter of social workers being 

unfamiliar with the term "postmodernism". For example, one respondent wrote, "I have 

never heard of the term 'postmodernism'. It was very tempting to do some research 
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before responding, but felt it would skew your results". Another, referring to Section 

Two, stated, "I have had no exposure to postmodernism as a theory and therefore don't 

feel I'm able to complete this section". A third respondent remarked, "My text books of 

1982 don't even mention the word postmodernism and I haven't come across this word 

enough to see its application to social work". All of these respondents had postmodern 

knowledge scores of 0% and all scored in the high range for postmodern practice 

orientation (61-82). 

The final comment is particularly instructive regarding the respondents' limited 

postmodern knowledge in that it points to the newness of postmodernism to social work. 

As discussed in Chapter Three (Social Work in the Postmodern World), social work was 

introduced to postmodernism less than a decade ago. Pardeck, Murphy and Choi (1994) 

credit Hartman (1991) with the introduction of postmodernism to social work. By the mid 

1990s some social work scholars acknowledged a postmodern influence in social work 

practice (Howe, 1994; Laird, 1994; Pozatek, 1994). Consequently, only those 

respondents graduating during the decade of the 90s would have had an opportunity to be 

exposed to postmodern knowledge during their social work education. Those respondents 

graduating in earlier decades would have to rely on their own continuing professional 

education to learn about postmodernism. 

In summary, these results indicate that: 1) respondents have a limited knowledge 

about postmodernism; and 2) what knowledge respondents do have about postmodernism 

is focused on those aspects of postmodernism that emphasize relative ontological and 

epistemological perspectives rather than postmodern perspectives in relation to 

individualism and social order. The qualitative comments cited in the preceding 
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paragraph suggest that respondents are cognizant of their limited postmodern knowledge. 

In addition, respondents' qualitative comments contain expressions of a desire to learn 

mores about this topic. For example, one respondent discloses, "Sorry, but not very 

helpful as I don't know what postmodernism is. I need to further explore this area". 

Another expresses interest in professional development with the comment "I look 

forward to attending a session on postmodernism because I am profoundly ignorant in 

this area. Perhaps even more to the point, 101 respondents (27.1%) completed the survey 

return postcard indicating that they were interested in attending one of the follow-up 

focus group, which were designed, in part, as postmodern information sessions. 

Relationship between postmodern knowledge and orientation scores 

Interestingly, a weak but significant correlation was found between respondents' 

postmodern knowledge and orientation scores (r =.150, p = .004). Craft (1990) describes 

correlation coefficients less than.20 as almost negligible. From a practical perspective, 

this finding suggests that there is almost no relationship between postmodern knowledge 

and orientation scores. At first glance, this finding may appear bizarre. However, this 

may not necessarily be the case. 

In Chapter Two it was pointed out that worldviews or paradigms are constituted 

by a set of ontological, epistemological and methodological beliefs endorsed simply on 

faith (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Beliefs are accepted pieces of information or ideas about 

the nature of the world, people, objects and events (Johns, 1992; White & Bednar, 1991). 

They may be acquired through personal experience or information from secondary 

sources (White & Bednar, 1991). As such, beliefs may or may not be valid or based on 

objective evidence. Thus, beliefs are not the same as knowledge (Mautner, 1996). From 
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Guba and Lincoln's description of a paradigm, it is quite clear that worldviews do not 

necessarily have anything to do with knowledge. Therefore, it can be argued that 

individuals could legitimately have a worldview composed of a set of postmodern beliefs 

with little or no specific knowledge about the construct. 

The data tends to supports such an argument. In this research, the majority of 

respondents exhibit a worldview that is at least moderately postmodern, yet these same 

individuals tend to have very little knowledge about postmodernism. In particular, there 

was no significant difference in postmodern orientation scores between those who did not 

have any postmodern knowledge and those who knew at least a little (t = -1.085, df= 

370, p = .279). Respondents with no knowledge (0%) recorded average postmodern 

orientation scores of 59.2. Those with at least a little knowledge posted average scores of 

60.0. It appears reasonable to conclude that postmodern knowledge is not a prerequisite 

for a postmodern orientation. In reality, there may be a risk in assuming that just because 

a social worker is postmodern that they are also knowledgeable about postmodernism. 

Postmodern knowledge scores and demographic variables 

Unlike total postmodern scores, knowledge scores are not completely independent 

of the demographic variables measured in the survey questionnaire. Knowledge scores 

were influenced by several demographic variables including gender, level of education 

and education specialization. Average postmodern knowledge scores tend to be higher for 

males, respondents with Ph.D. and Master degrees and those respondents declaring an 

area of educational specialization in individual, family or group practice. 

The apparent gender difference in knowledge scores that favors males over 

females is somewhat misleading. Data analysis also indicates that knowledge scores vary 
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with level of education. AN OVA results indicate that Ph.D. respondents have 

significantly higher average knowledge scores than those with Master degrees, who in 

turn, have significantly higher scores than BSW respondents. If knowledge scores simply 

vary by gender, it could be expected that males respondents would consistently 

outperform female respondents at all levels of education. This is not the case. At the 

Ph.D. level of education females dramatically outperform their male colleagues. Average 

knowledge scores for female Ph.Ds. was found to be 56.0% versus 28.1% for males. 

An argument was therefore made that education level may act as a mediating 

variable for gender and knowledge level. The proposition implies that controlling for 

level of education will impact gender differences in knowledge scores. This indeed was 

the case. With the effect of level of education removed, the computed Pearson's 

correlation coefficient for gender and knowledge scores was reduced from .204, a 

significant low but definite correlation, to .172, an almost negligible but significant 

relationship. 

This mediating effect of level of education may be due to the fact that the 

proportion of males to females increases with the level of education. For respondents in 

this study, 16.7% at the BSW level are males. There is a marked increase in the 

percentage of males at the MSW and Ph.D. level of education, 31.9% and 44.4% 

respectively. These data and findings suggest that gender differences in knowledge scores 

may simply be a function of a higher percentage of males with graduate degrees than 

undergraduate degrees. In other words, in this sample males tend to be concentrated at the 

graduate level of education where knowledge scores are the highest. It appears reasonable 
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to conclude that males are not more knowledge because of their gender designation. 

Rather, they are more knowledge because of their advanced level of education. 

Level of education may also be implicated in the relationship between education 

specialization and knowledge scores. Social work education at the BSW tends to focus on 

preparing social workers for entry into the profession through a generalist model of social 

work practice (Frumkin & Lloyd, 1995). Specialization, on the other hand, occurs at the 

graduate levels (Frumkin & Lloyd, 1995). It could therefore be expected that social 

workers with a specialization would tend to have higher knowledge scores because of 

their advanced level of education. A crosstabulation between respondents' specialization 

and level of education supports this assumption. On average 85.7% of those respondents 

who declared a specialization in clinical/family/group/community practice had graduate 

degrees. Here again, as was the situation with gender, level of education may be a 

significant contributor to the variation in knowledge scores. 

Predictors of postmodern knowledge scores 

An unexpected predictor of knowledge score was years since graduation. It was 

found that knowledge scores were inversely related to years since graduation, with 

respondents more recently graduating presenting higher postmodern scores. While the 

regression model from which this predictor comes only accounts for 14.5% of the 

variance in knowledge scores, it does suggest that recent graduates are more 

knowledgeable about postmodernism. ANOVA results computed for decade graduated 

offers some support for this aspect of the regression model. Average knowledge scores 

were significantly higher for those respondents graduating in the 1990s than for those 

who graduated in the 1980s. There was no significant difference in average scores for the 
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decade of the 90s and the decade of the 70s and 60s. The decade of the 1980s appears to 

be an anomaly in what otherwise seems to be a consistent pattern of postmodern 

knowledge scores. 

Perhaps the nature of social work scholarship and education during the 80s and 

90s can account for the observed trend in the transmission of postmodern knowledge to 

social workers. Early in the 1980s Fischer (1981) announced the presence of a revolution 

is social work in the form of a new practice worldview or paradigm. Fischer refers to the 

paradigm shift in social work as scientifically or empirically based social work practice. 

As Fischer's characterization suggests, this new practice worldview reflected modern 

ontological and epistemological assumptions such as rationalism, realism and the 

generation of knowledge by the scientific method. In essence, empirically based practice 

endorsed the integration research and practice as a replacement what was heretofore 

described by Fischer as a profession grounded in vague and haphazard formulations. 

Fischer's (1981) scholarship stimulated the great social work research and 

epistemological debate of the 1980s discussed in Chapter Three (Social Work in the 

Postmodern World). However, this debate was not merely a benign academic exercise. 

According to Rosen (1996), Fischer's revolution influenced social work education. In 

1982 the Council on Social Work Education introduced into social work educational 

curriculum the foundational knowledge supporting empirically based practice such as 

single system design and the utilization of research to evaluate and guide social work 

practice. Therefore, social workers educated during this decade might be expected to be 

less familiar with postmodern content, beliefs and perspectives. 
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Subsequently, the decade of the 1990s witnessed the emergence of 

postmodernism in social work scholarship. As noted in Chapter Three, Hartman (1991; 

1992) introduced North American social work to postmodernism in two short editorials in 

the journal Social Work. From this modest beginning, a substantial body of postmodern 

scholarship has evolved addressing virtually all areas of social work practice including 

but not limited to individual and family practice (Laird, 1995; Pardeck, Murphy & Choi, 

1994), community practice (Crawford, 1997), social work theory (Payne, 1997)), social 

work research (Rodwell, 1998) and social work education (Weick, 1993). If this dynamic 

volume of literature found its way into social work curricula during the 1990s, it would 

not be unreasonable to suggest that it could but otherwise influence the level of 

postmodern knowledge of practitioners educated during this period of time. Certainly the 

knowledge level of Ph.D. respondents in this research suggests that such a postmodern 

knowledge base has been not only been absorbed by these social workers in positions of 

leadership but passed along to at least some of the social worker respondents with a 

Master degree. 

These research results indicate that education is the key variable in determining 

how knowledgeable social workers are about postmodernism. In this study, practitioners' 

postmodern knowledge appeared to be enhanced by the exposure to social work 

scholarship over time, particularly during the discipline's formal education process. This 

is reflected in the finding that social workers at successively higher level of education 

have significantly more postmodern knowledge than their colleagues with lesser degree 

qualifications. In addition, the level of education appears to act as mediator for other 

variables associated with postmodern knowledge scores such as gender and education 
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specialization. This is reflected in the findings that those social workers with advanced 

social work education outperform social workers with less educational qualifications. 

Therefore, it appears that what social workers learn during their social work education is 

foundational to their practice knowledge base. 

Postmodern Self-Perception 

The last research question asks "Do social workers consider themselves 

postmodern? Respondents reflected on their postmodern self-perception by responding to 

the statement "Generally, I would consider myself to be a postmodern person" on a 

seven-point Likert-type scale. The ratings ranged from 1, strongly disagree, to 6, strongly 

agree. Respondents were also given the option of selecting "Don't Know". Findings 

suggests that the majority of social workers (72%) simply don't know whether or not they 

are a postmodern person or have postmodern self-perceptions incongruent with their 

postmodern practice orientation. 

Over half the respondents (57.5%) indicated that they didn't know whether they 

were a postmodern person or not. Nevertheless, 91.6% of these same respondents have a 

moderate to high postmodern orientation scores. An additional 15% of respondents 

disagreed that they were a postmodern person yet 85.6% of these respondents achieved 

moderate to high postmodern orientation scores. Finally, just over one-quarter (27.4%) of 

respondents agreed that they were a postmodern person. Of these respondents only 5.9% 

had low postmodern orientation scores. In other words, unlike their colleagues, almost all 

of these respondents (94.1%) had a postmodern self-perception that was congruent with 

their actual postmodern orientation scores. 
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Respondents' level of postmodern knowledge may account for the ability of these 

social workers to have a postmodern self-perception that is congruent with their 

postmodern orientation scores. Results suggest that those respondents who tend to declare 

that they are postmodern persons have higher postmodern knowledge scores. About 90% 

of respondents who agreed that they are postmodern persons had moderate to high 

postmodern knowledge scores. This group of respondents also had the highest average 

postmodern knowledge scores (58.6%). In contrast, average postmodern knowledge score 

for the respondents who disagreed they were a postmodern person is 43.7%. Similarly, 

those respondents who did not know whether they were a postmodern person or not had 

the lowest average postmodern knowledge scores, 11.4%. The average knowledge scores 

for both these groups of respondents are significantly lower than the knowledge scores 

for those respondents who agreed that they were a postmodern person. 

Based on these results, it seems reasonable to conclude that respondents' level of 

postmodern knowledge may be a significant factor in their ability to first of all make a 

postmodern self-assessment and then have a postmodern self-perception that is congruent 

with their actual postmodern practice orientation. Therefore, it may be possible to 

enhance these social workers ability to accurately assess their postmodern self-perception 

by bolstering their knowledge of postmodernism during their professional education or 

through continuing professional development activities. Finally, these respondents' 

marked uncertainty or confusion about their self-perception as a postmodern person may 

serve as a reminder to researchers of the inherent risk of relying on self-assessment as a 

measure of practice orientation. 
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Implications and Research Recommendations 

This exploratory study was undertaken to inquire into a postmodern presence in 

social work practitioners' practice worldview, their knowledge of postmodernism and 

their self-perception as a postmodern person. The research findings suggest there are 

important implications for the profession and productive areas for future research. 

Implications for Social Work 

Study results indicate that an overwhelming majority of these social work 

practitioners tend toward a postmodern practice orientation. Yet these same practitioners 

have a restricted knowledge of postmodernism and generally do not perceive themselves 

as postmodernists. Hence, it appears that these social workers may perform their 

professional activities with a practice worldview they do not fully recognize or 

comprehend. This situation has implications for the profession as a whole, social work 

education and individual practitioners. 

The research findings leave little doubt that social work, whether intentionally or 

otherwise, has been successful in socializing practitioners to a postmodern practice 

perspective through its educational processes. The same cannot be said for foundational 

postmodern knowledge. Social work has not achieved the same overall outcome 

regarding the foundational knowledge underpinning a postmodern practice perspective. 

In this study, what little postmodern knowledge there is in the profession appears to 

reside with graduate MSW and Ph.D. practitioners. For some undetermined reason 

postmodern knowledge seems to all but stop with these practitioners. The BSW social 

workers in this study demonstrate a particularly acute deficiency in foundational 

knowledge grounding their postmodern practice orientation. This apparent weakness in 
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the knowledge base of these practitioners could be addressed during their professional 

education and by individual social workers. 

Although social work education can have little impact on the knowledge base of 

practicing social workers, the long-term solution to the problem resides in this domain. 

Traditionally, social work education has consisted of an academic or theoretical 

classroom component and a field education sequence introducing students to the practice 

of social work. The academic component provides social workers with their knowledge 

for practice. Field education compliments the academic component by offering the 

opportunity to integrate classroom learning with the practice of social work. Adjustments 

in the curriculum of both components of social work education could be made so that 

content adequately reflects foundational postmodern knowledge. 

In this regard, social work educational institutions could initiate curriculum 

reviews with the objective of determining the status of postmodern knowledge in course 

content. The review may reveal that postmodern knowledge already exists in 

foundational practice courses but is not being absorbed. If this is found to be the case, 

then it may only be necessary to make pedagogic adjustments to bolster the 

comprehension of postmodern theory. At the extreme, the end results of the review may 

be the identification of a need to develop, design and implement academic courses for the 

express purpose of expanding social workers' theoretical knowledge of postmodernism. 

A similar process of curriculum review could be undertaken for field education 

and changes made to content as necessary. This would only be the first step. Integration 

of social work theory and practice comes within the purview of field education 

instructors. It would therefore be necessary to ensure that field instructors understand the 
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curriculum content and are capable of facilitating the integration of postmodern theory 

and practice. Social work institutions could institute training programs for field 

instructors in relation to necessary postmodern curriculum adjustments. Such training 

would ensure that field instructors could positively impact students' appreciation of the 

foundational knowledge grounding their practice orientation. In summary, these 

curriculum reviews both in the classroom course of instruction and field education would 

ensure that appropriate postmodern content becomes an integral part of the socialization 

process for new members of the profession. 

Practicing social worker themselves are an important part of the approach to 

addressing the immediate need of practitioners for enhanced foundational postmodern 

knowledge. Associations of social work, such as the Alberta Association of Registered 

Social Workers and the Canadian Association of Social Workers, in their codes of ethics 

and standards of practice charge their members with the duty of maintaining professional 

currency. Social workers could therefore be expected to become active agents in their 

own on-going professional development. Individual social work practitioners can fulfill 

their obligation for currency as it relates to the acquisition of postmodern knowledge by 

becoming familiar with the postmodern social work literature available in the 

profession's periodicals, journals and publications. To ensure that members maintain 

currency, professional association could insist on re-certification at fixed intervals, for 

example, five years. 

In addition practitioners could petition their professional associations to provide 

the requisite professional development seminars and workshops. In turn, professional 

associations could enter into collaborative projects with educational institutions for the 
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provision professional development programs and continuing education designed to meet 

the needs of practitioners. It could not be expected that all social workers would have 

access to in-house programs. Web based courses could be designed and implemented for 

those social workers outside the catchments area of schools of social work. 

Regardless of the exact educational initiatives, it is clear that social workers' 

limited awareness of the theoretical knowledge underpinning their postmodern practice 

orientation must be redressed. One of the fundamental assumptions of this research is the 

evolutionary nature of social work discussed in Chapter Three (Social Work in the 

Postmodern World). As pointed out in this chapter, social work, an evolving profession, 

is continuously adjusting and adapting to its contemporary host society (Goldstein, 1973; 

Siporin, 1975). The challenge for the profession, therefore, is to ensure that practitioners 

keep pace with contemporary social and intellectual trends. This can only be 

accomplished if the profession remains vigilant that social work education is regularly 

updated and practitioners are actively engaged in a life long learning process. Otherwise, 

the profession risks its credibility with the public it serves. One potential threat to the 

profession's credibility comes from practitioners engaged in a practice perspective that is 

not fully understood. 

Future Research 

In its present form Section One of the survey questionnaire is primarily useful to 

researchers for exploring social workers' postmodern practice orientation. Section One 

was designed to examine an extensive array of ontological and epistemological concepts 

as well as practice behaviors associated with the postmodern construct. However, the 
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search for reliable and valid measure of complex and vague constructs in the social 

sciences, such a postmodernism, is an on-going endeavor. 

In this study, psychometric analysis indicated that those items relating to practice 

behaviors contributed the least to the overall reliability and validity of Section One as a 

measure of social workers' practice worldview. Future research could focus on refining 

Section One by limiting the range of content to ontological and epistemological beliefs 

and assumptions. Such efforts may strengthen the psychometric properties of the 

instrument to the extent that it would be useful to social work educators for assessing the 

worldview of students in order to develop and adjust course content and pedagogic 

approaches. Furthermore, a complementary measure of postmodern orientation could be 

developed for use with social work client populations. Such a measure would concentrate 

on the ontological and epistemological dimensions of postmodernism and eliminate the 

methodological or practice domain. With increasing reliability and validity over time, 

social work practitioners could also use the instrument to assess client populations with a 

view to designing interventions compatible with the worldview of their clients. 

Section One measures what social workers report as their ontological, 

epistemological and practice beliefs and assumptions. It is not a measure of what 

practitioners actually do in their practice settings. There is no theoretical justification for 

assuming that social workers' beliefs and assumptions will be reflected in what they do in 

all practice situations. As a next step, researchers could first measure the practice 

orientation of social workers and then observe their actual practice behaviors. 

Such observations could be carried out directly by the researchers observing 

practice behavior of social workers in various practice situations. As an alternative, 
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researchers could indirectly observe practice behavior by means of audio or video 

recordings of social workers engaged with their client populations. In either approach, the 

observed practice behaviors could then be examined to determine the relationship 

between self-reported beliefs and assumptions and actual practice behavior. This type of 

research would not only assist in enhancing reliability and validity of the measurement 

instrument, but also provide insight into how social workers integrate theory and practice. 

The research sample is limited to membership in the Alberta Association of 

Registered Social Workers. As a result, the applicability of the research findings is 

confined to this specific research population. Drawing conclusions or making inferences 

about the profession as a whole is at least questionable and at most inappropriate. 

To address this restrictive characteristic of the study, future research could be 

expanded to include national and international research populations. Such research would 

provide a more accurate and dynamic understanding of the professions' practice 

orientation. In addition, variations and differences in practice orientation would be 

identifiable in terms of geography as well as cultural, ethnic and educational diversity. 

The results of this research would assist the profession in preparing social workers for 

practice in the postmodern global village. 

This research indicates that although social workers have a postmodern practice 

orientation, they have, as an aggregate, a very limited knowledge of postmodernism. 

Moreover, they demonstrate uncertainty and/or confusion about their self-perception as 

postmodernist. The deficiency in postmodern knowledge was found to be particularly 

acute among the BSW social worker respondents. 



Future research could explore social work education to identify those factors in 

the curriculum that contribute to this critical rupture between social workers' practice 

orientation and knowledge base. As well, this type of research could address the barriers 

inhibiting social workers from perceiving themselves as postmodernist. Research of this 

nature is particularly imperative given the emphasis in the profession on such practice 

principles as engaging in conscious use of self in practice and the conscious use of 

knowledge to guide practice. 

Finally, results indicate that over the past thirty to forty years the respondents in 

this study have had at least to some degree a postmodern worldview. Future research 

could focus on exploring those factors that may account for the postmodern presence in 

the worldview of social workers over this extended period of time. Such research may be 

able to determine whether traditional social work values and/or beliefs are a fundamental 

contributor to practitioners' postmodern worldview. 

Summary 

The purpose of this exploratory research was to investigate the postmodern 

phenomenon in social work based on the assumption that social work, as an evolving 

profession, is responding and adapting to contemporary postmodern economic and 

intellectual trends in society. This study was organized around four fundamental research 

questions that focused on the presence and extent of a postmodern orientation in social 

workers' practice worldview, social workers' knowledge of postmodern concepts and 

content and social workers' postmodern self-perception. The rationale for the study was 

based on the contention that, despite a growing body of social work scholarship asserting 

and addressing a postmodern influence on the discipline, no empirical research presently 
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exits exploring the phenomenon at the social work practitioner level. This apparent gap in 

social work scholarship is addressed by the dissertation. 

Research results clearly indicate that the majority of social work practitioners in 

Alberta have consistently held what is consider to an affirmative postmodern stance over 

that last 30 to 40 years. Despite their postmodern orientation to social work practice, 

these same social workers exhibit a limited knowledge of postmodern concepts and 

content. In addition, they generally are either uncertain or confused as their self-

perception as postmodernism. 

These findings suggest that social workers tend to carry out their professional 

activities from a practice perspective that they do not fully comprehend. In the interest of 

informed practice, the profession should initiate educational programs to enhance 

practitioners' awareness of postmodernism and self-perception as postmodernists. 

Without such efforts, social work risks the professional credibility that it has historically 

pursued with diligence. 
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Dear Colleagues: 

As the enclosed letter from the Alberta Association of Registered Social Workers conveys, I am curious about the 
impact the changing social and cultural landscape is having on the way we conduct our social work practice. My 
doctoral thesis, entitled "Social work Practice in Alberta: An Exploratory Study" is dedicated to this end. In particular, 
I am in interested in practitioners' philosophical beliefs and assumptions that ground or inform their social work 
practice. In addition, this research explores practitioners' awareness of postmodernism, a relatively recent influence not 
only on social work but our society and culture as a whole. 

I am requesting your cooperation with my research project. Your participation is completely voluntary. This study does 
not pose risks to any participant. As a respondent to the survey questionnaire, you will be offered the possibility of 
being selected to participate in an information session focused on postmodernism. These sessions will provide the 
opportunity to learn more about postmodernism and allow for feedback on the experience of completing this survey 
questionnaire. 

The only cost to you for participating in the research is the time that it will take to complete the questionnaire (about 20 
minutes). There will be no monetary compensation. The benefits of participating are: (1) providing current data on the 
nature of social work practice to the profession, professional associations and schools of social work; and (2) if you 
choose, you may have the opportunity to participate in a follow-up postmodern information session. 

If you decide to become involved, then I am asking you to: (1) complete the enclosed questionnaire; (2) return the 
questionnaire in the enclosed stamped addressed return envelope; and (3) if you have an interest in participating in a 
follow-up postmodern workshop, complete, stamp and return the enclosed postcard separate from your completed 
questionnaire in order to maintain your anonymity. 

Your consent to participate in this research project is assumed when you return the completed survey questionnaire. In 
addition, the return of the questionnaire will be accepted as an indication that you have satisfactorily understood the 
information provided in this letter regarding your participation in the project. 

In no way does this wave your legal rights nor release me or the involved institutions from their legal and professional 
responsibilities. This letter, however, is only part of the process of informed consent. It gives you the basic idea of what 
my research is about and what your participation will involve. If you would like more detail about something 
mentioned here, or information not included here, please ask. 

Every precaution will be taken to ensure each participant's confidentiality and anonymity. You will notice that there is 
no place for you name on the questionnaire, protecting anonymity. Regarding confidentiality, only I will have access to 
the information provided. 

The data from the survey, with no identifying information from any participant, will be kept for a minimum of five 
years in accordance with the University of Calgary research policy. The results of the study may be published. In that 
eventuality, no attempt will be made to identify or report individual responses. To inform participants of the study's 
results, a summary of the research findings will appear in the Alberta Association of Registered Social Workers' 
newsletter, The Advocate. 

You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. Any continued participation should be as informed as your initial 
consent. So you should fell free to ask for clarification or new information throughout your participation. If you have 
further question concerning matters related to this research, please contact Paul Langevin, Faculty of Social Work, 
University of Calgary at (403) 282-7269. You may also direct any inquires or concerns about this research project to 
my supervisor, Professor Jack Sieppert at (403) 220-5983 or Professor Margaret William, Chair, Faculty of Social 
Work Ethics Committee at (403) 220-8288. Please feel free to call collect. 

Thank you for taking the time to help me with this project. 

Sincerely, 

Paul Langevin 

Ph.D. Candidate 
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Section 1 

The following statements invite you to share your practice orientation. Using the scale on the right of each item, check the 
box that best indicates your degree of agreement. Please provide a response for all the statements. RESPOND WITH 
YOUR FIRST IMPRESSION. 

Statement Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Mostly 

Disagree 

Mostly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

1. Social work should concentrate only on the 
immediate needs of clients. 

• D • • a a 

2. Truth is constructed by individuals and 
groups and has no basis in an independent 
reality 

• • • • D D 

3. There is a singular world that can be 
reduced into parts. 

• D • a D D 

4. Social work practitioners should 
concentrate on having clients understand 
"why" events are occurring as they are. 

• • • • a D 

5. Individuals should strive to be disciplined; 
i.e., conventional. 

D D D D a • 

6. There is such a thing as expert opinions that 
are more valid than the opinions expressed 
by others. 

• D D a • D 

7. The worker-client relationship is a 
therapeutic alliance. 

D D D D a a 

8. Social justice involves the application of 
predetermined societal/state/institutional 
standards. 

• • D D • D 

9. Individuals should embrace a 'be yourself 
attitude. 

• D D • a a 

10. Social workers should consider their clients 
as experts in their life circumstances. 

• • D D a a 

11. The world out there (reality) exists because 
individuals and groups of individuals 
construct or create it. 

• D D D • a 

12. A mechanistic or machine metaphor 
conveys an accurate image of nature. 

D D D a c D 

13. The relationship between worker and client 
is contractual in nature. 

D • D a D a 

14. There are multiple sources of knowledge 
including intuition and subjective 
experience. 

• • D D D a 

15. Social work practitioners should consider 
themselves the expert when engaged with 
their clients. 

D • • D a D 

16. The needs of society should have preference 
over the needs of individuals. 

D • D • D D 

17. A statement is true if it correctly reflects the 
events occurring in the world 

• D D D a D 
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Statement Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Mostly 

Disagree 

Mostly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

18. Social justice can best be conceived as 
outcomes achieved through dialogue'. 

D • • a a • 

19. Social work practitioners should 
concentrate on 'what' clients are doing. 

a D D a a D 

20. The world is pluralistic and irreducible. a D a a a a 

21. An individual's 'self has inherent fixed 
characteristics (an essential nature). 

a D a D D D 

22. There is a real world (reality) that exists 
independent of any individual or group of 
individuals. 

• D a D a a 

23. The promotion of progress for humanity is 
the central aim of social work. 

D D a • • a 

24. All opinions are equally valid. a • a a • a 

25. Nature can best be conceived as a dynamic 
whole whose parts are essentially 
interconnected. 

D D a a a a 

26. The only valid knowledge is objective 
knowledge generated by the scientific 
method. 

D D a D a a 

27. In a society, individuals should be free to 
pursue their own aims. 

• O a a D • 

28. An individual's 'self is constructed and 
reconstructed over time in multiple contexts 
and relationships. 

a • D D a a 

Comments: 
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The following statements are a means of determining the exposure you have had to postmodernism. The statements are 
not a test to measure your ability as a social work practitioner. Using the scale on the right of each statement, check the 
box that indicates whether you agree, disagree of don't know for each of the statements. PLEASE PROVIDE AND 
ANSWER FOR EACH OF THE STATEMENTS. 

Statement Agree Disagree Don't 

Know 

1. Postmodernism stresses the importance of cause and effect; i.e., there is 
some reason for every outcome. 

n a n 

2. A postmodernist would support the view that there are no absolute truths. n a n 

3. Deconstruction is an analytical technique associated with postmodernism. n a n 

4. Jean-Francois Lyotard can be considered a eminent postmodern author. a a a 

5. Postmodernists would elect to abandon uncertainty in favor of certainty. a n a 

6. Postmodernists favor diversity. a a a 

7. A socially constructed reality is consistent with postmodern thinking. n a n 

8. Language is dismissed in postmodernism as irrelevant. a a a 

9. Postmodernists insist that "scientific knowledge" is the on valid knowledge. O D D 

10. Ultimately, postmodernism seeks a totalizing (all encompassing) 
explanation or theory of human behaviour. 

a a a 

11. Postmodernism accepts the position that it is impossible to separate values 
from fact. 

O D D 

12. Social responsibility is a key characteristic of postmodernism. n a n 

13. Postmodernism offers a clearly defined approach to the goal of human 
progress. 

a a a 

14. Humanism is rejected by postmodernism. n a n 

15. Generally, postmodernists would accept the idea that "knowledge is power 
and power is knowledge". 

a a a 

16. Postmodernism promotes the view that there are dominant cultures. a a a 

17. Some postmodernists would accept the idea that the "author is dead". a a a 

18. The use of categories such as gender and race is central to postmodernism. a a a 

19. Postmodernists accept the proposition that meaning is relative and shifting. a a D 

20. Postmodernism rejects the thesis that a concept of 'self results from a 
psychodynamic process. 

a a n 

Statement Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Mostly 

Disagree 

Mostly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Don't 

Know 

Generally, I would consider myself to 
be a person with a postmodern 
orientation. 

a a D D D D D 
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Section 3: Demographic Information 

In this final section I would like to ask some questions about you, your practice and experience. This information will 
help me describe the general background of those who participated in the study. Please check the appropriate box or fill 
in the appropriate information for each of the questions. 

1. What is your gender? 

Q Female 

• Male 

2. What year were you born? 

Year 

3. Please indicate below all credentials that you have received. Students identify your Diploma or Degree 
program. 

LEVEL DIPLOMA OR DEGREE Area of Specialization Year of 
Graduation 

Community College 
Diploma(s) 

Baccalaureate Degree(s) 

Masters Degree(s) 

Doctoral Degree 

Other 

4. Are you a: 

• Registered Member of the Alberta Association of Registered Social Workers 

Q Non-registered Member of the Alberta Association of Registered Social Workers 

• Student Member of the Alberta Association of Registered Social Workers 

Questions 5 to 8 ask you to locate your social work practice by selecting among the options available in a series of 
descriptive categories. 

5. Which of the following best describes your primary practice function? (If you have more than one function, 
check only your primary function) 

Q Clinical 

• Community /Organizational Development 

Q Supervision 

Q Management/Administration 

Q Policy/Planning/Analysis 

Q Program Design/Evaluation 

Q Consultation 

• Research 

• Education/Training 

• Needs Assessment 

Q Multiple Functions (Specify) 

Other (Specify) 
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6. Which of the following best describes your social work practice? (Rank your top three choices in order of 
time spent) 

Social work with individuals 

Social work with groups 

Social work with families 

Social work with organizations 

Social work with communities 

Other (Specify) 

7. What best describes your field of practice? (If you practice in more than one field, check only your primary 
field) 

• Physical/Mental Health 

Q Family/Child /Youth/Aged Services 

Q Income Maintenance/Housing 

• Substance Abuse/Addictions 

• Physical Violence/Sexual Abuse 

• Social Work Education 

Q School Social Work 

• Disabilities/Rehabilitation 

• Criminal Justice/Corrections 

• Occupational/Health/EAP 

Q Multicultural Services 

Q Human Resources 

• Other 

8. What sector best describes your current practice? (If you practice in more than one sector, check only your 
primary sector) 

• Government Services 

• Non-governmental non-profit agency 

• Commercial/for profit organization 

U Group/partnership private practice 

Q Individual private practice 

Q Other 

Comments: 

Social workers employ a wide variety of interventions in their multiple roles. Questions 9and 10 ask you to identify the 
theories or interventions that are characteristic of your current practice and whether you consider yourself a generalist 
or specialist social work practitioner. Keep up the good work © 

9. What theories or types of intervention best describe your or inform your practice? (List no more than three) 

1. 
2. 

3. 

10. Do you consider yourself a. 

Q Generalist 

• Specialist 
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Questions 11, 12, and 13 ask you the location of your practice, your practice experience, and length of time in your 
current organization. _ _ _ _ 

11. Do you work in a rural area (population less than 10,000) or do you work in an urban area (population greater 
than 10,000)? (Check only one) 

Q Rural 

Q Urban 

12. How many years of experience do you have working as a social worker? 

Years 

13. How long have you been working in your current organization? 

Years Months 

The last 2 questions ask about your continuing professional development.  

14. List the social work or other professional periodicals that you read that you find most helpful in your practice 
(list up to 5). 

Q None 

15. In the last year, how many hours of continuing education/professional development courses (e.g., seminars, 
workshops, conference sessions) have you attended? 

Q None 

Q 1-4 

• 5-9 

10 or more 

Thank you very much for participating in this research project. 

If you have an interest in attending a postmodern workshop, please complete and forward the enclosed postcard 

In the space below please make any additional comments 

you might have about this survey questionnaire. 

Please return your complete questionnaire in the envelope provided. 



APPENDIX B 

Focus Group Postcard 

As pointed out in the introductory letter, survey respondents are 
offered the possibility of attending a follow-up postmodern 
workshop and focus group. If you completed and returned a 
survey questionnaire and are interested in attending a workshop, 
it will be necessary for you to return this postcard with the 
following information: 

Name: 

Address: 

Postal Code 

To protect your survey questionnaire anonymity, do not 
include this postcard in the survey questionnaire return 
envelope. 

YOU MUST PLACE A STAMP ON THIS POSTCARD 



APPENDIX C 

Survey Questionnaire Cover Letter 

Dear Colleagues: 

In the decades of the 80s and 90s we have been witnesses to marked transformations in our economic, political, 
institutional, cultural and social way of life. Close to home, our discipline has been acutely and intimately aware of the 
systemic modification to the delivery of heath care and social welfare services. Managed care and de
institutionalization in health services and decentralization, privatization and contracting out of social welfare services 
are a few concrete examples of the transformation that has become part of our everyday professional experience. Such 
changes in our social safety net have not occurred in a vacuum. They are grounded in a changing way we, as a society, 
think and believe about how we should live our lives and distribute our resources. Social workers as individuals and 
professionals are not immune to the changing social landscape. 

As an organization we are keenly aware of the changing social environment and wonder about the impact on social 
work practitioners and their social work practice. In this era of transition, it is time to take stock and prepare for social 
work practice in the 21st century. It would therefore be beneficial to have some understanding about how we are 
responding to the forces of social change particularly in terms of our social work practice. 

The enclosed survey questionnaire was developed by Paul Langevin, a Ph.D. candidate at the Faculty of Social Work, 
University of Calgary and a fellow member of AARSW to explore the current practice orientation of social workers in 
our organization. We have decided to assist Paul by allowing him to survey our membership. We have taken this 
initiative in the belief that the results of this research project will be of benefit to our organization. 

We would therefore ask you as colleagues and friends to take the time to complete this enclosed survey. It will not take 
you all that long and the time will be well spent as we chart our course into the new century. 

Sincerely, 

Rod Adachi, MSW, RSW 

Executive Director and Registrar 

Enclosures 
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APPENDIX D 

Focus Group Guide 

1. What was your experience completing the survey questionnaire? For instance, the reactions you had or felt 
with completing the questionnaire. What thoughts did you have after completing: (1) Section 1, the practice 
orientation inventory; (2) Section 2, the postmodern awareness inventory; and (3) the demographic and 
practice information? 

2. Practice orientation inventory. 

Can you identify or name any postmodern worldview influences that you can see in social work practice? 

Can you identify or name any postmodern economic conditions influences that you can see in social work 
practice. 

3. Postmodern awareness inventory. 

What do you feel least knowledgeable about postmodernism? 

What would you like to learn about postmodernism? 

How would this knowledge about postmodernism shape or not shape your practice? 

If the responses indicate a low knowledge level, then the group will be asked: What, if any, are the 
implication of this low level of knowledge on social work practice? 
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APPENDIX E 

Section Two Varimax Rotation Final Solution 

Section Two Statements Components 

Awareness of postmodern relativism 

Postmodernism stresses the importance of cause and effect. .64 

A postmodernist would support the view that there are no absolute truths. .78 

Deconstruction is an analytical techniques associated with postmodernism. .66 

Postmodernists would elect to abandon uncertainty in favor of certainty. .75 

Postmodernists favor diversity. .86 

A socially constructed reality is consistent with postmodern thinking. .77 

Language is dismissed in postmodernism as irrelevant. .78 

Postmodernists insist that "scientific knowledge is the only valid knowledge. .79 

Ultimately, postmodernism seeks a totalizing explanation of human behaviour. .55 

Postmodernism accepts the position that it is possible to separate values from facts. .51 

Generally, postmodernists accept that "knowledge is power and power is knowledge". .55 

Postmodernists accept the proposition that meaning is relative and shifting. .85 

Postmodernism rejects the theses that 'self results from a psychodynamic process. .56 

8.9* 

44.4%** 

Awareness of postmodern individualism 

Jean-Francois Lyotard can be considered an eminent postmodern author. 

Social responsibility is a key characteristic of postmodernism. 

Humanism is rejected by postmodernism. 

Some postmodernists would accept the idea that the "author is dead". 

.54 

.62 

.80 

.67 

1.6 

7.8% 

Awareness of postmodern social order 

Postmodernism offers a clearly defined approach to the goal of human progress. 

Postmodernism promotes the view that there are dominant cultures. 

The use of categories such as gender and race is central to postmodernism. 

1.1 

5.8% 

.55 

.56 

.59 

Eigenvalue for component 
* Percentage of variance explained by component 



APPENDIX F 

Frequencies, Mean and Standard Deviation of Section One Statements 

N 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Statement SDa D MD MA A SA M! SD 

1. Social work should concentrate only on the immediate 164 125 41 31 11 0 1.9 1.1 
needs of clients. 

2. Truth is constructed by individuals and groups and 74 94 65 84 39 12 2.8 1.4 
has no basis in an independent reality. 

3. There is a singular world that can be reduced into 7 49 72 65 96 74 4.0 1.5 
parts.* 

4. Social work practitioners should concentrate on 20 49 108 89 81 25 3.6 1.3 
having clients understand 'why' events are occurring 
as they are.* 

5. Individuals should strive to be disciplined; i.e., 3 23 74 87 129 53 4.2 1.2 
conventional.* 

6. There is such a thing as'expert'opinions that are 10 47 97 87 76 53 3.9 1.4 
more valid than the opinions expressed by others.* 

7. The worker-client relationship is a therapeutic 100 145 91 22 8 3 2.2 1.0 
alliance.* 

8. Social justice involves the application of 8 53 105 71 88 44 3.8 1.4 
predetermined societal/state/institutional standards.* 

9. Individuals should embrace a 'be yourself attitude. 4 24 36 193 83 30 4.1 1.0 

10. Social workers should consider their clients as experts 2 9 12 89 115 145 5.0 1.0 
in their life circumstances. 

11. The world out there (reality) exists because 10 19 38 112 128 61 4.3 1.3 
individuals and groups of individuals construct or 
create it. 

12. A mechanistic or machine metaphor conveys an 0 9 24 80 118 132 4.8 1.3 
accurate image of nature.* 

13. The relationship between worker and client is 0 8 18 133 156 57 4.6 .88 
contractual in nature. 

14. There are multiple sources of knowledge including 1 1 0 29 122 217 5.5 .81 
intuition and subjective experience 

* Reversed scored items. 
a. SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; MD = mostly disagree; MA = mostly agree; A = agree; SA = strongly agree 
b. Means reflect data that is reversed scored. Higher means are associated with positive postmodern orientation. 
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Frequencies, Mean and Standard Deviation of Section One Statements Continued 

N 

Statement 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

SDa D MD MA A SA M? SD 

15. Social work practitioners should consider 
themselves the expert when engaged with their 
clients.* 

16. The needs of society should have preference over 
the needs of individuals.* 

17. A statement is true if it correctly reflects the events 
occurring in the world.* 

18. Social justice can best be conceived as outcomes 
achieved through dialogue. 

19. Social work practitioners should concentrate on 
'what' their clients are doing. 

20. The world is pluralistic and irreducible.* 

21. An individual's 'self has inherent fixed 
characteristics (an essential nature).* 

22. There is a real world (reality) that exists 
independent of any individuals or group of 
individuals.* 

23. The promotion of progress for humanity is the 
central aim of social work.* 

24. All opinions are equally valid. 

25. Nature can best be conceived as a dynamic whole 
whose parts are essentially interdependent. 

26. The only valid knowledge is objective knowledge 
generated by the scientific method.* 

27. In a society, individuals should be free to pursue 
their own aims. 

28. An individual's 'self is constructed and 
reconstructed over time in multiple contexts and 
relationships. 

1 53 90 109 111 4.7 1.1 

7 19 130 116 68 28 3.8 1.2 

10 62 125 71 66 32 3.5 1.3 

8 49 68 139 82 17 3.7 1.3 

5 57 96 143 62 4 3.5 1.1 

9 52 60 129 79 29 3.7 1.4 

24 88 150 58 30 17 3.0 1.2 

32 81 104 68 59 23 3.3 1.4 

43 107 114 55 39 9 2.9 1.3 

17 47 45 95 102 64 4.1 1.4 

1 4 5 55 165 139 5.1 .95 

2 4 16 65 121 164 5.1 .98 

4 24 30 215 72 26 4.1 .97 

3 3 8 72 154 132 5.1 .91 

* Reversed scored statements. 
a. SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; MD = mostly disagree; MA = mostly agree; A = agree; SA = strongly agree 
b. Means reflect data that is reversed scored. Higher means are associated with positive postmodern orientation. 



227 

APPENDIX G 

Section One Varimax Rotation Final Solution 

Section One Statements Components 

Beliefs about natural world 

The world is pluralistic and irreducible. .71 

A mechanistic or machine metaphor conveys an accurate image of nature. .62 

The relationship between client and worker is contractual in nature. .61 

Social justice involves the application of predetermined standards. .55 

Nature can best be conceived as a dynamic whole with interrelated parts. .43 

3.4* 

12.3%a 

Beliefs about empowerment 

Workers should consider themselves the expert when engaged with clients. 

Social workers should consider clients experts in their own life experience. 

Individuals should strive to be disciplined; i.e., conventional. 

There is such a thing as "expert" opinions that are more valid than others. 

Social workers should concentrate only on the immediate needs of clients. 

.66 

.57 

.56 

.44 

-.41 

2.7 

9.7% 

Beliefs about individual self-determination 

In a society, individuals should be free to pursue their own aims. 

All opinions are equally valid. 

An individual's 'self has inherent fixed characteristics (an essential nature). 

Individuals should embrace a 'be yourself attitude. 

The needs of society should have preference over the needs of individuals. 

2.0 

7.2% 

.63 

.62 

-.59 

.53 

Beliefs about constructionism 

Truth is constructed by individuals/groups and no basis in reality. 

The world out there exists because individuals/groups construct or create it. 

There is a real world that exists independent of any individual or group. 

1.7 

6.0% 

.74 

.59 

.56 

* Eigenvalue for component 
a. Percentage of variance explained by component 
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Section One Varimax Rotation Final Solution Continued 

Section One Statements Components 

Beliefs about knowledge 

An individual's 'self is constructed in multiple contexts and relationships. .65 

There are multiple sources of knowledge including intuition and experience. .60 

The only valid knowledge is objective knowledge generated by science. .49 

A statement is true if it correctly reflects the events occurring in the world. .40 

1.3* 

4.8%a 

Beliefs about the worker-clients relationship 

The relationship between worker and client is contractual in nature. 

The worker client relationship is a therapeutic alliance. 

.69 

-.63 

1.2 

4.4% 

Beliefs about social work practice 

Practitioners should concentrate on having clients understand 'why'. 

The promotion of progress for humanity is the central aim of social work. 

1.1 

1.8% 

.69 

.64 

Beliefs about planned change 

Social justice can best be conceived as outcomes achieved through dialogue. 

Social work practitioners should concentrate on 'what' clients are doing. 

1.0 

3.6% 

.70 

.64 

* Eigenvalue for component 
a. Percentage of variance explained by component 




