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Preface to the Chinese Version of the
Handbook of Health Social Work

Health problems do not stop at national boundaries, but instead diseases occur in all
parts of the world. Cancer, heart disease, and premature birth, for example, are distributed
around the world, on all continents, although they may occur at different rates of prevalence
in different locations. Yet, no matter on which continent they occur, major diseases present
many of the same challenges for the individuals who experience them and the families,
groups, and communities of which those individuals are a part.

Addressing the challenges that come with disease is not easy. It requires specialized
knowledge of the symptoms, information about available treatment, and knowledge of tech-
niques to ensure that individuals and families cope effectively. Chronic diseases have become
increasingly common in the face of recent medical advances, necessitating coping with and a-
dapting to disease over long periods of time.

For all of the above reasons, health social workers around the world face similar challen-
ges in their efforts to help individuals, families, and communities to function in the face of
disease. In the age of evidence-based practice, we know that some methods and treatments
are more effective than others in assisting individuals and families to manage disease more ef-
fectively.

The Handbook of Health Social Work was designed as a tool for health social workers
to achieve the goals developed over 100 years ago when the subspecialty of health social work
was first established, namely to discover social factors in the health problems of patients and
influence those social factors in such a way as to further the patient’s health care. The initial
outline for the Handbook came from classes that I taught in the School of Social Service
Administration at the University of Chicago and continue to teach at the George Warren
Brown School of Social Work at Washington University in St. Louis. Teri Browne, my
co-editor and former doctoral student who now is an assistant professor in the College of
Social Work at the University of South Carolina, and 1 were thrilled to learn that the

Handbook was being used by our colleagues in China and that it would be translated into the



Chinese.

We hope that health social workers in China find the Handbook useful in their work.
Many issues such as ethical dilemmas, pain management, and dealing with substance use are
also faced by health social workers in China. We would very much like to hear from you,
learn from your experiences, and develop shared approaches to the problems and challenges
that we all face in trying to assist individual, families, and communities cope with disability,
illness, and disease in both countries. I hope that the translation of the Handbook o f Health
Social Work into Chinese will lead to an increased communication between health social
workers in the United States and China so that together we can develop new ways of achie-
ving our shared goal of discovering social factors in the health problems of patients and influ-
encing those social factors in such a way as to improve health care on a more global level. 1
look forward to increased communication and collaboration between health social workers in
the United States and China.

Sarah Gehlert, PhD
E. Desmond Lee Professor of Racial & Ethnic Diversity
Washington University in St. Louis (USA)
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