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FOREWORD

Most textbooks induce sleep with circumspect accounts of the accepted
wisdom in a given field. That is, they offer information so bland and unim-
aginative that students tune-out (and turn on rock videos for a little relief).
This occurs because the purpose of most textbooks is to present a batch of
theoretical information and useless facts that students can memorize and
feedback at exam time. Hold your hats, this book is different.

" First, it is about real problems. What could be more real (and important)
than helping people to deal with the personal problems created in society
and in the family that are brought into the workplace (like alcoholism, drug
addiction, chronic depression and alienation)? And what could be more real
(and important) than helping people to cope with the personal problems
that result from the interaction between their tasks and their personalities?
Dealing with those levels of real issues is the primary task of the occupa-
tional social worker, according to Bradley Googins and Joline Godfrey, the
authors of this remarkable text.

Second, the book is not a narrow, provincial or conservative view of the
profession. Instead, it seeks to enlarge the scope of social work by including
not just the psychological issues that have been the traditional focus of the
field, but setting the individual employee in the broader context of the
organization and society. The authors show that an effective social worker
can improve not only the employee’s quality of life, but can have impact on

ix



X FOREWORD

the performance of the organization in which the individual works, and on
the community in which the individual lives. Moreover, the social worker
can change the organization, making it both more humane and more effec-
tive.

Thus, third, this lively book is about change. In the authors’ view, the
occupational social worker is not a “life adjustment counselor” who seeks to
get workers to conform to intolerable working conditions, but a change
agent whose goal it is to have healthy people working in healthy organiza-
tions. In short, the authors recognize that you can’t have effective, moti-
vated, committed and loyal workers in organizations that are run like sweat-
shops, prisons or boot camps.

Moreover, the authors know of what they write. Googins is a respected
member of academia who grounds everything in these pages in sound schol-
arship. Godfrey is a successful business executive (in addition to being a
trained social worker). She has put into practice everything that is pre-
scribed in these pages, having done so both in the context of a very large,
established corporation (Polaroid), and in a small, growing business that she
herself created (Odysseum).

What I find so exciting about this book, then, is not just that it reflects
the state-of-the-art in the fields of social work, occupational psychology, and
business management, but that it creates the prospect that the occupational
social worker can have real impact on real problems. The authors urge social
workers to get out of their offices, and into the workplaces of their clients.
In short, they treat occupational social work as a serious profession. And
that’s the way it should be treated. Read this book and you will want to get
right to work helping people and organizations to perform more efficiently,
effectively, productively, and humanely. In my experience, society needs
tens of thousands of the kind of occupational social workers that Googins
and Godfrey seek to train. May I urge you, then, to follow the authors’
advice and get on with the challenge at hand!

James O’Toole
Professor of Management
School of Management
University of Southern California
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CHAPTER ONE
OCCUPATIONAL
SOCIAL WORK

An Overview

INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade, a new set of innovations has evolved throughout
public and private institutions and unions in the form of human services in
the workplace. The programs in themselves are not new, nor do they ad-
dress issues and problems unrecognized: alcoholism, drug abuse, stress,
marital problems, retirement, relocation, emotional illness, and change. Itis
the setting in which these problems are recognized and dealt with that is
revolutionary. The line between the production goals of the corporation
and the human and social needs of the employee has traditionally been a
demarcation well defined and rigorously maintained. The concerns of work
and the problems of individual employees and their families, it has been
felt, are best viewed as separate worlds—a bit like our national thinking
about separation of church and state. The proliferation of human service
programs and the emergence of the social work profession in this setting
signals not only a softening of the distinctions between these two worlds but
an acknowledgment of a false dichotomy. Work and family, or the personal
and social lives of employees, do not constitute separate and unrelated
spheres. The changing demographics of the larger society (single parents,
dual career families, “baby boomers” entering the work place) along with

ultural and value shifts of the past twenty years have presaged new needs
and behaviors for workers. These developments have stimulated new re-
sponses in the workplace and on behalf of workers.
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The Rise of Occupational Social Work

Until a few years ago, the concept and practice of occupational social
work were virtually ignored by all but a handful of social workers. Although
there is a history of social intervention in the workplace (antecedents of
modern day social work practice in industrial settings could be found over a
century ago), only within the past decade has any systematic practice
emerged. In this brief period, a new client population has been identified, a
field of practice has developed, and a new group of practitioners has taken
its place as a specialty within the profession.

The rise of occupational social work, particularly in the past two to
three years, is unprecedented. Seven years ago less than fifty practitioners
could be identified. Today this number has swelled into the thousands. But
itis not just this dramatic influx of practitioners that is notable; cultural and
environmental shifts at work have been equally dramatic over the past dec-
ade, constituting imperatives for change that have brought the social work
profession into new frontiers. Opportunities unimaginable a decade ago are
opening up prospects for new and creative forms of practice. Social workers
now counsel employees on a wide range of personal, family, and social prob-
lems; present policy positions on community relations to corporate execu-
tives; mediate disputes; develop and conduct stress management programs;
and assist corporations on issues such as layoffs and retirement. These and
other interventions stand as a monument to the responsiveness of the social
work profession and its ability to identify and tackle new problem areas and
population groups whose needs have previously been ignored or under-
served.

The social work profession has strategically positioned itself to meet
the growing range of human problems that affect the American work force.
Employee assistance programs abound; traditional community health and
human service agencies have begun to work with local businesses and indus-
tries; personnel and human resource departments, as a matter of course,
examine the human factor within the work environment. Social workers
have forged their way in assuming roles in training, social corporate respon-
sibility, labor counseling, and health promotion and prevention, creating
innovative programs and meeting the psychosocial needs of the work world.

All of this has not evolved without conflict and opposition. The intro-
duction of social workers into the mainstream of a mixed capitalist system
has raised considerable concern within the profession itself. For some, the
social change goals embedded in the social work profession cannot coexist
within the framework of American work organizations. For others, the
dangers of being co-opted by the perceived values and goals of business and
industry negate potential gains. Still other practitioners view the movement
into the work world as a retreat from the public sector, embattled by the new
federalism. In each of these perspectives, a distinct clash of values exists,
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pitting those who define workers and the workplace as an underserved and
ignored population against those who fear that the embrace of such a field
of practice runs contrary to the values of the profession itself. Although this
conflict is as old as Porter Lee’s early debate within the profession on cause
versus function (1932), it has again surfaced as the occupational social work
movement becomes a significant force.

DEFINITION

Exactly what constitutes the nature and boundaries of occupational social
work continues to be elusive. Whereas the population seems easily iden-
tified, the client is difficult to determine. Though counseling troubled em-
ployees is closely akin to other social work roles, assisting a corporation in
defining its social responsibility is not. While conducting employee assis-
tance programs is a typical activity, developing a program on ethics for a
company is not. The wide range of roles, functions, and programs that has
developed continues to expand the scope of the field and contribute to the
absence of a program typology, legitimate boundaries, and a definition
encompassing the dimensions of the field.

In coming to a definition, consideration must be given to why and to
what end social workers would operate in the world of work. On the most
basic level, the work world is an arena for practice in which human and
social needs arise. From this perspective occupational social work is no
different from similar activities in schools, hospitals, neighborhoods, and
numerous other settings. What differentiates the work arena is the novelty
of this practice, its apparent clash with traditional social work values, and
the relative ignorance of the profession of the milieu, i.e., work organiza-
tions and culture.

One way to understand the nature of human services at work is to
question why the workplace would value human services. Unless there were
some intrinsic value in having social workers provide services at the work
site, businesses, industries, and unions would not find it in their self-interest
to sanction these activities. Vinet and Jones (1981, pp. 22-23), in their survey
of occupational social workers, reported two major factors which these social
workers cited as key sanctions in work organizations. First were social prob-
lems already identified by:

precipating events (violence, strikes, high turnover, high costs of recruit-
ment, and low productivity) that may have been symptoms of problems that
enhanced receptivity to social service programs;

the top management conclusion that company survival during a recession
rested on a manager’s ability to motivate workers toward greater productivity;

a key company leader’s improved functioning as a result of counseling for
personal, psychological, or alcohol-related problems;
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legal or social mandates for services;

ignoring social conditions which lead to greater outside interference, more
regulations, and increased “costs”;

negotiating benefits for social services with unions.

Second was a valuing of employeesin the corporate philosophy and culture.

These factors provide a background for understanding the role and
function of human services in the workplace. While they do not specify what
social workers can do, they do give information as to what the organization
needs and why. In many instances, social work attempts to meet client needs
by discerning the client’s perceived problems and needs within a prescribed
value framework. In the workplace, “starting where the client is” encom-
passes an understanding and acceptance of the organizational and the indi-
vidual employee’s needs. A systems perspective in the mode of family
therapy is perhaps the most cogent analogy. This defines the needs of the
system (organization and employee) as the starting points of social work
practice in the workplace.

Throughout this book the term “field” is used to indicate practice
parameters. Defining the activities as a field of practice, as in the field of
occupational social work, implies a specialization or an area of interest. This
terminology is often applied in professional circles such as law and
medicine. In the instance of workplace practice it can only be used in the
loosest of terms. This is not a clearly identifiable field, only a rapidly evolv-
ing practice that in time may well take on the more comprehensive charac-
teristics of a field. At the present time the state of development is very
rudimentary. What it is, is far from circumscribed, again complicating defi-
nition.

Even the label attached to practitioners who operate in this sphere is
up in the air. The term industrial social work is avoided in this text for two
reasons. First, industrial is a term derived from the European practice of
social work in industry, which has limited relevance to today’s work organiza-
tions. In addition, the move toward a postindustrial economy is well under-
way, and the use of the phrase “industrial social work” is fast becoming an
anachronism. Second, social workers are not the sole practitioners found in
workplace human service positions. While social work is the only profession
to articulate a field of practice, many other professionals, quasi-profession-
als, and paraprofessionals occupy similar positions in companies. Because
the field is in the process of becoming, no universally accepted standards
have yet been adopted, and no profession or group, social work included,
can lay claim either to a developed professional body of expertise or to the
market itself. This is not the case in Europe, which will be described in a
later chapter, where industrial social work has developed into a more de-
fined and universally accepted practice. For these reasons, we have relied on
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the broader term human services in the workplace, although the specific prac-
tice by social workers will be referred to as occupational social work.

Finally, for the purpose of reference, if not argument, a concrete defi-
nition of occupational social work is proposed: ...a field of practice in which
social workers attend to the human and social needs of the work community by design-
ing and executing appropriate interventions to insure healthier individuals and envi-
ronments.

Predecessors of current activities—welfare capitalism, the social better-
ment movement, and occupational alcoholism—have all left their imprints
and contributed to the present state of human services in the workplace.
The 1980s represent another stage of development for the American work-
place in its attempt to balance employee needs and production goals. The
emergence of human services for employees is part of a larger complex of
forces concerned with the new values of the work force, a changed demo-
graphic, increased competition from abroad, and diminution of the welfare
function played by government. All of these factors have become prominent
at the work site over the past decade and continue to reshape and redefine
the nature and function of work, workers, and work organizations. The rise
of human services, consequently, is in part defined and shaped by these
collateral factors, all of which have either forced or persuaded the work
organization to incorporate human services as an integral part of its institu-
tional system. What was once relegated to public and voluntary agencies
now is being assimilated into corporations and unions in the form of entitle-
ments thought to establish healthy and productive employees and environ-
ments.

MAJOR ACTIVITIES

As suggested earlier, human service activities that have developed over the
decade under the rubric of occupational social work are difficult to codify, in
large part due to the differences that exist among these activities. These
differences are reflected by settings (unions versus corporate), functions
(counseling versus policy development), and the level of intervention
(macro versus micro). Nevertheless, it is possible to describe some of the
type of activities that have evolved. Below is a sampler of occupational social
work interventions. This is not an attempt to provide an exhaustive typol-
ogy, but rather to point to the variation in programmatic functions that fall
under the heading of occupational social work.

Counseling Programs

Counseling programs dominate occupational social work much as they
do the social work profession itself. Early counseling programs tended to be
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singly focused and issue-oriented, often alcohol-related. “It seems that in
the initial stage, social services are provided in the workplace to deal with
one or two specific problems such as alcoholism or drug abuse. Manage-
ment...may think that the solution is to employ a counselor to deal with
these particular problems” (Ozawa, 1980).

In fact, counseling as a primary method of initial organizational entry
has proved highly functional to relationship building and contract setting
between the service provider and the workplace. Potential consumers of the
services (employees), buyers of the services (management and/or unions),
and social work professionals have an opportunity to establish norms, ex-
pectations, credibility, and respect around identified issues (e.g., alcoholism,
retirement counseling, stress). While a comprehensive survey of social serv-
ices offered by Fortune 500 companies has yet to be conducted, many exist-
ing programs have had their beginnings in single-issue service programs. As
these programs have taken hold, broader, more comprehensive counseling
programs have evolved. It should be emphasized that this form of work-
place social service, i.e., counseling around a single problem area, is often a
critical phase in the introduction of the social worker and the work setting to
one another. The next stage of growth is a result of both the social character
of the profession and the needs of the workplace.

Multiservice Programs

The 1979 Report on the Conference on Social Work Practice in Labor
and Industrial Settings noted that

...companies want the professional who is comfortable and sophisticated in
advocating for their workers in the broader community. In addition to
clinical skills they want a professional person who can represent their in-
terests in a system-sensitive way in a society upon which they are depen-
dent— for political sanction, customers, and a work force. Trade unions,
likewise, want a helping professional who can document membership needs
and be firmly committed to being an agent of change. Being a skillful ser-
vice provider is always necessary, but rarely sufficient (Akabas et al., 1979, p.
34).

This statement is borne out in the multiservice programs that have
evolved in companies like Digital Equipment Corporation, New England
Telephone Company, Polaroid, Western Electric, and Northern States
Power Company. The range of services offered by these companies, as well
as by some unions, implies opportunities for both micro and macro inter-
ventions. With idiosyncratic variations, these companies offer under one
umbrella a constellation of services including but not limited to:

COUNSELING

Group and individual
Referral and follow-up



