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Foreword

This volume brings together the scientific contributions presented at the
second edition of the International Conference on Social Work Practice, Health
and Education, an event dedicated to one of the most urgent and complex
challenges of our time: how to build trust and solidarity in societies marked
by uncertainty, fragmentation, and rapid transformation. Hosted in Arad,
Romania, on 14-15 October 2025, the conference gathered researchers,
practitioners, educators, and students from diverse disciplinary and cultural
backgrounds, united by a shared commitment to strengthening the theoretical
foundations and practical relevance of contemporary social work.

The theme of this edition — Building Trust and Solidarity for a Good
Society — was not chosen lightly. Across Europe and beyond, social workers
confront the consequences of demographic ageing, migration, digitalization,
inequality, trauma, and the erosion of community bonds. These challenges
demand not only technical expertise, but also ethical clarity, interdisciplinary
collaboration, and a renewed capacity to translate theory into meaningful,
context-sensitive practice. The papers included in this volume reflect precisely
this ambition: to bridge conceptual frameworks with lived realities, and to
illuminate the ways in which social work can remain both scientifically grounded
and deeply humane.

The conference papers and research studies included in this volume were
developed under the aegis of the European Institute "Serge Moscovici", an
academic and scientific structure within the “Aurel Vlaicu” University of Arad.
Through its activity of promoting interdisciplinary research and academic
dialogue, the institute provides an institutional framework dedicated to the
development of scientific studies and projects in the field of social sciences and
humanities, thus contributing to the consolidation of research efforts and the
dissemination of scientific knowledge.

Structured into six thematic chapters, this volume offers a panoramic yet
coherent exploration of the field’s present concerns and future directions.

Chapter 1 revisits the philosophical, ethical, and theoretical foundations
of social work, highlighting the need for reflective practice, evidence-based
intervention, and value-driven decision-making. The contributions examine
models ranging from theological paradigms of care to contemporary correctional
theories and ethical dilemmas in professional conduct.

Chapter 2 turns to community dynamics, migration, and social capital,
offering systemic analyses of cohesion, resilience, and the social transformations
reshaping rural and urban environments. The studies emphasize the importance
of trust-building, participatory engagement, and the role of volunteering in
shaping future professionals.



Chapter 3 addresses ageing, disability, and vulnerability — domains
where social work plays a decisive role in safeguarding dignity and promoting
well-being. The authors explore active ageing, the psychosocial impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic, and the intersection of digitalization with the rights and
quality of life of persons with severe disabilities.

Chapter 4 focuses on mental health, trauma, and therapeutic
interventions, with particular attention to experiential approaches,
interdisciplinary collaboration, and the long-term effects of institutionalization
and abuse. These contributions underscore the necessity of trauma-informed,
community-anchored practices.

Chapter 5 examines the digital turn in social life — cyberbullying, digital
literacy, and the reproduction of inequalities in technologically mediated
education. The analyses reveal both the opportunities and the risks of
digitalization, urging social workers and educators to adopt critical, inclusive,
and ethically responsible strategies.

Chapter 6 brings the discussion into the educational sphere, exploring
resilience, school psychology, student wellbeing, and the role of social workers
in preventing crises and fostering solidarity within school communities. The
studies highlight the transformative potential of experiential learning, inclusive
curricula, and psychosocial support.

Taken together, these contributions form a rich, interdisciplinary tapestry
that reflects the evolving identity of social work as both a scientific discipline
and a profession rooted in human connection. They demonstrate that trust and
solidarity are not abstract ideals, but practical resources, cultivated through
informed action, ethical responsibility, and sustained collaboration across
sectors.

This volume stands as a testament to the intellectual vitality and social
relevance of the conference, and to the dedication of all those who work daily to
improve the lives of individuals, families, and communities. It invites readers —
scholars, practitioners, policymakers, and students alike — to engage critically
with the ideas presented here and to continue the collective effort of shaping a
more just, compassionate, and cohesive society.

We extend our gratitude to all contributors, reviewers, and organizers
whose commitment made this publication possible, and to the participants whose
dialogue and presence enriched the conference. May this volume serve not only
as a record of scholarly exchange but also as an inspiration for future research,
practice, and innovation in the field of social work.

The Editors
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CHAPTER 1. SOCIAL WORK THEORY, ETHICS
& PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE

Biblical Theology of Atonement: A Paradigm
for a Christian Approach to Social Work

Lecturer Constantin GHIOANCA, PhD
Baptist Theological Institute, Bucharest

Abstract. The biblical doctrine of atonement can serve as a guide and paradigm for a
Christian approach to social work. We will examine four biblical texts (Leviticus 16:1-
28, Isaiah 53:1-12, Hebrews 9:1-28, and Matthew 26:26-29) to underline the
development of sacrifice and atonement from the Old Testament as it culminates in the
final fulfilment in Christ’s substitutionary death. As we trace this biblical theological
development, we identify four pillars for constructing a Christian approach to social
work: the idea of sacrifice that considers the human dignity of all persons, the need for
empathy with a clear focus on social work clients, the importance of systemic and
transformative restoration, and the emergence of hope which is rooted in a network of
relationships (a site of hope) as well as in the eschatological promises. In a world that
becomes increasingly complex and fragmented, the Christian approach suggested in
this paper brings coherence, clarity, and efficiency to the practice of contemporary
social work.

Keywords: atonement, biblical theology, Christian social work, substitutionary
sacrifice, empathy, systemic restoration, hope.

1. Introduction

The theme of the atonement is essential in biblical theology. According to
canonical revelation, the atonement for people’s sins is possible only by blood,
foreshadowed in the Old Testament through animal sacrifices, but fully realized through
the once-and-for-all death of Jesus Christ, who offered his life as the Lamb of God. How
is the doctrine of atonement functioning if we correlate it with social work? This
question deserves our attention because social work is motivated by genuine care for our
neighbours, and love and care also lie at the heart of the doctrine of atonement.

The contribution of this paper is not merely to emphasize the connection
between the doctrine of atonement and social work through the idea of love, but to
identify multiple connections between the two. These connections will provide a
framework for a Christian approach and perspective in social work. Specifically, we will
focus on four key biblical texts — Leviticus 16:1-28, Isaiah 53:1-12, Hebrews 9:1-28,
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and Matthew 26:26-29 — with the aim of understanding how each text contributes to the
development of the doctrine of atonement and how they may serve in building our social
work paradigm.

2. The Need for Sacrifice: Leviticus 16:1-28

A very significant Old Testament text that reveals the scope of the atonement —
“the whole community of Israel” — is Leviticus 16. This chapter contains instructions
given by God to Moses in the Sinai wilderness, after the tragic death of Aaron’s sons,
explaining how the high priest may approach God and establishing the annual feast of
“The Day of Atonement”. As such, Leviticus 16 is placed between two essential sections
of the book: Chapters 11-15, which describe various laws related to ritual uncleanness,
and Chapters 17-20, which exhort the Israelites to holiness.

Given this context, Chapter 16 fits very well between two narratives
emphasizing the people’s uncleanness and the demand for holiness. It serves as a
reconciling section, clarifying that sinful people can be forgiven only through blood
sacrifice. The truth that, without a sacrifice or shedding of blood, there can be no
forgiveness (Hebrews 9:22, New International Version [NIV, here and the following])
is first anticipated in the Old Testament, immediately after the Fall, when God had to
sacrifice animals as a means to provide a covering (clothes) for Adam and his wife, Eve
(Genesis 3:21). Following the history of redemption, as God freed the people of Israel
from Egypt and revealed to them the requirements of the Law, “atonement is to be made
once a year for all the sins of the Israelites™ (Leviticus, 16:34), an event that took place
on the tenth day of the seventh month (7ishri). This special day was suggestively called
7183 0 (Yom Kippur) or “The Day of Atonement”. The atonement is necessary because
sinfulness is an obstacle between the Israelites and a holy God, as exemplified in the
death of the two sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, who brought unauthorized fire before
the Lord (Leviticus 10:1-2). Therefore, in Leviticus 16, Moses is instructed by God to
have Aaron enter the Most Holy Place of the Tabernacle — where the ark of the covenant
was located — through a rigorous observance of blood sacrifices.

Specifically, the high priest had to bring two offerings, “a young bull for a sin
offering and a ram for a burnt offering” (Leviticus 16:3), two of the five types of
sacrifices mentioned in the book of Leviticus (see Chapters 1-7). After bathing himself
and putting on sacred garments, the priest took from the community of Israel “two male
goats for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt offering” (Leviticus 16.5). Aaron brought
the bull as a sin offering for himself and his extended family, and then he cast lots for
two goats; one falling for the Lord was sacrificed as a sin offering and one chosen as a
scapegoat was sent into the wilderness (Leviticus 16:10). We can understand this ritual
as underlining two facets of atonement — on one hand, God forgives the sinner and, on
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the other hand, He is removing his transgressions from him as far as possible, as the east
is from the west (Psalms 103:12).

Before sending the scapegoat into the wilderness, Aaron laid, symbolically, his
hands on the head of the animal, confessing the sins of the Israelites. This points to the
substitutionary nature of the atonement and its scope — all sins were put on the goat’s
head! This is not merely a ritual for forgiveness of the “unknown sins”; it also includes
intentional sins. The term YU (pesa ) in Leviticus 16:16 includes any intentional
violation of God’s law. This word underscores the community’s readiness to seek its
own good without God, and it encompasses any violation of the first four
commandments of the ten commandments (Hartley, 1992).

The forgiveness of sin is certain and effective because the blood of the animal
offerings was brought into the Most Holy Place and sprinkled before the atonement
cover (Leviticus 16:14), which was above the tablets of the covenant law. The image is
stunning: the tablets meet the blood! As impressive as it may be, there is a clear textual
indication that the provision for the forgiveness of sins, as stipulated under the old
covenant, is temporary; the Day of Atonement is an annual celebration involving a
repeated sacrifice: “This is to be a lasting ordinance for you: Atonement is to be made
once a year for all the sins of the Israelites” (Leviticus 16:34). The annual recurrence of
atoning sacrifices should not take people by surprise because “it is impossible for the
blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Hebrews 10:4).

Social work, in its complex and diverse manifestations, shares a sacrificial
approach. Not only the social workers, but all caring networks (family, friends, church,
support groups, State policies, etc.) connected to this activity should develop a sacrificial
mindset if genuine help for people is to be envisioned. This sacrificial approach is non-
discriminative because it does not seek social work beneficiaries who “deserve” help if
they meet certain social, religious, or political criteria. The approach is justified based
on human dignity, a universal value: “Human dignity connotes that all human beings
possess equal and inherent value and should be accorded respect regardless of gender,
sexuality, age, race or ethnicity, health, religion, socioeconomic status, political
affiliations, or any other socially constructed classification.” (Gatenio Gabel, 2024, 11).

The globalized world of the 21* century is extremely diverse across every aspect
of life, and this reality is challenging. There is a growing tendency toward a tribalist
mindset (Fox, 2019), helping only those who resemble us in terms of religion, race, or
something else. However, social work should be practiced with sacrifice and generosity,
serving as a binder for a fragmented society. Certainly, the doctrine of atonement is
helping us reach this goal, and as the history of redemption unfolds, we increasingly
understand that only an empathetic Person can both atone for people’s sins and practice
sacrificial social work. The book of Isaiah will shed more light on this subject.
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3. The Mirror of Empathy: Isaiah 53:1-12

A particularly significant section in the book of Isaiah is the one containing four
songs or poems (42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-11; and 52:13-53:12) that speak of the chosen
Servant of the Lord, a messianic figure who will bring justice and salvation to the world.
Arguably, Isaiah 53 is the most well-known of the four poems, and it portrays a suffering
Servant who is ready to sacrifice Himself to save sinners. Thus, Isaiah, by divine
inspiration, picks up the theme of blood and atonement mentioned in Leviticus 16. Some
noticeable Levitical overtones can be traced in the idea of a sin offering brought by the
Servant (Isaiah 53:10) and the vivid comparison of Him being sacrificed as a lamb who
chose silence and submission even though he was oppressed and afflicted in many ways
(Isaiah 53:7).

Moreover, the theme of a substitutionary death on behalf of sinners (Leviticus
16:21) is further explored in Isaiah with much clarity. Creating a “cascade effect”, the
prophet brings home the notion of substitutional atonement: “he took up our pain and
bore our suffering” (Isaiah 53:4), “he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed
for our iniquities” (Isaiah 53:5), “the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isaiah
53:6), “for the transgression of my people he was punished” (Isaiah 53:8), “he will bear
their iniquities” (Isaiah 53:11), “for he bore the sin of many” (Isaiah 53:12). This strong
focus of Isaiah on the substitutionary death of the Servant is explainable. Motyer (1993,
432) comments: “The towering theological genius of Isaiah is nowhere more apparent
than here. Substitutionary sacrifice lay at the heart of his own experience of God.”

However, a key element noticeable in the text is the identity of the
substitutionary blood sacrifice, namely “a man of suffering and familiar with pain”
(Isaiah 53:3). Unlike the animals mentioned in Leviticus 16, the One being put to death
in Isaiah 53 is a human being who is ready to freely give His life as a penalty for the
sins of many. Who is this Person, in any case? As the text unveils, He is ,,like a tender
shoot, and like a root out of dry ground” (Isaiah 53:2). He is clearly a messianic figure
because the tender ,,shoot” pi¥* (y6-néq’) is reminiscent of Isaiah 11:1, where “the shoot
from the stump of Jesse” is endowed with the Spirit of the Lord and ushers in a New
Kingdom (Isaiah 11:1-9). Furthermore, we know that David was born from the “stump
of Jesse” (I Samuel 16:1) but, as David was not alive when Isaiah wrote his prophecy,
we conclude that the prophet is speaking about a future “David” who, is indeed, the
Servant of the Lord. That this future descendant of Jesse is a messianic figure is evident
in the salvific and eschatological effects wrought by the suffering Servant. These results
include peace and healing (Isaiah 52:5), He “will see his offspring” and ,,the will of the
Lord will prosper in his hand” (Isaiah 53:10), many will be justified (Isaiah 53:11), and
the Servant will have “a portion among the great” (Isaiah 53:12).
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One last thing, not to be overlooked, is that the prophet asks a rhetorical
question, right at the beginning of the chapter: “Who has believed our message and to
whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?” (Isaiah 53:1). This is an indication that
the Servant’s identity and mission demand a response from the Israelites and, by
extension, from other people who hear the message of God and receive the revelation
that God is at work among people. Isaiah’s prophetic message adds something important
to our profile of a Christian approach and perspective on social work, namely empathy.
We have seen that the suffering Servant pays the price on behalf of sinners, which clearly
indicates an empathetic, substitutionary manifestation of love and action. An effective
social work practice cannot be done without the ingredient of empathy. Although it is a
broad concept, empathy includes an affective matching between the observer and the
observed other, imagining how we might experience what other people go through, and
an understanding that while we maintain our own identity, we connect with other people
in a very significant way (Segal et al., 2017).

Empathy, as noted above, is keeping “the other” (the client) as the focal point
of social work. This is important because there is always a risk of drifting from the
genuine goal of social work (helping others) towards supporting the vision and
objectives of certain NGOs or other institutions, without meeting needs in the field.
Therefore, empathy functions as a mirror, helping the social worker continually evaluate
and calibrate his actions in Favor of beneficiaries, much as Jesus Christ loved people
and acted on their behalf.

4. Systemic Restoration: Hebrews 9:1-28

Moving into the New Testament, Hebrews 9 clearly shows the
continuity/discontinuity between the blood sacrifices under the old covenant and the
sacrifice of the new covenant. Before delving into this matter, though, we should bear
in mind that the identity of the Servant mentioned by the prophet Isaiah is disclosed: the
shoot of Jesse, the future “David”, is Jesus Christ. The allusion to 2 Samuel 7:14 — a
promise made to David — is evident when we read: “You are my Son; today I have
become your Father” (Hebrews 1:5). Here, the author is identifying Jesus as the ultimate
“son of David”, while he also established that Jesus is the “radiance of God’s glory and
the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:3). We acknowledge that not only is
the suffering Servant a descendant of David, but He is also a divine Person, God
incarnated. It is no surprise whatsoever that the book of Hebrews emphasizes the
superiority of Christ over the angels (Chapter 1), Moses (Chapter 3), Joshua (Chapter
4), the Levitical priesthood (Chapter 5), etc. The discussion about the new covenant, as
opposed to the old covenant, takes place in the same climate of Jesus’ superiority. While
the idea of atonement exemplifies the continuity between the two covenants through a
blood sacrifice, the discontinuity is remarkable: Jesus Christ has brought a sacrifice,
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once and forever, making the Old Covenant and its subsequent sacrificial system
obsolete (Hebrews 8:13). Williamson (2000, 427) considers that the “newness of the
new covenant must not be underestimated; it incorporates novel elements in radical
discontinuity with the past (cf. Jer. 31:32): the complete removal of sin (Jer. 31:34;
Ezek. 36:29, 33); inner transformation of the heart (Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 36:26); an intimate
relationship with God (Jer. 31:34a; Ezek. 36:27).”

Thus, the atonement, effected by the blood of Christ, grants the believers
unhindered access in the presence of God, whereas under the Old Covenant, only the
high priest was permitted to enter the Most Holy Place, once a year. Such an amazing
result, unthinkable in the Old Testament, is possible on account of Christ, who “did not
enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once
for all by his own blood, thus obtaining eternal redemption” (Hebrews 9:12).

Moreover, unlike the blood of animals, the sacrifice of Christ “cleanses our
consciences” because this blood is precious and efficient. There is no reminder of our
sins through perpetual animal sacrifices (Hebrews 10:3). Christ died once and for all to
permanently solve the problem of sin (Hebrews 9:26). Besides the fact that sin is not
imputed to believers anymore, those who live under the new covenant can receive the
eternal inheritance (Hebrews 9:15). This is possible because the blood of Christ puts
into effect the will of God and brings to fulfilment those promises that are solely based
on the perfect work of Jesus Christ. The old covenant was also actualized by blood
(Hebrews 9:18); however, that covenant was contingent upon keeping the laws.

Beyond the themes of sacrifice and empathy, the insights from the book of
Hebrews are highly relevant to our social work framework. A Christian approach to
social work aims at systemic restoration, that is, addressing the root problems and all
the diverse factors involved. Helping social work beneficiaries does not mean meeting
a specific challenge or issue in isolation from the complex systems in which people live.
Real, lasting help is ambitious and engages a systemic approach, including the
restoration of rights and people’s places in society. The social workers aim to empower
people and communities to stand up for their rights, and, on the other hand, to encourage
governments to respect those rights. When governments drift away from protecting and
promoting these rights, social workers are to remind governments and hold them
accountable for their obligations (Gabel, op. cit.).

The Christian approach and perspective in social work call for an architectural
perspective, constructing new mentalities, new legal frameworks, and bridges among
multiple societal actors. Only such an approach is suitable for the idea of restoring
people in a way that prevents them from falling into the same social difficulties they
previously faced.
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5. The Reality of Hope: Matthew 26:26-29

Matthew 26:26-29 portrays Jesus as the founder and mediator of a new
covenant. Being together with His disciples at the Passover Meal, shortly before going
to the cross, Jesus takes the bread and the cup of wine and gives these elements a new
meaning: “While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he had given thanks, he
broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, 'Take and eat; this is my body.” Then he
took a cup, and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them, saying, ’Drink from it, all
of you.This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the
forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:26-28). These words echo ideas from Isaiah 53:10-
12, especially the notion of a substitutionary death which brings forgiveness of sin
(France, 1994). In this passage, Jesus directly mentions his redemptive blood as the
fulfilment of the blood sacrifices described in the books of Leviticus, Isaiah, and other
Old Testament passages. Besides the notion of a blood sacrifice, the text emphasizes the
substitutionary nature of Jesus’s death, and it also speaks of the “new covenant,” ratified
by Christ’s blood. We have already seen these features of the atonement as we
approached the texts from Leviticus, Isaiah, and Hebrews. Nevertheless, Jesus adds
something important: “I tell you, I will not drink from this fruit of the vine from now on
until that day when I drink it new with you in my Father’s kingdom” (Matthew 26:29).
The Matthean text provides us with an eschatological thrust, as Jesus brings to
discussion the future Messianic banquet. Christ’s sacrifice ensures not only the
disciples’ entry into the kingdom of God — inaugurated eschatology — but also their
participation in the kingdom’s full consummation. This is confirmation that all promises
of the new covenant will be fulfilled. The fulfilment will take place in the eschatological
reality envisioned by Jesus when he speaks of drinking the fruit of the vine “new”
(xaavov) in His Father’s kingdom. Jesus’s mention of the new wine anticipates the new
creation, in which all things will be new. This “newness” includes glorifying the
believers, like Jesus himself was glorified.

The partaking of bread and wine by the disciples and Christ’s promise that they
will be with Him in His Father’s kingdom (Matthew 26:29) point to the disciples’ unity
and participation in Christ’s death and resurrection. As such, they will be glorified,
joining Jesus at the Messianic banquet with new bodies. The apostle Paul writes about
Christian’s heavenly citizenship, and he points out that, at His second coming, Jesus
Christ will transform human bodies into a glorious state (Philippians 3:20-21).

So, as we have argued above, Matthew 26 showcases one of the benefits
resulting from the atoning work of Christ, that is still to be actualized, namely, the
glorification of our bodies, as disciples of Christ who follow Him in life and death, and
our participation with Him in a new creation characterized by joy in God’s presence.

How is this related to social work? The world is far from perfect. Consequently,
social workers know they cannot help everyone with all their needs, even with a

17



systemic restoration approach. However, they can provide hope, even amid the most
difficult situations people encounter. This hope is not illusory — as the disciples
participating in the Lord’s Supper (a real foretaste of the messianic banquet), so the hope
provided by means of social work practice is real. This reality is emphasized by what is
called “the site of hope”: “Our framework understands social work relationships as a
process towards the site of hope, and it positions the role of social work values and
purpose to instil and nurture hope. Social work, as a process of generating hope, is not
to invent hope. Instead, attention needs to be given to re-conceptualize what is realistic
and attainable hope.” (Boddy et al., 2018, 7). In other words, the “site of hope” reveals
something that is already there (a network of relationships and resources) as a basis for
building future realistic hope. In this context, the social worker acts as a facilitator who
generates enthusiasm for discovering “latent hope” through various lines of connection
and relationships people have. A Christian perspective will also add to this “site of hope”
the spiritual dimension and the eschatological doctrine of a new creation. Social work
relationships as a process of generating hope are illustrated in Figure x.

Supervision &
self-care

Relational,
humanistic
practice

Strengths
based-
practice

Social worker-client
relationship as a site of

Individual
and
community
aspirations

Poststructural
views of
hope

Professional
values and
beliefs

Figure 1. “Social work relationships as a process of generating hope”
(Source: Boddy et al., 2018, 7)
Thus, hope is not artificially created; it is discovered within the relationship
between the social worker and the client. It implies seeing the client in the cultural
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context and considering different cultural and social sensitivities. All influences and
relationships are considered important in enabling hope in the beneficiaries’ lives.

6. Conclusion
We can summarize our findings as illustrated in Table 1 below.

Table 1. The doctrine of atonement as a paradigm
for a Christian approach to social work

Biblical Text Theological Theme Christian Social Work Approach
Leviticus 16 Sacrificial atonement Non-discriminatory sacrificial service
Isaiah 53 Substitutionary suffering Empathy
Hebrews 9 New covenant fulfilment Systemic restoration
Matthew 26 Eschatological promise Realistic hope

The doctrine of atonement serves as a paradigm for a Christian approach and
perspective in social work.

There is an ontological and moral gap between sinful people and a holy God.
Sin hinders people from approaching God, and it also places them under God’s
judgment. This is why, in the Old Covenant, God provided a substitutionary atonement
for the Israelites through animal sacrifices that were brought into the Most Holy Place
of the Tabernacle once a year on the Atonement Day (Yom Kippur). This idea of
sacrifice is essential to social work practice because it highlights human dignity and the
need to offer help to everyone, not only to those considered “worthy” of support. The
sacrifice is non-discriminatory.

As the biblical revelation progresses, the prophet Isaiah writes about a Person,
a Servant of the Lord, who is ready to sacrifice Himself as he bears the iniquities of
sinners. This idea of substitutionary death serves as another pillar for social work,
namely empathy. This value in social work keeps the client at the forefront.

The book of Hebrews brings more light, testifying that this Savior is Jesus
Christ, the Son of God, who, by his blood, inaugurated a new covenant, making the old
one obsolete. Under this new covenant, all sins are forgiven, the sacrifice is once-for-
all, the believers have access in the presence of God, they inherit the Kingdom of God,
and they have clean consciences. Similarly, social work aims at systemic and resilient
restoration, meaning we should work to change the roots of social problems by
engaging with all societal actors.

The Lord’s Supper underlines an eschatological thrust of the atonement: those
who partake of the new covenant will be with Jesus in the presence of His Father, having
new, glorified bodies. While by Christ’s blood, Christians are free from the corruption
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and bondage of sin, they are still waiting to be free from the presence of sin, with new
and glorified bodies. Similarly, social workers seek to provide people with sustainable
and realistic hope, not by creating it artificially but by discovering and nurturing it in
the context of a “site of hope”. Drawing from the doctrine and theology of atonement,
sacrifice, empathy, systemic restoration, and real hope are some of the cornerstones of
a Christian approach to social work.

This topic can be expanded by exploring the main areas of the social work
ministry, highlighting the relevance of an atonement-rooted Christian approach in each,
and outlining specific methods for its implementation.
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Abstract. This theoretical paper advances an integrative framework for understanding
evidence-based social work theories in the prevention of criminal recidivism, with a
particular focus on explanatory models, psychosocial mechanisms, and contemporary
correctional intervention foundations. Drawing on desistance theory, identity
transformation approaches, the Risk—Need—Responsivity (RNR) model, and evidence-
based practice paradigms, the paper synthesizes key theoretical traditions that inform
modern correctional social work. The analysis conceptualizes recidivism not as a fixed
individual trait, but as a dynamic outcome shaped by interactions between personal
histories, cognitive-emotional processes, social relationships, institutional practices,
and structural opportunities for reintegration. Desistance theory is examined as a
process-oriented framework emphasizing narrative identity change, agency, and social
recognition, while the RNR model is analysed as a structured, risk-focused approach
grounded in actuarial assessment and targeted intervention. Rather than positioning
these models as theoretically incompatible, the paper highlights their complementary
contributions to understanding behaviour change and rehabilitation trajectories.
Furthermore, the paper situates evidence-based practice as a bridging paradigm that
integrates empirical rigor with ethical responsibility in correctional social work.
Behavioural change mechanisms, psychosocial adjustment, and reintegration processes
are discussed in relation to long-term social outcomes, including reduced reoffending,
social inclusion, and community safety. Particular attention is given to the role of social
work in mediating between control-oriented correctional systems and rehabilitative,
person-centred interventions. This paper constitutes the theoretical foundation of the
doctoral research on contemporary correctional social work interventions, providing a
coherent conceptual architecture for examining how evidence-based models can be
operationalized to support sustainable desistance and social reintegration among
Justice-involved populations.

Keywords: recidivism prevention, correctional social work, desistance theory, identity
transformation, Risk—Need—Responsivity model, evidence-based practice, psychosocial
mechanisms, rehabilitation and reintegration, behavioural change, criminal justice
intervention.

1. Introduction
Recidivism remains one of the most persistent challenges confronting
contemporary criminal justice systems and correctional social work. Despite decades of
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reform efforts, high rates of reoffending continue to signal the limits of punitive,
deterrence-based approaches and the need for theoretically grounded, empirically
validated, and ethically informed intervention models. In response, social work has
increasingly positioned itself as a key actor in the development and implementation of
evidence-based strategies aimed at reducing recidivism by addressing the psychosocial,
relational, and structural determinants of criminal behaviour.

Recent scholarship has emphasized that criminal behaviour and reoffending
cannot be understood in isolation from cumulative adversity, trauma exposure, and
social marginalization. Trauma-informed perspectives have gained particular relevance,
highlighting how unresolved trauma, chronic stress, and maladaptive coping
mechanisms contribute to cycles of offending and relapse. Evidence-based reviews
demonstrate that psychosocial interventions grounded in trauma-informed principles are
associated with improved adjustment and reduced risk behaviours across custodial and
community-based settings (Parvu & Rad, 2025). From an ethical and philosophical
standpoint, trauma-informed social work reframes correctional intervention as a process
that must prioritize safety, dignity, and non-retraumatization while remaining
accountable to public protection (Runcan et al., 2025). Within correctional contexts, this
orientation aligns with emerging models that integrate rehabilitative goals with justice-
based values. Restorative justice—informed social work emphasizes accountability,
relational repair, and community reintegration as central mechanisms for reducing
reoffending, particularly in probation and post-release supervision (Vlai & Rad, 2025).
These approaches challenge purely risk-driven paradigms by foregrounding agency,
responsibility, and social belonging as key dimensions of sustainable behavioural
change. At the same time, advances in intervention delivery — such as ecological
momentary interventions — have expanded the methodological toolkit of social work,
enabling more responsive and context-sensitive support for justice-involved individuals
navigating high-risk situations in real time (Cadariu & Rad, 2025).

The growing prominence of trauma-informed and evidence-based correctional
social work is further reflected in recent bibliometric analyses, which document a
marked increase in interdisciplinary research at the intersection of forensic social work,
rehabilitation, and psychological intervention (Rad, Runcan & Kiss, 2025). This
expanding knowledge base underscores the need for integrative theoretical frameworks
capable of reconciling diverse models of behaviour change, from actuarial risk
assessment to narrative identity transformation.

Within this landscape, “what works” research has played a decisive role in
shaping correctional policy and practice. Syntheses of empirical evidence consistently
indicate that interventions aligned with criminogenic needs, responsive to individual
characteristics, and delivered with fidelity are more effective in reducing recidivism than
generic or punitive programs (Latessa, Johnson & Koetzle, 2020). Social support has
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also emerged as a critical protective factor, with multilevel analyses demonstrating that
relational resources significantly influence post-release outcomes and desistance
trajectories (Orrick et al., 2011). Complementary theoretical perspectives, such as
inoculation theory, suggest that structured exposure to risk-related cognitions and coping
strategies can strengthen resistance to reoffending by enhancing cognitive preparedness
and self-regulation (Matusitz & Breen, 2013).

From a developmental and social work perspective, recidivism is closely linked
to broader processes of social exclusion, limited access to education and employment,
and disrupted life-course transitions. Correctional social work has long emphasized the
importance of social development, community integration, and structural opportunity as
foundations for crime prevention (Rainford, 2010). Contemporary theoretical syntheses
reinforce this view, situating recidivism prevention within a multidimensional
framework that includes individual change, relational support, and systemic reform
(Preda, 2022). Insights from relapse prevention research further illuminate parallels
between substance use relapse and criminal reoffending, highlighting the role of high-
risk situations, coping deficits, and maintenance strategies in sustaining behavioural
change (Brandon, Vidrine & Litvin, 2007).

Empirical studies across diverse populations provide additional nuance to these
theoretical claims. Qualitative research with juvenile offenders suggests that residential
and community-based interventions can support desistance when they attend to young
people’s perspectives, identities, and relational needs (Abrams, 2006). Educational
attainment has likewise been identified as a protective factor, with recent analyses
confirming its relevance for both crime prevention and long-term social reintegration
(Chloupis & Kontompasi, 2025). Restorative justice initiatives have shown promise as
alternatives to traditional sanctions, particularly when embedded within supportive
social work practice (Mahardhika, 2021).

At the clinical level, correctional social work increasingly incorporates
evidence-based psychosocial techniques aimed at enhancing self-regulation, emotional
awareness, and coping capacity. Mindfulness-based interventions have been proposed
as tools for supporting present-moment awareness and impulse control in justice-
involved populations (Turner, 2009), while contemporary trauma theory underscores the
necessity of integrating coping and resilience processes into interventions for
individuals with complex trauma histories (Goodman, 2017). Longitudinal studies
further demonstrate that probation strategies, placement decisions, and intervention
intensity significantly shape recidivism outcomes among first-time and high-risk
offenders (Ryan, Abrams & Huang, 2014). Finally, relapse prevention models developed
within the field of sexual offending and violence prevention provide important
conceptual foundations for understanding recidivism as a process rather than a discrete
event. These models emphasize the identification of risk pathways, self-monitoring, and
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long-term maintenance of change (Laws, 1999; Launay, 2001), offering transferable
insights for broader correctional social work practice.

Against this theoretical and empirical backdrop, the present paper aims to
articulate an integrative, evidence-based framework for recidivism prevention that
brings together desistance theory, the Risk—Need—Responsivity model, trauma-informed
practice, and psychosocial mechanisms of change. By synthesizing these perspectives,
the paper seeks to clarify the foundations of contemporary correctional social work and
to position social work as a central actor in the development of sustainable, ethically
grounded interventions for reducing reoffending and promoting long-term social
reintegration.

2. Desistance Theory and Identity Transformation

Desistance theory has emerged as one of the most influential explanatory
frameworks in contemporary criminology and correctional social work, offering a
dynamic and process-oriented understanding of how and why individuals cease
offending over time. In contrast to static risk-based models, desistance perspectives
conceptualize criminal behaviour and its cessation as embedded within broader life-
course trajectories, identity constructions, and social contexts. Central to this body of
work is the assumption that desistance is not a singular event, but a gradual, non-linear
process shaped by cognitive, emotional, relational, and structural transformations.

A foundational contribution to identity-based desistance theory is the work of
Paternoster & Bushway (2009), who introduced the concept of the “feared self” as a
motivational driver of change. According to this model, desistance is initiated when
individuals experience a growing dissonance between their current offending identity
and a feared future self-associated with continued criminal involvement. This cognitive
reorientation creates the conditions for intentional behavioural change, linking agency,
self-reflection, and future-oriented thinking. Subsequent empirical research has
supported this identity-centred perspective, demonstrating that shifts in self-concept
significantly predict the timing and durability of desistance (Paternoster ef al., 2016).

Empirical studies across diverse offender populations further reinforce the
centrality of identity transformation. Bachman ef a/l. (2016) showed that among long-
term drug-involved adult offenders, sustained desistance was strongly associated with
the adoption of a non-offender identity, rather than with external controls alone.
Similarly, Liu & Bachman (2021) provided quantitative evidence that persistent
offending is closely tied to entrenched criminal self-identities, suggesting that without
meaningful identity change, behavioural interventions may yield only temporary effects.

The cognitive and narrative dimensions of identity transformation have been
elaborated through the theory of cognitive transformation proposed by Giordano,
Cernkovich & Rudolph (2002). This framework identifies key stages in the desistance
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process, including openness to change, exposure to “hooks for change,” the
development of a replacement self, and the redefinition of deviant behaviour. Giordano
(2016) later refined this model by emphasizing the mechanisms through which cognitive
shifts interact with social opportunities, reinforcing the idea that identity change is both
internally constructed and socially supported. Narrative identity approaches further
illuminate how individuals make sense of past offending and future aspirations.
Research on redemption and transformation narratives highlights the role of self-
storytelling in repairing stigmatized identities and resisting marginalization (Liem &
Richardson, 2014; Stone, 2016). These narratives enable individuals to reinterpret their
past actions within a broader moral and developmental framework, thereby supporting
agency and self-efficacy. O’Sullivan, Kemp & Bright (2015) similarly emphasize that
desistance is facilitated when individuals are able to construct coherent, future-oriented
self-stories that align with prosocial roles.

Social identity perspectives extend these insights by situating identity
transformation within relational and group contexts. Kay & Monaghan (2019) argue that
recovery and desistance processes are best understood through a social identity model,
wherein changes in group membership and social belonging play a decisive role. This
view aligns with findings that social recognition, acceptance, and the availability of
prosocial roles are critical for sustaining identity change over time (Bushway &
Paternoster, 2013; Bushway & Uggen, 2021). Desistance is thus not solely a private
cognitive shift, but a socially negotiated process requiring validation from others.

Existential and moral dimensions of identity transformation have also been
explored, particularly in relation to religion and spirituality. Jang & Johnson (2017)
propose that existential identity transformation, grounded in spiritual meaning-making,
can facilitate desistance by providing alternative moral frameworks and sources of
purpose. These processes resonate with strengths-based and values-oriented approaches
in social work, which emphasize meaning, dignity, and self-determination.

Agency occupies a central place in desistance theory, though it is conceptualized
as constrained and relational rather than absolute. King (2013) and Healy (2013) both
emphasize “transformative agency,” highlighting how individuals actively shape their
life trajectories while navigating structural limitations. Rocque, Posick & Paternoster
(2016) further demonstrate that identity change unfolds over time, with periods of
ambivalence, relapse, and recommitment, underscoring the need for long-term,
supportive interventions rather than short-term compliance-focused programs.

Critical reviews of desistance theory caution against overly romanticized or
individualistic interpretations. Weaver (2019) underscores the importance of integrating
identity-based models with structural analyses of inequality, stigma, and institutional
barriers. Laub & Sampson’s (2001) age-graded theory of informal social control remains
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relevant in this regard, emphasizing the stabilizing role of social bonds such as
employment, family, and community integration in supporting desistance trajectories.

Recent theoretical developments have further expanded the conceptual
landscape. Dent & Ward (2023) propose an enactive view of identity transformation,
suggesting that identity emerges through embodied interaction with social environments
rather than purely cognitive reflection. Polaschek (2019) similarly integrates
psychological perspectives on motivation, self-regulation, and learning into desistance
theory, bridging criminology and correctional psychology. These integrative approaches
resonate strongly with contemporary correctional social work, which operates at the
intersection of individual change and environmental support.

Finally, interdisciplinary syntheses underscore the relevance of desistance
theory for specialized offender populations. Mihaila et al. (2025) demonstrate how
identity transformation and desistance paradigms can be applied to relapse risk reduction
among sexual offenders, highlighting the compatibility of desistance-oriented thinking
with structured intervention models when appropriately integrated.

Desistance theory and identity transformation frameworks provide a robust
theoretical foundation for understanding recidivism as a process of change rather than a
fixed outcome. For correctional social work, these perspectives underscore the
importance of interventions that support narrative reconstruction, agency development,
and social recognition, while remaining attentive to structural constraints. Within the
broader architecture of this paper, desistance theory establishes the psychosocial and
identity-based mechanisms that complement risk-focused models, laying the
groundwork for an integrative approach to evidence-based recidivism prevention.

3. Risk—Need—Responsivity (RNR) Model

The Risk—Need—Responsivity (RNR) model represents one of the most
influential and empirically supported frameworks guiding contemporary correctional
intervention and recidivism prevention. Developed within the tradition of evidence-
based correctional psychology, the RNR model provides a structured approach to
offender assessment and treatment by aligning intervention intensity, targets, and
methods with empirically validated predictors of reoffending. Within correctional social
work, the RNR model has played a central role in shifting practice away from
unstructured, intuition-based interventions toward systematic, data-informed decision-
making.

At its core, the RNR model is grounded in three fundamental principles. The
risk principle holds that the intensity of intervention should be matched to an
individual’s assessed risk of reoffending, with higher-risk individuals receiving more
intensive services and lower-risk individuals being spared unnecessary intervention. The
need principle emphasizes that effective interventions must target criminogenic needs —
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dynamic risk factors such as antisocial cognition, substance misuse, poor self-regulation,
and weak prosocial ties — that are empirically linked to recidivism. The responsivity
principle underscores the importance of tailoring interventions to individuals’ learning
styles, cognitive capacities, motivation, and personal characteristics to maximize
engagement and effectiveness (Andrews et al., 2011).

The theoretical foundations of the RNR model have been extensively elaborated
and critically examined. Ward, Melser & Yates (2007) offered a conceptual
reconstruction of the model, clarifying its psychological underpinnings and addressing
common misinterpretations that reduce RNR to a purely actuarial or technocratic tool.
Their analysis highlighted that RNR is not inherently incompatible with rehabilitative
or humanistic goals, but rather requires careful implementation to avoid overly
reductionist applications. Polaschek (2012) similarly emphasized that the effectiveness
of RNR-informed interventions depends less on the model itself and more on the quality,
fidelity, and ethical sensitivity of its application in practice.

Debates surrounding the RNR model have often focused on whether it requires
a paradigm shift toward more strengths-based or well-being-oriented frameworks.
Looman & Abracen (2013) questioned the necessity of replacing RNR, arguing instead
for its refinement and integration with complementary models. Andrews et al. (2011)
explicitly addressed this debate by examining whether incorporating elements of the
Good Lives Model enhances crime prevention outcomes. Their findings suggest that
while strengths-based components may enrich intervention content, they do not negate
the central importance of risk and need targeting for reducing recidivism. The
applicability of the RNR model across diverse populations has also been a subject of
extensive empirical inquiry. Skeem, Steadman & Manchak (2015) demonstrated that
RNR principles remain relevant for justice-involved individuals with mental illness,
provided that responsivity considerations — such as cognitive impairments, psychiatric
symptoms, and treatment readiness — are adequately addressed. Their work challenges
assumptions that RNR is unsuitable for complex clinical populations and instead
underscores the necessity of nuanced, interdisciplinary implementation. Brogan et al.
(2015) extended this analysis to juvenile justice contexts, showing that RNR-informed
approaches can be effective with young offenders when developmental responsiveness
and family contexts are incorporated.

From a historical and developmental perspective, Wormith & Zidenberg (2018)
trace the evolution of the RNR model from its origins in social learning theory to its
current status as a cornerstone of evidence-based correctional practice. They argue that
the model’s enduring relevance lies in its adaptability and its capacity to incorporate
emerging empirical findings. This adaptability is further reflected in calls for a “next
generation” of the RNR model, which emphasize system-level implementation,
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interagency coordination, and continuous feedback mechanisms (Taxman, Caudy &
Pattavina, 2013).

Recent evidence syntheses reinforce the empirical robustness of the RNR
framework. Fazel et al. (2024), in an umbrella review and commentary, conclude that
adherence to RNR principles is consistently associated with reductions in recidivism
across offender groups and correctional settings. However, they also caution that poor
implementation fidelity, excessive reliance on static risk factors, and neglect of
responsivity considerations can undermine effectiveness. These findings echo earlier
critiques that emphasize the ethical and practical risks of applying RNR in a mechanistic
Or punitive manner.

Within correctional social work, the RNR model occupies a complex position.
On one hand, it provides a powerful evidence-based structure for assessment,
intervention planning, and outcome evaluation. On the other hand, it has been critiqued
for insufficiently addressing identity transformation, agency, and social reintegration —
dimensions that are central to desistance-oriented frameworks. Contemporary
scholarship increasingly suggests that these approaches need not be viewed as mutually
exclusive. Rather, the RNR model can be understood as addressing the “how” of risk
reduction — through structured targeting of criminogenic needs — while desistance theory
elucidates the “why” and “for whom” of long-term behavioural change.

In this sense, the RNR model serves as a critical pillar within an integrative
framework for recidivism prevention. When applied with ethical sensitivity, trauma-
informed awareness, and responsiveness to individual and social contexts, RNR-
informed interventions can complement identity-based and strengths-oriented
approaches. For correctional social work, this integration is essential to balancing public
safety imperatives with rehabilitative goals, ensuring that evidence-based practice
remains both effective and human-centred.

4. Evidence-Based Practice in Correctional Social Work

Evidence-based practice (EBP) has become a defining paradigm in correctional
social work, reflecting a broader shift toward accountability, effectiveness, and
empirical rigor in criminal justice interventions. At its core, EBP seeks to align
correctional programs with scientific evidence regarding “what works” in reducing
recidivism, while simultaneously confronting the organizational, ethical, and
professional challenges inherent in translating research into practice.

Early formulations of evidence-based corrections emphasized the identification
and replication of programs shown to reduce reoffending. MacKenzie (2000) articulated
one of the foundational syntheses of this movement, arguing that correctional
effectiveness depends on systematically distinguishing interventions that produce
measurable reductions in crime from those that do not. Latessa (2003) further advanced

28



this agenda by highlighting the “challenge of change” faced by correctional systems,
noting that the adoption of evidence-based practices requires not only empirical
knowledge but also institutional willingness to reform entrenched routines and beliefs.

As evidence-based approaches gained prominence, scholars increasingly turned
their attention to the complexities of implementation. Rhine, Mawhorr & Parks (2006)
famously described implementation as the “bane” of effective correctional programs,
underscoring that even well-designed interventions can fail when delivered
inconsistently or without organizational support. This insight has been echoed in
subsequent analyses emphasizing that EBP is not a static set of techniques, but a
dynamic process shaped by leadership, staff training, organizational culture, and
interagency coordination (Taxman & Sachwald, 2012; Burrell & Rhine, 2013).

Within correctional social work, evidence-based practice has also generated
critical debate regarding the nature of evidence itself. Trinder (2000) cautioned against
overly narrow interpretations of EBP that privilege randomized controlled trials while
marginalizing practitioner expertise and client perspectives. Similarly, McNeill ef al.
(2012) argue for moving beyond a “confined view” of what works, advocating a more
expansive understanding of evidence that incorporates qualitative insights, relational
processes, and contextual factors central to community corrections. Psychological
perspectives have further complicated the EBP discourse. Gannon & Ward (2014)
critically examined the marginalization of psychological theory within some evidence-
based correctional programs, warning that excessive proceduralism can strip
interventions of their theoretical coherence and therapeutic depth. Their analysis
underscores the importance of integrating empirically supported methods with robust
psychological and social work theories of change, rather than treating evidence-based
practice as a purely technical exercise.

From a developmental and social work standpoint, Rainford (2010) situates
evidence-based correctional practice within a broader framework of social development,
emphasizing that sustainable crime reduction requires attention to social inclusion,
opportunity structures, and community engagement. This perspective aligns with
research demonstrating that evidence-based interventions are most effective when
embedded within supportive social environments rather than implemented in isolation
(Golder et al., 2005). The evolution of assessment and evaluation tools has played a
critical role in operationalizing evidence-based practice. Duriez et al. (2018) document
how correctional program assessment has become increasingly sophisticated,
incorporating standardized metrics, fidelity monitoring, and continuous quality
improvement processes. These developments reflect an effort to ensure that
interventions not only adhere to evidence-based principles but also adapt to emerging
empirical findings.
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At the same time, scholars have highlighted the ethical and legal dimensions of
evidence-based corrections. Klingele (2015) identifies both the promises and perils of
EBP, cautioning that an uncritical reliance on actuarial tools and outcome metrics may
obscure issues of proportionality, fairness, and individual rights. This critique is
particularly salient for correctional social work, which operates at the intersection of
care and control and must reconcile evidence-based decision-making with professional
values of dignity, justice, and respect for persons. Recent contributions emphasize the
importance of translational science in bridging the gap between research and practice.
Prujean, Ward & Vandevelde (2022) argue that translating scientific knowledge into
clinical correctional settings requires ongoing dialogue between researchers and
practitioners, as well as adaptability to local constraints. Holsinger (2023) similarly calls
for a “next phase” of evidence-based correctional practice that prioritizes
implementation science, practitioner engagement, and integration with rehabilitative
and desistance-oriented frameworks.

The literature suggests that evidence-based practice in correctional social work
is best understood as an integrative and reflexive process rather than a fixed
methodology. While empirical evidence provides indispensable guidance for
intervention design and evaluation, effective practice also depends on ethical judgment,
theoretical coherence, and sensitivity to individual and social contexts. In this sense,
evidence-based correctional social work functions not merely as a mechanism for risk
reduction, but as a framework for aligning scientific knowledge with humane,
developmentally informed, and socially responsive interventions aimed at reducing
recidivism and supporting long-term reintegration.

5. Behavioural Change, Reintegration, and Long-Term Social Outcomes

Behavioural change and social reintegration represent the ultimate objectives of
correctional social work and the most meaningful indicators of successful recidivism
prevention. While short-term reductions in reoffending are important, contemporary
scholarship increasingly emphasizes long-term social outcomes, including stable
community integration, access to employment and housing, relational reconstruction,
health and well-being, and sustained desistance. From this perspective, behavioural
change is not reducible to compliance with supervision conditions, but reflects a broader
process of social re-embedding and identity consolidation.

Early empirical research on reintegration underscored the multifactorial nature
of post-release success. Graffam et al. (2004) demonstrated that offenders and
professionals consistently identify employment, housing stability, social support, and
community acceptance as critical determinants of successful reintegration. These
findings highlight that behavioural change is contingent upon both individual motivation
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and the availability of structural opportunities. Reintegration therefore emerges as a
reciprocal process in which personal change must be met by social inclusion.

Longitudinal studies further substantiate the link between reintegration services
and long-term outcomes. Ryan, Davis & Yang (2001) found that adjudicated delinquents
who received structured reintegration services exhibited a significantly lower likelihood
of adult imprisonment, suggesting that early and sustained support can alter life-course
trajectories. Similarly, Visher et al. (2017) demonstrated that re-entry services
addressing employment, substance use, and family relationships exert measurable long-
term effects on recidivism, though outcomes vary depending on service type and
intensity. These findings reinforce the argument that reintegration is not a singular
intervention, but a coordinated process requiring continuity of care across institutional
and community contexts.

Theoretical and practice-oriented contributions from correctional psychology
and social work converge on the importance of individualized, relationally grounded
support. Wormith et al. (2007) describe the contemporary landscape of offender
rehabilitation as increasingly attentive to responsivity, motivation, and environmental
context, moving beyond one-size-fits-all programming. Day, Ward & Shirley (2011), in
their analysis of reintegration services for long-term and high-risk offenders, emphasize
that sustained behavioural change requires structured support that balances supervision
with therapeutic engagement and gradual assumption of responsibility.

Probation and community supervision play a central role in shaping
reintegration trajectories. Healy (2012) conceptualizes probation supervision as a
relational practice encapsulated by the principle to “advise, assist and befriend,”
suggesting that supportive, respectful relationships can foster agency and desistance.
This relational orientation contrasts with the non-treatment paradigm critiqued by
Raynor & Vanstone (1994), who argue that supervision focused solely on control
undermines rehabilitative potential. Historical analyses further illustrate how shifts from
social work—oriented probation to sanction-driven models have altered the balance
between support and surveillance, with implications for reintegration outcomes
(Harrikari & Westerholm, 2015). Restorative justice has gained increasing attention as
a mechanism for facilitating reintegration and social repair. Lin, Chen & Wu (2023)
provide evidence that restorative justice practices contribute to improved social
reintegration and reduced recidivism by promoting accountability, dialogue, and
community engagement. These processes align closely with desistance theory, as they
offer opportunities for identity reconstruction and social recognition, thereby reinforcing
behavioural change beyond formal supervision.

The emotional and motivational dimensions of reintegration are equally
significant. Flesaker & Larsen (2012) highlight the centrality of hope in reintegration
work, emphasizing that practitioners’ capacity to convey belief in change is itself a
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therapeutic mechanism. Their qualitative findings suggest that reintegration counsellors
function not only as service providers, but as carriers of moral and emotional support,
particularly for marginalized populations such as women on parole and probation.
Recent scholarship has also expanded the analysis of long-term outcomes beyond
recidivism to include health and well-being. Phelps et al. (2022) demonstrate that
probation can generate both benefits and harms, with health consequences shaped by
supervision intensity, stress exposure, and access to support. This broader lens
underscores that successful reintegration must be evaluated not only in terms of criminal
justice metrics, but also in relation to social and health outcomes that reflect overall
quality of life.

Community-based reintegration strategies further illustrate the importance of
social ecology. Zhang, Roberts & Callanan (2006) found that parolees participating in
community-based programs were less likely to return to prison, particularly when
interventions addressed practical needs and fostered social connections. These findings
resonate with earlier and contemporary research emphasizing that reintegration succeeds
when communities are equipped to receive returning individuals and when institutional
barriers to participation are minimized.

6. Discussion and Conclusion

This paper has proposed an integrative theoretical perspective on recidivism
prevention by bringing together key evidence-based frameworks in correctional social
work: desistance theory, the Risk—Need—Responsivity (RNR) model, evidence-based
practice paradigms, and research on behavioural change and social reintegration. Rather
than treating these approaches as conceptually opposed, the analysis has shown that they
address complementary dimensions of the desistance process and can be productively
integrated within contemporary probation and correctional systems.

Desistance theory contributes a process-oriented understanding of behavioural
change, emphasizing identity transformation, agency, and narrative reconstruction as
central psychosocial mechanisms underlying sustained reductions in offending. The
RNR model complements this perspective by providing a structured and empirically
grounded framework for assessing risk, targeting criminogenic needs, and tailoring
interventions to individual responsivity factors. When combined, these models allow
correctional social work to address both the meaning of change for the individual and
the mechanisms through which change can be supported and sustained.

Evidence-based practice functions as the overarching paradigm that connects
theory to intervention. As demonstrated in the literature, effective correctional social
work depends not only on the selection of empirically supported methods, but also on
their ethical, contextual, and relational implementation. Behavioural change and long-
term reintegration outcomes further highlight that recidivism prevention must be
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evaluated beyond short-term compliance, encompassing social inclusion, relational
stability, and access to structural opportunities.

Within this framework, the present paper serves as the theoretical foundation of
the PhD thesis Evidence-based psychosocial interventions for recidivism prevention in
the probation system. It provides a coherent conceptual basis for examining how
psychosocial interventions implemented in probation settings can foster desistance,
support identity transformation, and facilitate sustainable social reintegration. By
integrating desistance-oriented and risk-focused models within an evidence-based and
ethically grounded approach, the thesis is positioned to contribute both to scholarly
debate and to the development of effective probation practice.

Acknowledgement

In the preparation of this paper, the authors have used the ChatGPT artificial
intelligence model (version 5.2) exclusively for the purpose of refining and finishing the
expression of the text. The scientific content, argumentative structure and interpretations
presented belong entirely to the authors. All suggestions generated by the Al have been
critically analysed, verified and validated by the authors, who assume full responsibility
for the accuracy, originality and integrity of the works.

References

Abrams, L. S. (2006). Listening to juvenile offenders: Can residential treatment prevent
recidivism? Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 23(1), 61-85.

Andrews, D. A., Bonta, J., & Wormith, J. S. (2011). The risk-need-responsivity (RNR) model:
Does adding the good lives model contribute to effective crime prevention? Criminal
Jjustice and behaviour, 38(7), 735-755.

Bachman, R., Kerrison, E., Paternoster, R., O’Connell, D., & Smith, L. (2016). Desistance for a
long-term drug-involved sample of adult offenders: The importance of identity
transformation. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 43(2), 164-186.

Brandon, T. H., Vidrine, J. L., & Litvin, E. B. (2007). Relapse and relapse prevention. Annu. Rev.
Clin. Psychol., 3(1), 257-284.

Brogan, L., Haney-Caron, E., NeMoyer, A., & DeMatteo, D. (2015). Applying the risk-needs-
responsivity (RNR) model to juvenile justice. Criminal Justice Review, 40(3), 277-302.

Burrell, W. D., & Rhine, E. E. (2013). Implementing evidence-based practices in community
corrections: A review essay. Justice Research and Policy, 15(1), 143-157.

Bushway, S. D., & Paternoster, R. (2013). Identity and desistance from crime. In J. A. Humphrey
& P. Cordella (eds.), Effective interventions in the lives of criminal offenders (63-77).
New York, NY: Springer New York.

Bushway, S., & Uggen, C. (2021). Fostering desistance. Contexts, 20(4), 34-39.

Cadariu, I. E., & Rad, D. (2025). Ecological momentary interventions in social work: a
psychological approach to enhancing client well-being. Technium Soc. Sci. J., 71, 269.

33



Chloupis, G., & Kontompasi, D. (2025). Examining the relation between education, recidivism
& crime prevention. Discover Global Society, 3(1), 18.

Day, A., Ward, T., & Shirley, L. (2011). Reintegration service for long-term dangerous offenders:
A case study and discussion. Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 50(2), 66-80.

Dent, H., & Ward, T. (2023). An enactive view of identity transformation: Implications for
correctional rehabilitation. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 69, 101810.

Duriez, S. A., Sullivan, C., Latessa, E. J., & Lovins, L. B. (2018). The evolution of correctional
program assessment in the age of evidence-based practices. Corrections, 3(2), 119-136.

Fazel, S., Hurton, C., Burghart, M., DeLisi, M., & Yu, R. (2024). An updated evidence synthesis
on the Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) model: Umbrella review and commentary.
Journal of Criminal Justice, 92, 102197.

Flesaker, K., & Larsen, D. (2012). To offer hope you must have hope: Accounts of hope for
reintegration counsellors working with women on parole and probation. Qualitative
Social Work, 11(1), 61-79.

Gannon, T. A., & Ward, T. (2014). Where has all the psychology gone?: A critical review of
evidence-based psychological practice in correctional settings. Aggression and Violent
Behavior, 19(4), 435-446.

Giordano, P. C. (2016). Mechanisms underlying the desistance process: reflections on ‘A theory
of cognitive transformation’. In J. Shapland, S. Farrall & A. Bottoms (eds.), Global
perspectives on desistance (27-43). London: Routledge.

Giordano, P. C., Cernkovich, S. A., & Rudolph, J. L. (2002). Gender, crime, and desistance:
Toward a theory of cognitive transformation. American journal of sociology, 107(4),
990-1064.

Golder, S., Ivanoff, A., Cloud, R. N., Besel, K. L., McKiernan, P., Bratt, E., & Bledsoe, L. K.
(2005). Evidence-based practice with adults in jails and prisons. Best Practices in
Mental Health, 1(2), 100-132.

Goodman, R. (2017). Contemporary trauma theory and trauma-informed care in substance use
disorders: A conceptual model for integrating coping and resilience. Advances in Social
Work, 18(1), 186-201.

Graffam, J., Shinkfield, A., Lavelle, B., & McPherson, W. (2004). Variables affecting successful
reintegration as perceived by offenders and professionals. Journal of offender
rehabilitation, 40(1-2), 147-171.

Harrikari, T., & Westerholm, K. (2015). From probation work to criminal sanctions work: Key
changes in social work with offenders in Finland from the 1960s to today. Furopean
Journal of Probation, 7(1), 21-39.

Healy, D. (2012). Advise, assist and befriend: Can probation supervision support desistance?
Social Policy & Administration, 46(4), 377-394.

Healy, D. (2013). Changing fate? Agency and the desistance process. Theoretical
Criminology, 17(4), 557-574.

Holsinger, A. M. (2023). Evidence-Based Correctional Practice: What Works, and What Should
Be Next? Journal of Community Justice, 32(4).

Jang, S. J., & Johnson, B. R. (2017). Religion, spirituality, and desistance from crime: Toward a
theory of existential identity transformation. In A. Blokland & V. van der Geest (eds.),

34



The Routledge international handbook of life-course criminology (74-86). London:
Routledge.

Kay, C., & Monaghan, M. (2019). Rethinking recovery and desistance processes: Developing a
social identity model of transition. Addiction Research & Theory, 27(1), 47-54.

King, S. (2013). Transformative agency and desistance from crime. Criminology & criminal
Justice, 13(3), 317-335.

Klingele, C. (2015). The promises and perils of evidence-based corrections. Notre Dame L.
Rev,, 91, 537.

Latessa, E. J. (2003). The challenge of change: Correctional programs and evidence-based
practices. Criminology & Pub. Pol’y, 3, 547.

Latessa, E. J., Johnson, S., & Koetzle, D. (2020). What works (and doesnt) in reducing
recidivism. Routledge.

Laub, J. H., & Sampson, R. J. (2001). Understanding desistance from crime. Crime and
Justice, 28, 1-69.

Launay, G. (2001). Relapse prevention with sex offenders: practice, theory and research.
Criminal Behaviour and Mental Health, 11(1), 38-54.

Laws, D. R. (1999). Relapse prevention: The state of the art. Journal of interpersonal
Violence, 14(3), 285-302.

Liem, M., & Richardson, N. J. (2014). The role of transformation narratives in desistance among
released lifers. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 41(6), 692-712.

Lin, T., Chen, H., & Wu, J. (2023). Research on the impact of restorative justice implementation
on the social reintegration of offenders and the reduction of recidivism rates. Law and
Economy, 2(11), 25-36.

Liu, L., & Bachman, R. (2021). Self-identity and persistent offending: A quantitative test of
identity theory of desistance. Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 60(5), 341-357.

Looman, J., & Abracen, J. (2013). The risk need responsivity model of offender rehabilitation: Is
there really a need for a paradigm shift? International Journal of behavioural
consultation and therapy, 8(3-4), 30.

MacKenzie, D. L. (2000). Evidence-based corrections: Identifying what works. Crime &
Delinquency, 46(4), 457-471.

Mabhardhika, V. (2021). The Restorative Justice: A Better Alternative to Reduce Recidivism. In
I’ International Conference on Law and Human Rights 2020 (ICLHR 2020) (124-129).
Dordrecht: Atlantis Press.

Matusitz, J., & Breen, G. M. (2013). Applying inoculation theory to the study of recidivism
reduction in criminal prison inmates. Journal of Evidence-Based Social Work, 10(5),
455-465.

McNeill, F., Farrall, S., Lightowler, C., & Maruna, S. (2012). Reexamining evidence-based
practice in community corrections: Beyond “a-confined view” of what works. Justice
Research and Policy, 14(1), 35-60.

Mihaila, M. M., Gavriluta, C., Dughi, T., & Rad, D. (2025). The Paradigm of Desistance and
Correctional Interventions: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Relapse Risk Reduction in
Sexual Offenders. Societies, 15(4), 112.

35



O’Sullivan, K., Kemp, R., & Bright, D. (2015). Identity, self-story and desistance from
crime. Journal of Forensic Practice, 17(3), 219-230.

Orrick, E. A., Worrall, J. L., Morris, R. G., Piquero, A. R., Bales, W. D., & Wang, X. (2011).
Testing social support theory: A multilevel analysis of recidivism. Journal of Criminal
Justice, 39(6), 499-508.

Parvu, B., & Rad, D. (2025). Bridging trauma and resilience: an evidence based review of
psychosocial interventions in immigration detention and custody centres. Journal Plus
Education, 39(2), 334-353.

Paternoster, R., & Bushway, S. (2009). Desistance and the “feared self”: Toward an identity
theory of criminal desistance. The journal of criminal law and criminology, 1103-1156.

Paternoster, R., Bachman, R., Kerrison, E., O’Connell, D., & Smith, L. (2016). Desistance from
crime and identity: An empirical test with survival time. Criminal Justice and
Behavior, 43(9), 1204-1224.

Phelps, M. S., Osman, I. H., Robertson, C. E., & Shlafer, R. J. (2022). Beyond “pains” and
“gains”: Untangling the health consequences of probation. Health & Justice, 10(1), 29.

Polaschek, D. L. (2012). An appraisal of the risk—need-responsivity (RNR) model of offender
rehabilitation and its application in correctional treatment. Legal and criminological
Psychology, 17(1), 1-17.

Polaschek, D. L. (2019). The psychology of desistance. In D. L. L. Polaschek, A. Day & C. R.
Hollin (eds.), The Wiley international handbook of correctional psychology (315-336),
Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Preda, A. (2022). Prevention of Recidivism-Theoretical References. International Journal of
Legal and Social Order, 1(1), 259-267.

Prujean, C., Ward, T., & Vandevelde, S. (2022). Translating science to clinical practice in
correctional settings. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 63, 101703.

Rad, D., Runcan, R., & Kiss, C. (2025). Trauma-informed social work: A bibliometric
exploration of research trends and developments in forensic social work. International
Journal of Social and Educational Innovation (IJSEIro), 148-167.

Rainford, W. (2010). Crime, social development, and correctional social work. In J. Midgley &
A. Conley (eds.), Social work and social development: Theories and skills for
developmental social work (126-144). Oxford University Press.

Raynor, P, & Vanstone, M. (1994). Probation practice, effectiveness and the non-treatment
paradigm. The British Journal of Social Work, 24(4), 387-404.

Rhine, E. E., Mawhorr, T. L., & Parks, E. C. (2006). Implementation: The bane of effective
correctional programs. Criminology & Public Policy, 5(2), 347-358.

Rocque, M., Posick, C., & Paternoster, R. (2016). Identities through time: An exploration of
identity change as a cause of desistance. Justice Quarterly, 33(1), 45-72.

Runcan, P., Runcan, R., Rad, D., & Cadariu, I. E. (2025). Trauma-informed interventions in social
work: ethical grounding, philosophical reflections, and interdisciplinary practices.
Interdisciplinary Research in Counselling, Ethics and Philosophy-IRCEP, 5(13), 1-28.

Ryan, J. P., Abrams, L. S., & Huang, H. (2014). First-time violent juvenile offenders: Probation,
placement, and recidivism. Social Work Research, 38(1), 7-18.

36



Ryan, J. P, Davis, R. K., & Yang, H. (2001). Reintegration services and the likelihood of adult
imprisonment: A longitudinal study of adjudicated delinquents. Research on Social
Work Practice, 11(3), 321-337.

Skeem, J. L., Steadman, H. J., & Manchak, S. M. (2015). Applicability of the risk-need-
responsivity model to persons with mental illness involved in the criminal justice
system. Psychiatric services, 66(9), 916-922.

Stone, R. (2016). Desistance and identity repair: Redemption narratives as resistance to stigma.
British Journal of Criminology, 56(5), 956-975.

Taxman, F. S., & Sachwald, J. (2012). Managing the chaos: Implementing evidence-based
practices in correctional agencies. In F. McNeill, P. Raynor & C. Trotter (eds.), Offender
Supervision (172-192). London: Willan.

Taxman, F. S., Caudy, M. S., & Pattavina, A. (2013). Risk-need-responsivity (RNR): Leading
towards another generation of the model. In F. S. Taxman & A. Pattavina (eds),
Simulation strategies to reduce recidivism: Risk Need Responsivity (RNR) modelling for
the criminal justice system (285-307). New York, NY: Springer New York.

Trinder, L. (2000). Evidence-based practice in social work and probation. In L. Trinder & S.
Reynolds (eds.), Evidence-Based Practice: A Critical Appraisal (138-162), Oxford:
Blackwell Science Ltd.

Turner, K. (2009). Mindfulness: The present moment in clinical social work. Clinical Social Work
Journal, 37(2), 95-103.

Visher, C. A., Lattimore, P. K., Barrick, K., & Tueller, S. (2017). Evaluating the long-term effects
of prisoner reentry services on recidivism: What types of services matter? Justice
Quarterly, 34(1), 136-165.

Vlai, A. & Rad, D. (2025). Restorative justice-informed criminal justice social work and
probation services. [International Journal of Social and Educational Innovation
(IJSElro), 209-232.

Ward, T., Melser, J., & Yates, P. M. (2007). Reconstructing the Risk—Need—Responsivity model:
A theoretical elaboration and evaluation. Aggression and violent behaviour, 12(2), 208-
228.

Weaver, B. (2019). Understanding desistance: A critical review of theories of
desistance. Psychology, Crime & Law, 25(6), 641-658.

Wormith, J. S., & Zidenberg, A. M. (2018). The historical roots, current status, and future
applications of the risk-need-responsivity model (RNR). In E. L. Jeglik & C. Calkins
(eds.), New frontiers in offender treatment: The translation of evidence-based practices
to correctional settings (11-41). Cham: Springer International Publishing.

Wormith, J. S., Althouse, R., Simpson, M., Reitzel, L. R., Fagan, T. J., & Morgan, R. D. (2007).
The rehabilitation and reintegration of offenders: The current landscape and some future
directions for correctional psychology. Criminal justice and Behavior, 34(7), 879-892.

Zhang, S. X., Roberts, R. E., & Callanan, V. J. (2006). Preventing parolees from returning to
prison through community-based reintegration. Crime & Delinquency, 52(4), 551-571.

37



Prevention Measures in Social Work for Adults
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Abstract. This paper explores the preventive dimension of social work with adults
experiencing relationship difficulties. It highlights the need to move from reactive
interventions to proactive approaches that strengthen emotional competence,
communication, and relational stability. Prevention is analysed at three levels- primary,
secondary, and tertiary- showing how early and coordinated actions can reduce the
social and emotional costs of relationship crises. The study emphasizes that prevention
in social work is not only a method but also an ethical commitment to protecting human
relationships, promoting family cohesion, and fostering social well-being.

Keywords: prevention, social work, couple relationships, resilience, family cohesion.

1. Introduction

In the context of social, economic, and cultural transformations of recent
decades, adult couple relationships are increasingly exposed to multiple pressures,
reflected in the growth of family instability, divorce rates, role conflicts, and social
isolation.

Social work, both as a professional practice and an academic discipline, is in a
position to address these challenges not only by intervening after crises have already
occurred, but also by developing approaches that anticipate difficulties and support the
maintenance of relational balance.

From this perspective, prevention takes on an increasingly important role within
contemporary social service systems, being more and more frequently positioned as a
key direction in European policies aimed at strengthening social cohesion (European
Commission, 2022; UNICEF, 2022).

In the Romanian context, although prevention is formally regulated through the
Social Assistance Law no. 292/2011, its implementation in practice remains uneven,
especially in relation to services designed for adults experiencing tension or instability
within couple relationships.

Most services are still organized around a reactive paradigm, intervening only
after the emergence of manifest crises such as divorce, domestic violence, or family
disorganization (Zamfir & Zamfir, 2021; FDSC, 2023).

In this context, the aim of the present paper is to highlight the essential role of
prevention within social work addressed to adults experiencing difficulties in couple
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relationships, through a theoretical and applied analysis of the concept, existing types of
prevention, and measures implemented at the international level, in order to identify
possible directions for developing a coherent and efficient preventive system in the
Romanian context.

2. Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

Prevention is generally regarded as a paramount intervention in the field of
social science. It is related to the risk management and consequently it may strengthen
altogether the individual and the community resilience.

The scientific literature typically considers prevention as a sequence of
organized and intentional actions which aim at anticipating, limiting, or minimizing
social, psychological, or medical risks, that in certain circumstances, may trigger
vulnerability, pathology, or social exclusion (Caplan, 1964; Payne, 2021).

In social work practice, prevention goes beyond being a simple addition to
intervention. It represents a structured approach that focuses on limiting the occurrence
or progression of social problems by identifying risks at an early stage, offering support
to vulnerable individuals, and mobilizing available community resources (Caplan, 1964;
Payne, 2021).

As Payne (op. cit., 112) states, “prevention is, by its nature, a form of active
protection, involving the anticipation of problems and the mobilization of individual and
community resources to maintain social balance.”

Thus, prevention extends beyond reactive responses and proposes an
anticipatory framework of intervention, oriented toward balance, education,
responsibility, and the strengthening of protective factors at multiple levels — individual
(resilience, self-control), relational (communication, emotional support), and
community (support networks, inclusive policies) (Coleman, 1988; Dominelli, 2009;
Marici et al., 2023).

When considered in the context of couple relationships, prevention takes on a
dual meaning, both at a personal and a social level. The couple can be understood as a
key subsystem within the wider social structure, bringing together emotional, economic,
parental, and community-related dimensions.

Situations of relational crisis, such as difficulties in communication, imbalances
in roles, or experiences of social isolation, do not remain confined to the couple itself.

They often extend beyond it, influencing children, family support networks,
and, more broadly, the stability of the community (Halford, 2016; Radulescu, 2020).

This perspective is supported by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of
human development, which positions the couple relationship as a key element within
the interaction between the individual and the social environment.
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At the same time, social capital theory (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000)
highlights that stable and functional relationships contribute directly to social cohesion,
civic participation, and collective well-being, while relational breakdown weakens trust
and social solidarity.

Prevention is inherently dynamic and multidimensional, which has led to the
development of various classification models in literature, depending on the timing of
intervention, the level of risk, or the general or specific nature of the actions involved.

The most widely recognized typology, adopted in European social policies, is
the tripartite classification proposed by Caplan (1964), which distinguishes between:

- Primary prevention, focused on the general population and aimed at
preventing the emergence of problems through the promotion of relational
health, psycho-social education, and the development of life skills;

- Secondary prevention, applied to individuals or groups at risk, with the
objective of early identification of dysfunctions and timely intervention
before they escalate;

- Tertiary prevention, targeting individuals who have already experienced
major crises (such as divorce, violence, or abandonment), focusing on
reducing consequences, rehabilitation, and social reintegration.

In addition to this framework, Anglo-Saxon literature has introduced a
complementary typology, aligned with public health and social education policies,
distinguishing between:

- Universal prevention, addressed to the entire population regardless of risk

level;

- Selective prevention, targeting vulnerable social or demographic groups
(e.g. single-parent families, couples undergoing socio-economic
transitions);

- Indicated prevention, designed for individuals who already show early
symptoms or warning signs of relational difficulties (Gordon, 1983;
European Commission, 2022).

Both classifications are complementary and can be applied in an integrated
manner within social protection systems. They allow for a rational structuring of
preventive interventions, tailored to the actual needs of beneficiaries and to the stage at
which relational difficulties occur.

In the context of social work with adults experiencing couple relationship
problems, this differentiation becomes essential for selecting appropriate strategies,
ranging from community education to specialized counselling or post-crisis
interventions.
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3. Types of Prevention in Social Work with Adults Experiencing Couple
Relationship Difficulties

Prevention can be structured in several forms, depending on the timing of the
intervention and the level of associated risk. Within the context of social work,
particularly when working with adults in strained relationships, this framework becomes
essential for identifying and applying appropriate interventions at the right moment.

The following section presents the three classical types of prevention (Caplan,
1964), adapted specifically to couple relationships.

3.1. Primary Prevention — Strengthening Relational Health

Primary prevention targets the general adult population and aims to reduce the
likelihood of relational dysfunctions. It operates before problems emerge and addresses
not only couples who show no visible signs of conflict, but also those who may be
exposed to future risks because of social, economic, or cultural pressures.

Primary preventive interventions include:

- relational education (communication skills training, conflict management,

emotional negotiation);

- awareness campaigns regarding couple roles, gender equality, and positive

parenting;

- promotion of emotional well-being within the community through

workshops and seminars;

- creation of spaces for dialogue (e.g. community centres, online support

platforms).

Primary prevention may trigger significant improvements in the quality of social
relationships. In addition, it may diminish the conflict frequency and provide abilities to
face every day stressful situations (Halford, 2016; Fincham & Beach, 2010). However,
in Romanian institutions, preventive interventions are somehow scarce and limited.

Most of the existing initiatives are provided by non-governmental organizations,
religious institutions, or private services, in the absence of a clearly defined and
coordinated national strategy (FDSC, 2023).

3.2. Secondary Prevention — Early Intervention in Relationships at Risk

Secondary prevention is applied to groups at risk or in the early stages of
relational vulnerability. It involves the early identification of dysfunctions, such as poor
communication, emotional withdrawal, chronic stress, or recurrent conflicts, and rapid
intervention in order to prevent escalation into crisis.
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Examples of secondary interventions include:

- couple counselling in community centres or specialized practices;

- psycho-social support groups for partners undergoing difficult transitions

(e.g. job loss, relocation, migration);

- psycho-social screening within other services (medical, educational),

followed by referral to specialists.

According to Radulescu (2020), intervention during the stage of latent
vulnerability is crucial, as it “allows the restoration of relational balance with a much
lower psychological and institutional cost than in the stages of open crisis.”

An interesting model can be found in the Nordic countries, where secondary
prevention is integrated into the public health and social service system.

In Romania, the lack of standardized screening and the absence of inter-
institutional referral protocols result in many adults accessing social services only in

advanced stages of conflict, when the chances of restoration are reduced (Zamfir &
Zamfir, 2021).

3.3. Tertiary Prevention — Reducing the Consequences of a Relational Crisis

Tertiary prevention intervenes after the occurrence of a major crisis (divorce,
separation, domestic violence) and aims to limit long-term negative effects, both for the
partners and for the children or the affected community.

The objectives of this type of prevention include:

- protecting victims and facilitating access to support services (psychological,

legal, economic);

- preventing recurrence of violence and retraumatization;

- rehabilitation of partners and support for rebuilding personal identity after

the crisis;

- promoting functional co-parenting, even in cases of separation.

In their study on post-divorce intervention, Fincham & Beach (2010) show that
the absence of coherent tertiary support leads to long-term trauma, parental alienation,
and deterioration of parenting performance, with transgenerational effects.

In Romania, tertiary prevention is partially covered by domestic violence
prevention programs; however, these are often activated only after the occurrence of
physical aggression, without a reintegration or relational reconstruction approach
(Ministry of Justice, 2021).

In addition, post-divorce services are poorly developed, and family mediation is
optional and rarely used.

42



The types of prevention applied in the field of couple relationships cover a
continuum of intervention, ranging from the promotion of relational health (primary), to
early detection of dysfunctions (secondary), and to post-crisis rehabilitation (tertiary).

In a well-organized social work system, all these levels should be
interconnected, with clear protocols for identification, referral, and intervention.

In Romania, the implementation of these levels of prevention remains
fragmented and insufficiently supported, especially in the case of primary and secondary
prevention, which have the greatest potential for social and emotional effectiveness
(FDSC, 2023; European Commission, 2022).

4. Preventive Measures in Social Work for Adults with Couple Relationship
Problems

Effective prevention in the field of couple relationships involves not only the
conceptualization of intervention, but also the implementation of concrete measures,
adapted to each level of risk and to the manifestation of dysfunctions.

International models of good practice provide clear examples of actions tailored
to primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention, supported by coherent public policies,
intersectoral collaboration, and adequate funding.

4.1. Primary Prevention

The general objective of these programs is to prevent the emergence of relational
problems by promoting healthy relationships and developing emotional and social
competencies. International models highlight the effectiveness of early relational
education and systematic preventive interventions.

In the United States, the program PREP- Prevention and Relationship
Enhancement Program, developed by Stanley, Markman, and Blumberg, is one of the
most scientifically validated relational education programs.

It provides training for couples in areas such as effective communication,
conflict management, empathy, and problem-solving. The program is widely
implemented in community centres, religious organizations, and public institutions, and
has also been adapted for premarital education. Longitudinal studies have shown that it
reduces divorce rates by up to 30% within the first five years after implementation
(Stanley et al., 2001).

In Australia, the national network Relationships Australia offers a wide range
of educational and counselling services for individuals, couples, and families. The
programs include both online and face-to-face workshops for young people, married
couples, future parents, and adolescents, focusing on healthy relationships,
communication, parenting, and conflict prevention.

43



These services are offered either free of charge or with government support, and
national evaluations point to a noticeable improvement in relationship satisfaction,
alongside a reduction in the escalation of conflicts (Halford, 2016).

In Norway, prevention in the relational sphere starts early, within the school
system. The Ministry of Education has introduced mandatory programs focused on
emotional and social development, aimed at encouraging empathy, cooperation, and the
ability to manage interpersonal relationships.

This educational model is considered a form of early relational prevention,
contributing to the development of emotional competencies in future adults and to the
prevention of dysfunctional relational behaviours.

Overall, these models demonstrate that emotional-relational education and
preventive interventions can strengthen the health of couple relationships and reduce the
social costs associated with family conflicts. They can serve as valuable sources of
inspiration for the development of similar programs in Romania, oriented toward
prevention, emotional development, and community support.

4.2. Secondary Prevention

The main objective of these programs is the early identification of relationships
experiencing difficulties and the implementation of preventive intervention before the
onset of an irreversible crisis.

The models implemented in the European space demonstrate the effectiveness
of an interdisciplinary and accessible approach.

In Denmark, municipal authorities provide free counselling services for couples,
without the need for a medical referral. These centres offer relational risk assessment,
short counselling sessions, and parental coaching, being designed to support couples
during periods of tension or transition.

Based on analyses carried out by European networks focused on good practice,
these services are valued for their role in limiting the escalation of conflicts and in
strengthening relational resilience, and are frequently highlighted as positive examples
in the annual reports of the European Social Network (ESN, 2021).

Although precise statistical data on their impact may vary across local contexts,
case studies consistently point to a general trend of improved relationship satisfaction
among those who access these services (European Social Network, 2021).

Data published by the European Social Services Network (2021) show that
around 68% of participants reported a noticeable improvement in their relationship
within the first three months of engaging in the program.

In Germany, the program “EPL — Ein partnerschaftliches Lernprogramm” (“A
learning program for partnership”), developed by the Institute for Research and Therapy
of the Family in Munich (IFT) in collaboration with the Catholic University of Eichstatt-
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Ingolstadt, promotes psychosocial and psychoeducational support for couples facing
relational or parental stress.

The program benefits from public co-financing and the involvement of non-
governmental organizations, offering individual counselling, group sessions, and
thematic workshops focused on communication and relational resilience.

The Swedish model integrates relational intervention into the network of
primary services. General practitioners, school psychologists, and educators can identify
early signs of couple dysfunction and refer individuals to specialized social services.

This type of inter-institutional system, built on clearly defined collaboration
protocols, helps reduce gaps in intervention and makes it possible to act promptly in the
early stages of relational difficulties.

Such practices underline the importance of early intervention, accessible
services, and effective collaboration between professionals in preventing the
deterioration of couple relationships. At the same time, they can serve as valuable
reference points for developing a similar system in Romania, with a stronger focus on
prevention and on reinforcing family and community support.

4.3. Tertiary Prevention

The objective of these interventions is to reduce the negative effects of conjugal
crises such as divorce, domestic violence, and abandonment, as well as to support the
processes of rehabilitation and social reintegration of the individuals involved.

One of the well-known initiatives in the Netherlands is the KIES / KIDS (Kids
in Divorce Situations) program, a program based on interactive groups for children who
are going through their parents’ divorce, as well as providing indirect support for
parents, with the aim of improving communication and reducing trauma (Dutch
Expertise Centre Children and Divorce).

At the same time, in the Netherlands there are also public services that support
the development of the parental plan after divorce (co-parenting), through the
Nederlands Jeugdinstituut (NJI), which offers guidelines and professional support
regarding forms of parenting after separation.

In Canada, the government supports family violence prevention initiatives
through the “Family Violence Prevention Program (FVPP)”, which funds shelters,
community projects, educational prevention activities, and local interventions.

At the international level, the KIES / KIDS model is a recognized one and has
documentation available online, being recommended by NJI for interventions in the
context of divorce.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

The theoretical and applied examination of prevention in social work addressing
adults with couple relationship difficulties points to a clear direction in the international
literature: prevention is no longer seen as optional, but as a core component of
contemporary social intervention.

Literature indicates that interventions based on treating family negative
outcomes once they appeared are not cost effective and limited as efficiency. In contrast,
preventive interventions, no matter what type, community-based, psycho-social or
educational are known to generate better effects at all levels, individual, family or
society (Marici et al., 2025).

Prevention in social work represents the first choice when addressing human
problems. It can be considered the main approach rather than an adjacent action which
reflects an ethical and professional commitment to support human well-being and
development of prosocial values and practices. In order to achieve this target, it is
necessary to involve institutions and wider community to understand the advantages of
long-term relational support and development, than focusing on a crisis-response model
(Viscu & Marici, 2024).

Thus, the adult couple is not only a beneficiary of the social system, but also an
active participant in community cohesion, capable, with adequate support, of contributing
to the construction of a society based on trust, balance, and relational dignity.
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Abstract. This paper explores how ethical dilemmas, rather than merely being
obstacles, constitute the core of social work’s professional identity. A radical change of
perspective is proposed: abandoning the “ethics of fear” — that excessive concern with
avoiding mistakes in the face of bureaucracy — in favour of a practice that values moral
courage and one’s own thinking. Given that the usual theoretical models come up
against the rigidity of the Romanian system, the paper puts forward four pragmatic
solutions: a new way of justifying decisions through the ethical justification note, a
triage method for moments when resources are scarce, spaces for dialogue between
institutions (CREI), and the protection offered by an ethical lawyer. The central idea is
that the social worker needs a system that supports him, not just controls him, thus
transforming decision-making stress into a real opportunity for professional growth.

Keywords: integrity in social work, ethical dilemmas, ethical triage of resources,
decision-making autonomy, inter-systemic collaboration.

1. Introduction. The Profession of Social Work between the Value Imperative and
the Reality of the Practice

When we talk about social assistance, we are not only referring to the application
of procedures, but also to the way a professional balances the needs of the person before
them with the rules of the system. The values we read about in social welfare treaties —
respect, justice, confidentiality — are not just theoretical concepts (Banks, 2012); they
are put to the test every day, in every socially evaluated case. Often, codes of ethics
provide general guidance, but they do not specify precisely what to do when the duty to
the institution conflicts with the client’s best interests.

Over time, the focus has shifted from analysing the beneficiary to evaluating our
own decisions. Ethical dilemmas are increasingly seen as a natural part of the job, even
when they cause considerable stress or the moral exhaustion discussed in recent studies
(Chatzifotiou & Papouli, 2022). However, we believe it is precisely these difficult
moments that force us to stop working “on autopilot”. In the following pages, we
examine how to turn these bottlenecks into opportunities for growth. We will analyse
practical models, such as the Ethical Triage Protocol, to help us make sound decisions
when time pressure or resource constraints seem to overwhelm us.
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2. Theoretical Framework: Ethical Decision Models and Paradigms

The literature provides various ethical decision-making (MLDE) frameworks
designed to guide professionals in navigating value conflicts (Dolgoff, Harrington &
Loewenberg, 2012).

2.1. The Deontological Model (Duty/Principle-Based)

The deontological model has its roots in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant and
emphasises duty and respect for absolute moral principles, regardless of the
consequences. For a social worker using this approach, an action is intrinsically right or
wrong, and the decision is based on the obligation to respect the profession’s
fundamental principles (e.g. autonomy, self-determination, confidentiality).

Applied example: Self-Determination vs Protection

Let us consider the case of an elderly client, fully cognitively competent, who
consistently refuses home care services, even though she lives in precarious conditions
that, predictably, can affect her health and safety (such as the risk of falling, poor
hygiene, etc.). The social worker faces, in this case, a conflict between:

- Duty to Respect Autonomy (Self-Determination): This is often regarded as a
paramount principle in social ethics, upholding the client’s right to make their own
choices and take risks, provided this does not affect the rights of others. A deontological
social worker would argue that a competent client has the right to make a decision, even
if it is unpleasant or involves risks.

- Duty to ensure non-malice (Protection): The obligation to prevent harm and to
act in the best interests of the client (paternalism) to protect him/her from foreseeable
harm (isolation, illness, accidents).

Under a duty-based approach, if it is clearly well-founded that the person
possesses a full understanding, the responsibility to uphold autonomy prevails, and the
social worker refrains from forced intervention, even if such restraint is demanding. If
autonomy is regarded as the overriding principle (as it often is in liberal ethics), then
the social worker should respect the choice, even if disagreeable, presuming that a
capable adult has the freedom to engage in risk-taking.

2.2. The Teleological/Utilitarian Model (Based on Consequences)

This model and, of course, utilitarianism, concentrate on the purpose of actions.
The moral decision enhances the net good (beneficence) or keeps to a minimum the net
evil (nonmaleficence) for all parties involved. Social workers assess the consequences
of each alternative. This model is based on the principle of “maximum good” — opting
for the action that yields the greatest overall benefit.
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Applied Example: Privacy vs Third-Party Protection

A client discloses to the social worker, during a one-on-one session, that they
plan to injure their partner (an identifiable third party) physically. The social worker
carries out a calculation of the consequences:

- Consequence of maintaining confidentiality: Client trust would be maintained
(minor benefit), but serious injury or death of the third party would be allowed (high
cost).

- Consequence of breach of confidentiality: Although breaching would strain
the therapeutic alliance and involve a limited infringement of privacy, it would avert
harm, sometimes substantial, and would ensure compliance with the legally recognised
duty to warn, as developed through case law (Tunkel, 1999).

Under the Principle of Least Harm, serious bodily harm (foreseen harm)
outweighs breach of confidentiality (minor damage), leading to the decision to act to
protect the third party. The social worker violates confidentiality (deontology) to
preserve life (utilitarianism) by notifying the victim or the authorities.

2.3. The ETHIC (Examine, Think, Hypothesise, Identify, Consult) Model
developed by the Congress (2000) offers a lens of analysis (rationality)
combining deontological and teleological elements, ensuring a complete
contextual and professional analysis.

Stages of the ETHIC Model:

- E — Examine Values (Examine): The social worker identifies and examines
relevant values that may be in conflict: personal (religious, cultural beliefs), societal
(norms), institutional (policies), client and professional (Code of Ethics).

Example: A Christian social worker (personal value) works in a family planning
program (organisational value) with a client who wants a legal abortion (client value).

- T'— Treat Standards (Think): Consult the specific standards of the professional
Code of Ethics (e.g. NASW), relevant laws (international, national) and previous court
decisions.

Example: The privacy standard and its limits (protection of the customer or
others) and the legislation on mandatory reporting are checked.

- H — Hypothesise: teleological reasoning is applied, hypothetical scenarios are
formulated, and the possible consequences (pros and cons) for each alternative decision
are listed.

- I — Identify the Vulnerable: 1t assesses who will benefit and who will be
harmed, with a special focus on the profession’s commitment to the most vulnerable,
oppressed and exploited.
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Example 1: In a resource dilemma (macro-), the allocation of funds to a group
with critical needs (e.g. chronically homeless) is prioritised over a group with less urgent
needs.

Example 2: Prioritising the child’s well-being over the right to privacy of the
parent accused of neglect.

- C — Consult: Formal or informal consultation is requested from supervisors,
experienced colleagues (including from other disciplines, e.g. psychologists) or ethics
committees. Consultation is a crucial step for obtaining multiple perspectives and
ensuring professional responsibility.

2.4. Models of Virtue Ethics and Relational Ethics (Ethical Competence)

Desirable behaviour goes beyond simply applying the steps of a model. It
incorporates aspects of moral character (virtue ethics) and relational quality
(care/relational ethics).

- Virtue Ethics: This perspective places primary emphasis on the moral
character of the practitioner rather than on individual acts, treating character as central
to lawful and ethical conduct (Banks, 2012). Proper practice is understood to depend on
the possession of professional virtues such as competence, honesty, compassion,
integrity, and moral courage, which underpin decision-making regarding professional
duties. The ideal social worker is characterised not only by knowledge of appropriate
actions but also by the cultivation of the personal qualities required to act responsibly
within a legal framework.

Example: A social worker at a private centre for children with disabilities
discovers that management has drastically reduced food and heating to increase profits,
thereby endangering the children’s health. He/she is aware that reporting the problem to
DGASPC could result in dismissal and social stigmatisation in the local community,
where the centre’s director has considerable political influence.

Dilemma: Silent Compliance (Job Safety) vs Reporting Abuse (Child
Protection) (Roth-Szamoskozi, 1999).

Virtuous action: the social worker chooses to report the situation, but not only
because “this is what it is said in the law” (deontology), but because his/her professional
identity is incompatible with complicity in suffering.

Theoretical justification: the decision of the social worker is a manifestation of
moral courage and integrity. The ethics of virtue emphasises that a competent
practitioner is not the one who only knows the rules, but the one who has the strength of
character to apply them when the personal cost is high. He chooses to be a protector of
the vulnerable, even at the expense of his own comfort.

- Relational/Care Ethics: Emphasises the unique relationship with the
beneficiary, promoting attention, responsibility, competence, and receptivity in the
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relationship with the beneficiary (seen as a whole person), counterbalancing the
neutrality and excessive impartiality of strictly principled approaches (Juhila et al.,
2020).

Example: In the self-determination case involving older people, the social
worker would not assess capacity solely in legal terms. He/she would consider the
client’s social isolation as an underlying factor and propose non-coercive interventions,
such as participation in a support group guided by professional compassion. The
management of ethical dilemmas requires the integration of principles, relational and
character-based approaches. These together constitute ethical competence in practice.

3. Ethical Dilemmas as Mechanisms of Learning and Development

Finding yourself in an ethical dilemma is not only a difficult challenge to
navigate, but also a key moment that demands professional maturity. These conflicts of
values take us beyond the “autopilot” of standard rules and require deeper reflection.
When we view the dilemma as an act of praxis (that is, an action that passes through the
filter of thought), abstract values on paper become fundamental skills. Each correctly
solved borderline situation becomes a learning laboratory that cements our professional
character in a few essential ways.

3.1. Training Critical Thinking and Getting out of the Routine

Dilemmas force us to step out of the comfort zone of simple solutions and
exercise practical judgement (phronesis), a concept philosophers have long discussed.
We are no longer just looking for “right” or “wrong”; we begin to see the nuances: the
pressure of the law, the limits of the institution, and the man’s life before us. A clear
example: consider the situation where you have to choose between maintaining
confidentiality and protecting someone from risk (for example, in the case of an HIV
diagnosis not disclosed to the partner). There is no ready-made answer here. You have
to analyse what the “lesser evil” means and where one person’s right ends to protect
another’s life. This exercise in moral balancing develops our ability to navigate
uncertain situations in which no solution seems perfect. This mechanism involves the
following steps:

3.1.1. Synergy between Deontological Frameworks and Teleological Approaches

Resolving dilemmas requires mediation between divergent ethical systems: the
ethics of duty (deontology) and the ethics of finality (teleology). This stage requires the
specialist to rank moral principles using validated decision-making models such as the
value hierarchy proposed by Reamer (2018). The objective is to determine the
“minimum harm” or the “optimal benefit” in a specific context, a process that eliminates
simplistic approaches and favours stratified critical thinking.
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Practical Application (Integrity vs Confidentiality): In the case of an imminent
risk of self-harm, the practitioner must balance the imperative to maintain professional
secrecy against the ethical duty to preserve life. The justification for intervening to
protect physical integrity, at the expense of confidentiality, confirms the adoption of
professional behaviour grounded in moral responsibility rather than in the mechanical
observance of norms.

3.1.2. Expanding the Contextual Horizon
Confronting the dilemmas requires an extensive analysis of the context (ETHIC,

stage E). This includes examining not only clinical and legal aspects, but also societal
(stigma and discrimination), organisational (agency policies and resources), and
personal (social worker values and biases) influences.

Example (Resource Dilemma): In situations of limited resource allocation
(macro practice), the dilemma compels consideration of distributive justice — a principle
not directly related to individual interaction but which shapes ethical practice at the
systemic level.

3.1.3. Developing Reflexivity and Awareness of Personal Values
An essential component of overcoming dilemmas is the development of

critical reflexivity, i.e. the social worker’s ability to examine themselves in relation to
the situation and to become aware of their value system.

Awareness of the Conflict of Values

Dilemmas highlight the risk of imposing personal or cultural values on the client
(ethics of paternalism).

Example (Paternalism): If the social worker’s personal (religious) values
oppose abortion, an ethical dilemma arises when a client requests support for a legal
procedure. The MLDE process (stage E) requires the social worker to acknowledge this
conflict and suspend personal judgment to honour the client’s self-determination (a core
professional value).

Transition to Virtuous Behaviour (Virtue Ethics)

Solving dilemmas helps to strengthen moral character and defines what it means
to be an ethical professional, not merely doing what is right. Dilemmas often require
moral courage to act on ethical principles despite fear, hierarchical pressure, or lack of
popularity (e.g. reporting a colleague’s unethical behaviour). Every act of courage
reinforces this desirable virtue. At the same time, social workers learn to manage their
personal problems (e.g. burnout or substance abuse) so that they do not interfere with
professional judgement or endanger clients, thereby demonstrating integrity.

Example: An eloquent case is presented by the social worker with conservative
views who must facilitate access to a voluntary termination of pregnancy for a client.
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This dissonance underscores the danger of imposing personal values on the intervention
path. Through critical reflexivity, the specialist separates his convictions from the
professional act, adopting a posture of value neutrality. In this way, priority is given to
the client’s right to informed choice, thereby strengthening integrity and a work ethic at
the systemic level.

3.2. Strengthening Collegial Behaviour and Distributed Responsibility

The ETHIC model consistently reminds us that difficult decisions should not
rest on a single person’s shoulders. We transform dilemmas from personal problems into
a team effort, which helps us feel much more confident in our decisions. This
collaboration strengthens our professional profile in two ways:

3.2.1. Consultation as a Standard of Practice
In social work, consultation with a supervisor or the rest of your peers should

be the rule, not the exception. It’s a vital “safety net,” especially in complex situations
— such as those involving privacy in the age of social media and technology. When you
seek the advice of an ethics committee, you are not demonstrating ignorance but a much
greater sense of responsibility towards the client and the profession.

Benefit of consultation: Not only are multiple perspectives obtained, but prudent
and reasonable conduct (the standard of care) is demonstrated, thereby protecting the
social worker from accusations of negligence or malpractice. Formal or informal
consultation provides multiple perspectives and shares the burden of decision-making,
thereby protecting the social worker from moral and professional exhaustion.

3.2.2. Strengthening Functional Relationships

Dilemmas arising from colleagues’ unethical conduct or professional
incompetence place professional loyalty under strain. While reporting such problems is
challenging, the use of formal procedures is a legal and ethical obligation and helps
uphold professional standards. Conversely, a failure to consult improper conduct erodes
ethical practice (EHIC Model, Stage T).

Collective discussions of complex cases (e.g. in ethics or case management
committees) contribute to the refinement and internalisation of standards of practice at
the institutional and professional levels.

When you bring together the perspectives of the psychologist, the lawyer and
the doctor, the social worker’s decision gains greater weight and becomes more robust
(Klos et al., 2022). The multidisciplinary team serves as a filter, helping us see more
clearly the advantages and disadvantages of each option. It is increasingly evident that
ethics is not merely a personal concern of the assistant; it depends heavily on the
organisation. Without supervision and specialised training, it is difficult to expect
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someone to make sound decisions under pressure. In this sense, dilemmas are not merely
obstacles but moments that compel us to grow and become more stable professionals.

The problem arises when we try to apply these models “by the book”, imported
from the West, in the Romanian context (Klos ef al., 2022). In our reality, strict rules
often become suffocating bureaucracy that forgets the individual. Moreover, when
resources are scarce, the pursuit of the “greatest good” can, unfortunately, become an
excuse to exclude the most vulnerable. That is why we need a critical examination of
how we conduct ethics in a system where shortages and administrative uncertainty are
the norm.

4. Critical Analysis of Traditional Decision-Making Models with Applicability in
Romania
The literature provides robust theoretical frameworks for addressing dilemmas,

but specific barriers constrain their applicability to the social services ecosystem in
Romania.

4.1. The Limits of Deontology and the Risk of Bureaucratisation

Even with high-performance theoretical models at our disposal, the reality on
the ground completely alters their meaning. The first significant problem is that
deontology — that is, compliance with rules and duties — becomes a suffocating
bureaucracy (Lipsky, 2010).

The Romanian social worker, caught between mountains of files and the
constant fear of making mistakes under scrutiny, ultimately practises what we might call
an “ethics of administrative survival”. Instead of asking, “How can I really help this
person?”, the question that dominates the practitioner’s mind becomes, “How do I make
sure I’'m covered in paperwork if a check-up comes?”

It is a sad mutation: we are moving from genuine care for people to cold
management of institutional risks. Human interaction is replaced by a “tyranny of the
well-done file”. If a beneficiary’s need does not fit precisely into the boxes on the sheet,
it risks remaining unresolved. Thus, we have a system that works flawlessly on paper
but, in practice, is devoid of moral content and empathy.

Example: A social worker in a SPAS works with a single mother at risk of losing
her home and seeking emergency help from the local authority. Although he knows the
eviction will have a devastating impact on the children, the social worker focuses
exclusively on verifying eligibility for emergency aid under the strict criteria set by the
legal provisions. If the mother does not fit “to the comma”, the case is rejected without
further consideration, and the social worker considers that he has done his legal duty,
ignoring the ethical duty to seek alternative solutions or to advocate for a justified
exception. The decision becomes a cold, uncompassionate administrative act.
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4.2. Utilitarianism and the Trap of Limited Resources

The teleological model, which aims to maximise the good for the many,
becomes problematic in underfunded systems. In the absence of clear ethical criteria for
resource allocation, utilitarianism can be instrumentalised to justify the exclusion of
marginalised groups (e.g. homeless people and drug users) in favour of groups
considered “more deserving” or more likely to recover. Thus, economic efficiency risks
undermining the principle of social justice.

Example: A DGASPC decides to reduce home care services for immobilised
older adults and redirect the budget to children’s day centres. The argument is
“utilitarian”: we invest in the future (children) and help more beneficiaries with the same
money. However, this decision condemns older people to isolation and rapid
deterioration, sacrificing the rights of a vulnerable minority in the name of a purely
economic calculation of the “common good”.

4.3. The ETHIC Model and Institutional Hierarchies

The ETHIC model (Congress, 2000) proposes that supervisors be consulted at
the final stage of the decision-making process. However, in organisations with a rigid
hierarchical culture, as in some public institutions in Romania, supervision is often
equated with hierarchical administrative control. Consulting a supervisor can be
problematic if the organisational culture is rigid and discourages critical thinking, or if
the supervisor tolerates unethical practices (e.g. “we don’t report this, so we don’t have
problems with the management”). The social worker may feel intimidated about raising
ethical issues, fearing repercussions (labelling as “problematic” or isolation).

Example: A social worker identifies inadequate and substandard food provision
in a residential care home for older people, despite sufficient budgetary allocations.
Although the ETHIC model would require consultation with management, this option is
compromised where financial governance lacks transparency. Therefore, the
practitioner faces a legal dilemma: remain silent and become complicit in neglect, or
raise concerns at the risk of sanction in the absence of a secure external reporting
mechanism.

5. Methodological Proposals for Desirable Professional Behaviour

To stimulate desirable behaviour — characterised by reflexivity, courage, and
beneficiary-centredness — we propose implementing mechanisms tailored to local
realities.
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5.1. “Reflective Compliance” (MCR) Model

In the current landscape of social work in Romania, professional practice is
often dominated by a “defensive ethics” paradigm. It is characterised by the absolute
priority given to the practitioner’s institutional protection and security in the face of the
risk of administrative sanction, to the detriment of the helping relationship.

In response to the tension between the letter and the spirit of the law, we propose
the Reflective Conformity Model (RCM). This represents an epistemological and
pragmatic solution that does not deny the importance of the normative framework
(deontology) but instead proposes a resignification of it. The central premise of the
model is that compliance with the law should not be a passive act of blind submission
but an active process of ethical interpretation of legal norms. At the heart of the RCM is
the concept of phronesis, the practical wisdom articulated by ancient philosophers,
which enables professionals to discern the appropriate course even when the law is
unclear or incomplete. This model aims to change how social workers view the rules.
We are no longer talking about a simple compliance check (the classic question: “Am I
allowed to do this according to the procedure?”’), But about a creative and ethical
application of the rules. The question turns into a much deeper one: “How can I use this
regulation as an instrument that defends, above all, the dignity and well-being of the
person in front of me?”

5.1.1. Instrumentation of the Model: Ethical Justification Note

To avoid subjectivism and lend rigour to this interpretative process, the RCM
introduces an innovative administrative tool: the Ethical Justification Note (NJE). This
transforms often-invisible ethical reasoning into tangible evidence of professional
competence, presented as a document attached to the case file. Through the NJE, the
social worker documents how they have balanced the spirit of the law with the values
of the profession, explains the tension between the letter of the law and the factual
situation, and argues for a decision that prioritises values (e.g. life over bureaucratic
compliance).

5.1.2. The Decision-Making Process
The decision-making process within the RCM is structured in four distinct

stages, meant to take the practitioner out of the area of automatisms:

- Normative analysis and identification of tension: Mapping the legal
framework (e.g. Law 292/2011) and identifying the point at which the
application ad litteram conflicts with a fundamental ethical principle or with
the reality of the case.
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- Reflective deliberation: The critical stage in which the impact of options
is comparatively assessed. It analyses the collateral harms of rigid
compliance versus the benefits of a reflexive interpretation that serves the
law’s ultimate purpose — the welfare of the beneficiary.

- Formalisation through the NJE: Drafting the ethical argumentation and
mentioning the peer consultations or supervision, transforming the
administrative act into an exercise of assumption of responsibility.

- Institutional validation and learning: Integrating informed decisions into
the ethical oversight circuit to prevent moral distress and improve
institutional practices.

5.1.3. Applicability in the Context of Systemic Vulnerability
The relevance of the RCM becomes clear in scenarios typical of the Romanian

system. For example, in a dilemma between confidentiality and protection (such as a
minor disclosing abuse but refusing to inform parents), the mechanical application of
the reporting law could lead to a loss of trust or an escalation of danger. Through the
RCM, the social worker can adopt an “ethical data minimisation” strategy, recording in
the NJE that protecting the child’s safety is the top priority, thereby justifying a
temporary deviation from the standard family information procedure.

Similarly, in distributive justice situations where rigid eligibility criteria may
exclude beneficiaries with acute needs (e.g. an elderly person with income marginally
above the limit but with enormous medical expenses), the MCR allows the construction
of a case for a “justified exception”. The NJE will document the actual net disposable
income, arguing that refusing the service would generate substantially higher subsequent
social costs (hospitalisation, institutionalisation), thereby respecting the principles of
efficiency and humanity.

In conclusion, implementing the Reflective Compliance Model requires a
paradigm shift within regulatory bodies such as CNASR (2022) by recognising the
Ethical Justification Note in quality and audit standards. This would enable the transition
from the status of bureaucratic executor to that of an autonomous profession capable of
advancing social justice even in the interstices of an imperfect system.

5.2. Inter-institutional Ethical Reflection Chambers (CREI)

Many ethical failures in our system do not arise from a lack of goodwill but
from the way bureaucratic walls separate institutions (Alhusban & Adams, 2015). The
police, the hospital, and the DGASPC often operate according to rules that appear
unrelated. The result? A painful conflict between the need to punish the offender
(justice) and the need to protect the victim (care).
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We propose, as a concrete solution, establishing Ethical Reflection Chambers
(CREI) at the county level. We do not see them as new control bodies, but as spaces for
dialogue — “safe harbours” where specialists can sit at the same table without fear of
judgement. The goal is simple: to negotiate values before they become serious errors.

How does ethical negotiation work in practice? Let’s take the extremely
sensitive example of hearing a child victim of abuse. The police want precise details for
the case, while the social worker wants to prevent the child’s suffering. In a CREI-type
structure, these camps no longer compete for official addresses; instead, they collaborate
to develop a “Single Hearing Protocol”. The child speaks only once, in a friendly
environment, and the investigators obtain the necessary evidence. It proves that, through
dialogue, we can respect the law without destroying the person we should be caring for.

5.2.1. CREI Implementation in Romania: Strategy
To operationalise the CREI within the Romanian administrative context, a

pragmatic approach is needed that draws on existing legal mechanisms for inter-
institutional cooperation (Alhusban & Adams, 2015).

Implement Strategy

- Legal Framework: The establishment of the CREI can be achieved
through County Collaboration Protocols, signed under the aegis of the
Prefect’s Institution or the County Councils, which have the role of
coordinating the decentralised services. The Law on Social Assistance
(292/2011) encourages an integrated approach and the conclusion of inter-
institutional collaboration protocols.

- Piloting: It is recommended to initiate pilot projects in 3-4 counties with
complex cases, to test the working methodology.

- Validation by professional bodies: The opinions and protocols issued by
the CREI must be disseminated and validated by the CNASR, the College
of Physicians and the College of Psychologists, to give them professional
authority.

The establishment of the Inter-institutional Ethical Reflection Chambers is

a necessary step for the maturation of the social assistance system in Romania. They
transform ethical dilemmas from sources of inter-institutional conflict and paralysis in
decision-making into opportunities to fine-tune interventions. Through CREI, moral
responsibility is no longer borne solely by the social worker. Still, it is distributed and
collectively assumed by the entire chain of intervention, guaranteeing a unitary, coherent
practice truly centred on the dignity of the beneficiary.
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5.3. Establishing the Position of “Ethical Lawyer” within the CNASR
This consists in changing the perspective from punitive control to advisory
support and protection of professional integrity

5.3.1. Theoretical Foundation and Institutional Necessity

Within the profession’s current regulatory architecture (Law 466/2004), the
existing ethical structures have a predominantly reactive and punitive mandate,
intervening ex post to sanction deviations. This orientation creates a climate of
“deontological anxiety”, in which professionals avoid openly discussing dilemmas for
fear that their uncertainty will be interpreted as incompetence. To counterbalance this
culture of control, we propose establishing the position of Ethical Lawyer (Professional
Ombudsman) within the CNASR’s territorial structures.

The concept marks the shift from an ethic of compliance (adhering to rules under
threat of sanction) to an ethic of integrity. The Ethics Lawyer does not replace the legal
adviser and has no administrative authority; his role is strictly confidential, providing
preventive advice and deontological validation. It serves as a guarantor of professional
autonomy, protecting the social worker against institutional pressures that contravene
the code of ethics.

5.3.2. Operating Tools: Advisory Ethics Opinion
The most crucial working tool in this proposal is the Advisory Ethics Opinion.

We are discussing an official document that confirms to the social worker that his
decision — such as refusing to sign a falsified report or to yield to political pressure — is
the right one from a professional standpoint. This opinion becomes a real shield: when
the institution exerts pressure, the practitioner has the ethical authority of an independent
body behind him, thereby validating his integrity.

Moreover, the Ethical Lawyer is the one who stands by whistleblowers. We
know how difficult it is to report abuse in a care home or a nursing home, for fear of
losing your job. In this context, the Ethical Lawyer assumes responsibility for guidance:
he helps accurately document the facts and ensures the anonymity of the person who
reports the issues before the inspections. It is a necessary transition from fear of reprisals
to the courage to clean up the system from within, with the certainty of real protection.

5.3.3. Operationalisation in Romania: Practice Scenarios
Implementing the Ethical Advocate would equip social workers with the tools

to resist institutional pressures that compromise service quality.

Scenario A: Loyalties conflict and hierarchical pressure

Context: A social worker from an SPAS is pressured by the mayor to provide
emergency aid to people who do not meet eligibility criteria but are electorally
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“important”. Refusal is met with threats of annual negative evaluations or a disciplinary
transfer.

Intervention of the ethical lawyer: The social worker requests a consultation.
The Ethics Lawyer analyses the case and issues an Ethical Advisory Opinion confirming
that granting the benefits would violate the principles of social justice and legality. This
document can be used by the social worker as a “professional shield” before the
hierarchical superior, demonstrating that the refusal is not an act of insubordination but
a professional obligation certified by the professional body.

Scenario B: Whistleblowing protection

Context: A social worker at a private residential centre for children observes
that management drastically reduces food portions and fails to provide the minimum
required staffing on the night shift, endangering the safety of the beneficiaries. They are
afraid to report to the DGASPC/AJPIS for fear of dismissal and professional
stigmatisation (“troublemaker”).

Ethical Lawyer’s Intervention: The professional contacts the ethical lawyer. He
guides the professional in documenting deviations in line with probation standards and
advises on the legal procedure for issuing a warning in the public interest. Moreover,
the ethical lawyer can mediate relationships with the control institutions, ensuring the
social worker’s initial anonymity until the official investigation is initiated, thereby
validating the practitioner’s moral courage.

5.3.4. Implementation Strategy at National Level

To put this structure into practice in Romania, the following strategic steps are

necessary:

- Amendment of the CNASR statute: introduction of the position of Ethics
Lawyer (or Ethics Advisor) in the organisational chart of the territorial
branches or, at least, at the regional level, by decision of the National
General Assembly.

- Training of the body of experts: selection and training of senior social
workers with recognised moral probity and advanced knowledge of ethics
and legislation, to occupy these positions. They mustn’t hold management
positions in public social assistance institutions in their area of competence
(to avoid conflict of interest).

- Privacy protocol: developing strict procedures to ensure that the call to the
Ethics Lawyer will not be disclosed to the employer without the express
consent of the social worker.

- Information campaign: educating social workers about the fact that they
have the right to ethical advice and that the use of this mechanism is a sign
of professionalism, not weakness.
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The establishment of the ethical lawyer marks the transition from a culture of
individual survival to one of professional solidarity. In the Romanian context, where the
protection of employees against institutional abuse is often fragile, this mechanism
provides the social worker with a vital resource for putting the profession’s values into
practice: the assurance that they are not alone when they choose to do what is right.

5.4. From “First Come” to Social Equity: The Ethical Triage Protocol

In Romania, the moral suffering of the social worker most often arises when he
is forced to manage “nothing”. We refer to periods when there are no funds, shelter
space, or sufficient colleagues to cover caseloads. Because we lack clear, official criteria
for deciding who receives priority aid, we end up applying the “first-come, first-served”
rule or, worse, succumbing to the pressures of the moment. On paper, the method
appears fair, but in practice, it creates significant injustices. Basically, those who know
how to fight bureaucracy are helped, while the quietest and most helpless people — those
who need it most — remain at the bottom of the list, simply because they can’t make their
voices heard in the system.

To remedy this systemic vulnerability, we propose implementing the Ethical
Triage Protocol. Inspired by emergency medical practice but adapted to its social
specificity, this tool operationalises the principle of distributive justice (Klos et al.,
2022). It is based on the hierarchy of human goods proposed by the philosopher Gewirth
(1978). The Protocol posits that, in crises, the right to ‘basic goods’ (those necessary for
survival and fundamental functioning) takes absolute precedence over the right to
‘additive goods’ (those that improve quality of life but are not vital). Thus, ethical triage
replaces arithmetic equality — the equal distribution of the little available — with social
equity, prioritising cases with the highest degree of vulnerability.

5.4.1. Evaluation Methodology and Decision Matrix
The protocol does not function as a simple checklist but rather as a complex

decision-making matrix that integrates three fundamental evaluation dimensions. First,
the assessment of vital and functional risk is conducted by analysing the imminence of
the danger to the beneficiary’s integrity in the absence of intervention. A distinction is
thus made between a critical level (risk of death, imminent abuse, total homelessness),
a severe level (rapid deterioration of health, severe neglect) and a moderate level
(chronic social needs, but without immediate life-threatening). Secondly, the principle
of subsidiarity is applied in assessing alternative resources. This involves analysing
the capacity of informal networks (family, community) to compensate for the absence
of public services temporarily, and differentiating between socially isolated
beneficiaries (high vulnerability score) and those with an active support network (low
vulnerability score). Thirdly, the decision is filtered by assessing the intervention’s
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impact and applying a limited utilitarian logic: priority is given to cases in which
social assistance can prevent an irreversible escalation of the situation, serving as
tertiary prevention.

5.4.2. Implementation in the Romanian Context: From Theory to Procedure
The operationalisation of this protocol within the General Directorates of Social

Assistance and Child Protection (DGASPC) and the Public Social Assistance Services
(SPAS) requires standardised procedures to protect practitioners from accusations of
subjectivism.

Step 1: Formalising the criteria in the Internal Regulations

Institutions must adopt the Ethical Triage Protocol by administrative decision,

clearly establishing that “Critical Need” is the paramount criterion for accessing
services, taking precedence over the chronological criterion (registration number). This
aligns the practice with standard 6.04(a) of the NASW Code, which requires ensuring
equal access to resources to meet basic human needs (Gross, 2024).

Step 2: Using the Scoring Grid (Practical Example)

Let us consider allocating 2 places in a public residential centre for the elderly,

given 10 applications.

- Application of triage: The social worker does not only analyse the files in
the order of submission. He applies the Scoring Grid:

e (Case A: Immobilised older adult, living alone in a house without
heating, risk of hypothermia (critical risk level).

o Case B: Older adult with incipient dementia, living with son who
works, but is neglected during the day (moderate level of risk).

- Ethical Decision: Although Case B applied a month in advance, Case A
received the seat. The decision is justified by documenting that Case A
poses an immediate life risk and has no alternative resources, whereas Case
B has limited resources.

Step 3: Transparency and communication of the decision

The protocol requires transparent communication with beneficiaries who are

deferred or refused for ethical reasons (not solely because of a lack of places). It is
explained that the system prioritises the survival of the most vulnerable of the
vulnerable. This honesty reflects respect and professional integrity.

5.4.3. Advantages of Implementing the Ethical Triage Protocol

- Protection of the professional: In case of adverse incidents with
beneficiaries on the waiting list (e.g. deterioration of health), the social
worker is protected from accusations of malpractice or negligence, being
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able to demonstrate that the allocation of resources was made based on an
objective risk assessment procedure, according to professional standards.

- Systemic efficiency: Allocating resources to high-risk cases prevents much
higher social costs (e.g. emergency hospitalisations, complex
institutionalisations), also responding to a utilitarian logic of maximising
the public good.

- Strengthening social justice: The Protocol ensures that access to services
is determined not by the beneficiary’s ability to navigate bureaucracy or
external influences, but strictly by fundamental human need, honouring the
profession’s central mission.

In conclusion, the “Ethical Triage” Protocol does something essential: it takes
resource allocation out of the shadows and uncertainty that cause us so much anxiety,
and it transforms a painful choice into a clear act of responsibility. It is no longer a
decision made at random or under pressure, but a transparent process. The social worker
no longer bears the burden of these difficult choices alone, with a method at his disposal
that prioritises justice and real needs, even when resources are scarce.

Ethical dilemmas are not anomalies of practice but defining moments for
professional identity. The desirable behaviour of the social worker does not lie in
avoiding these tensions but in managing them through reflexivity and structured tools.
Adapting methods for resolving ethical dilemmas to the Romanian reality requires
moving from the mechanical application of the law to the assumption of professional
responsibility. The above proposals — Reflective Conformity, Inter-Institutional
Reflection Rooms, Ethical Advocate and Ethical Triage — aim to create an ecosystem in
which the social worker is protected and encouraged to act in the beneficiary’s best
interests, transforming the dilemma from a source of anxiety into an opportunity to assert
professionalism. Institutions and the professional body must facilitate the transition from
a culture of blame to one of lifelong learning, recognising that ethical competence is the
foundation of quality in social work.

6. Implementation Measures and Conclusions

For these solutions not to remain at the stage of theoretical desire, the structured
intervention of the Ministry of Labour and Social Solidarity (MMSS), the National
College of Social Workers (CNASR), and local authorities is necessary. The concrete
measures that can be taken are aimed at:

- Updating the Quality Standards and methodological norms - The State
must revise the minimum quality standards for social services (e.g. Order 29/2019) to
include the reflective dimension of ethics.

e Measure: Introducing the obligation for the case file to contain an
“Ethical Justification” section for major decisions (separation of the
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child, refusal of services). This would legitimise ‘“Reflective
Compliance” as a standard of practice, allowing social auditors to assess
not only the presence of documents, but also the reasoning behind the
decision.

- Regulation and funding of independent external oversight — Although the

law provides for oversight, it is often internal and hierarchical, which inhibits discussion

of dilemmas related to institutional abuses.

Measure: Allocating dedicated funds for hiring independent external
supervisors certified by CNASR, who are not administratively
subordinated to DGASPC or SPAS directors. This would create the
necessary framework for the “Ethics Lawyer” to function and facilitate
the reporting of irregularities without fear of reprisals.

- Formalising the triage protocol in crises - In the context of chronic

underfunding, the state must take responsibility for the criteria for streamlining services,

taking the burden off the shoulders of the individual social worker.

Measure: Develop a National Intervention Prioritisation Guide,
which would establish clear ethical triage criteria (based on
vulnerability and vital risk). Such a law would protect social workers
from malpractice or discrimination accusations when they are forced to
refuse services because of resource constraints, shifting responsibility
to the systemic level.

- Establishment of Inter-institutional Cooperation Frameworks (CREI) -

Collaboration between institutions cannot be left to the discretion of personal relations

between employees.

Measure: Signing inter-ministerial protocols (Labour, Health, Interior,
Education) mandating the creation of Ethical Reflection Chambers at
the county level. These structures should have an advisory role in
complex cases (e.g. domestic violence, human trafficking) to harmonise
interpretations of laws (e.g. GDPR vs victim protection).

- Reform of the Continuing Education Curricula - CNASR and training

providers must move from theoretical courses to the training of applied ethical skills.

Measure: Introduce conditionality for the annual recertification of
social workers to go through “Ethical Training” modules based on
case studies and simulations (role-play), not just on memorising the
legislation. The state can support this by funding ongoing training
programs for public-sector social workers.

Conclusions and Implications — Towards a culture of ethical competence

The analysis undertaken in this paper confirms that ethics is not merely a chapter

in the code of ethics but the backbone of social workers’ work. In an increasingly
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unpredictable world, dilemmas are no longer exceptions to be feared, but moments that
truly define us. We have tried to illustrate that these pressure points are not “system
errors”, but the very occasions through which we move from the simple application of
rules to real practical wisdom.

The solutions we have proposed, such as the Ethical Reflection Rooms and the
Triage Protocol, are designed to help us overcome the “ethics of fear” that currently
blocks us. Being a good professional means not only avoiding sanctions but also having
the courage to make difficult decisions in the person’s best interests. But this courage
needs support. We cannot let the social worker fight alone; we need a change in
mentality at the Ministry and College levels, so that we are no longer controlled by the
files but supported in our reasoning. We need Ethical Justification Notes and supervision
that teaches rather than punishes. After all, the social worker is the one who maintains
the balance between the individual’s needs and society’s rules. Without this internal
ethical compass, our profession would become merely a cold procedure, losing its
capacity to change lives.

Disclaimer

This paper reflects deep personal concerns about the future of social assistance
in an uncertain context. During the research, I questioned the prevailing tendency to
prioritise the case over the human subject. This reality led me to develop mechanisms
to protect the social worker’s integrity. The chosen title, “The Courage to Decide”, is
not merely a metaphor but a call to acknowledge the untold difficulties of this
profession, where every ethical decision is an act of courage in the face of the system.
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CHAPTER 2. COMMUNITY, MIGRATION
& SOCIAL CAPITAL

Resilience-Oriented Social Work Theories in Custodial
Contexts: Psychosocial Frameworks for Intervention
with Vulnerable Migrant Populations
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Abstract. This theoretical paper advances an integrative framework for resilience-
oriented social work in custodial contexts, focusing on psychosocial intervention models
for vulnerable migrant populations held in public custody and immigration detention
settings. Drawing on trauma-informed care, stress-adaptation theories, acculturative
stress models, and individual and collective resilience frameworks, the paper
conceptualizes custody not merely as a site of control, but as a critical psychosocial
environment in which adaptation, recovery, and resilience can be actively supported.
The analysis situates migrant vulnerability within intersecting structural conditions,
including forced migration, legal precarity, cultural dislocation, and cumulative trauma
exposure. By synthesizing ecological, developmental, and rights-based perspectives, the
paper highlights how resilience emerges through multilevel processes involving
individual coping resources, relational networks, institutional practices, and
community-level supports. Particular attention is given to the ethical and human rights
dimensions of custodial social work, emphasizing the necessity of dignity-preserving,
non-oppressive, and culturally responsive interventions. The paper further integrates
acculturative stress and forced migration models with contemporary resilience theory,
demonstrating how psychosocial interventions can facilitate adaptive meaning-making,
emotional regulation, and social reconnection even under restrictive custodial
conditions. By bridging clinical, community, and macro-level social work approaches,
the paper contributes a theoretically coherent foundation for intervention design and
evaluation in custodial settings.

Keywords: resilience-oriented social work, custodial social work, trauma-informed
interventions, forced migration, acculturative stress, migrant detention, psychosocial
adaptation, human rights-based practice, vulnerability and resilience, institutional
care.

1. Introduction

Forced migration, immigration detention, and public custody represent some of
the most complex and ethically challenging contexts for contemporary social work
practice. Individuals held in custody as a result of migration processes are often exposed
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to cumulative adversities, including pre-migration trauma, perilous migration journeys,
post-migration uncertainty, and institutional confinement. Within these settings, social
work is required to operate at the intersection of trauma, vulnerability, legal constraint,
and human rights, while simultaneously identifying pathways toward adaptation and
resilience.

Recent social work scholarship has increasingly emphasized the need to bridge
trauma-informed approaches with resilience-oriented intervention frameworks in
custodial contexts. Evidence-based reviews highlight that detention and custody
environments function as psychosocial stressors in their own right, often exacerbating
pre-existing trauma while limiting access to protective resources (Parvu & Rad, 2025).
Trauma-informed social work has therefore emerged not only as a clinical orientation
but as an ethical and epistemological framework, grounded in respect for dignity, safety,
and non-retraumatization (Runcan et al., 2025). This orientation is particularly relevant
in forensic and custodial social work, where institutional logics of control may conflict
with therapeutic and human-rights-based imperatives (Van Wormer et al., 2008; Vlai &
Rad, 2025).

Custodial social work with migrant populations must also be understood within
broader ecological and systemic frameworks. Ecological perspectives emphasize that
trauma and adaptation are shaped by interactions between individuals, families,
institutions, and sociopolitical environments (Gitterman & Germain, 2008; Williams,
2010). In migration-related custody, these interactions are often characterized by power
asymmetries, legal precarity, and cultural dislocation, requiring social workers to
navigate complex relational and structural dynamics. Ecological momentary
interventions, for example, have been proposed as innovative approaches for enhancing
well-being in highly constrained environments by targeting real-time psychosocial
processes (Cadariu & Rad, 2025).

Resilience theory provides a complementary lens for understanding adaptation
under conditions of adversity. Rather than framing detained migrants solely as
traumatized subjects, resilience-oriented approaches conceptualize individuals and
families as active agents capable of meaning-making, coping, and reorganization despite
structural constraints. Walsh’s family resilience framework underscores the importance
of belief systems, organizational patterns, and communication processes in facilitating
adaptation (Walsh, 2002, 2016). At the community level, resilience is further shaped by
access to social and cultural capital, even within contexts of deprivation (Ungar, 2011).
These perspectives challenge deficit-based narratives and support strengths-based
intervention models in custodial settings.

Human rights-based social work constitutes another foundational pillar for
practice with migrants in custody. Human rights approaches emphasize that access to
psychosocial support, protection from harm, and respect for dignity are not discretionary
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services but fundamental entitlements (Berthold, 2014). This orientation has been
increasingly integrated into both micro-level clinical practice and macro-level advocacy,
including social work education and field training with migrant populations (Evans,
Crea & Soto, 2021; Kallinikaki, 2019). In custody contexts, where migrants may
experience criminalization, surveillance, and restricted autonomy, human rights
frameworks provide critical ethical guidance for intervention and policy critique.

The complexity of custodial social work is further intensified by intersecting
forms of vulnerability. Migrants in custody may be affected by family separation,
undocumented status, trafficking experiences, or exposure to violence across multiple
life stages (Zimmerman, Hossain & Watts, 2011; Zayas et al., 2017). Intersectionality-
informed social work highlights how these overlapping identities and structural
positions shape both risk and resilience, calling for anti-oppressive and culturally
responsive practice (Nayak & Robbins, 2018; Anis & Turtiainen, 2021). Research on
emotions and professional experiences of social workers further indicates that working
with highly vulnerable populations generates significant ethical and emotional demands,
underscoring the need for reflective and supportive practice frameworks (Ruiz-
Fernandez et al., 2021).

Custodial contexts also intersect with broader debates in critical and forensic
social work. Critical social work perspectives emphasize the necessity of challenging
structural injustice and institutional harm while working within constrained systems
(Goldingay, 2020). Forensic social work scholarship highlights the expanding role of
social workers in justice-related settings, including detention, probation, and custody,
where psychosocial intervention must be carefully balanced with legal and institutional
mandates (Van Wormer et al., 2008). These tensions are particularly salient in rural or
under-resourced settings, where access to specialized services may be limited (Peterson
& Starks, 2014; Meng & Gray, 2025).

Within this complex landscape, social work with immigrants and refugees
requires advanced clinical skills, legal knowledge, and advocacy competencies (Chang-
Muy & Congress, 2023), as well as sensitivity to cultural and contextual factors shaping
mental health and adaptation (Franco, 2018; Ellis et al., 2019). Contemporary social
work theory emphasizes the integration of micro-, mezzo-, and macro-level
interventions to address forced migration as both a psychosocial and structural
phenomenon (Connolly & Harms, 2015; Murugan, Bender & Berg-Weger, 2025).

Against this backdrop, the present paper aims to develop a theoretically
integrated framework for resilience-oriented psychosocial interventions in immigration
detention and public custody settings. By synthesizing trauma-informed, ecological,
resilience-based, and human rights-oriented perspectives, the paper positions custodial
social work as a domain not only of risk management but of ethical intervention and
adaptive support. This framework provides the conceptual foundation for examining
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how social work practice can foster adaptation and resilience even within restrictive
institutional environments, and it serves as the theoretical basis for subsequent empirical
and applied research within the doctoral thesis.

2. Trauma-Informed and Stress-Adaptation Theories

Trauma-informed and stress-adaptation theories provide the conceptual
backbone for understanding psychosocial functioning in contexts of forced migration,
detention, and public custody. The model advanced in this section conceptualizes trauma
not as a discrete event, but as a cumulative, socioecological process shaped by
intersecting individual, relational, institutional, and sociopolitical factors. Within
custodial settings, this perspective is essential for explaining both vulnerability and
adaptive capacity among migrant populations.

At its core, trauma-informed theory emphasizes that exposure to adversity alters
psychological, physiological, and relational functioning, often in ways that persist long
after the precipitating events have ended. Gerber & Gerber (2019) situate trauma within
a health-oriented framework, highlighting its pervasive impact on emotional regulation,
cognitive processing, and somatic well-being. In migration-related custody, trauma is
rarely singular; it encompasses pre-migration violence, migration-journey stressors, and
post-migration institutional confinement, producing layered stress responses that require
systemic rather than purely clinical interpretation.

A socioecological perspective is therefore central to the proposed model.
Hardesty & Ogolsky (2020) demonstrate that trauma exposure and recovery processes
unfold across multiple ecological levels, including individual coping capacities, family
and relational systems, community resources, and broader structural conditions.
Applying this logic to custodial social work allows trauma to be understood as
embedded within legal regimes, institutional practices, and power asymmetries, rather
than located solely within the individual. Stress-adaptation is thus conceptualized as a
dynamic process shaped by ongoing interactions between persons and environments.

Within migrant and refugee populations, family and community contexts play a
particularly significant role in mediating trauma and fostering resilience. Vesely, Letiecq
& Goodman (2017) propose a community-based resilience model for immigrant
families that integrates cultural meaning systems, relational support, and access to
community resources. Their work underscores that adaptation under adversity is often
collective rather than individual, and that resilience processes are culturally and
contextually grounded. This insight is critical in custodial settings, where separation
from family and community networks can significantly disrupt adaptive pathways.

Trauma-informed care frameworks translate these theoretical insights into
practice principles that emphasize safety, trust, empowerment, and collaboration.
Novilla et al. (2024) highlight the importance of professional training in trauma-
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informed care, demonstrating that practitioners’ understanding of trauma significantly
influences service quality and client outcomes. In custodial environments, where
institutional routines may inadvertently replicate dynamics of control and threat, trauma-
informed training becomes a system-level intervention rather than an individual skill
set. Keesler, Samways & McNally (2025) further conceptualize trauma-informed care
as a transformative organizational process, requiring alignment across policies, staff
practices, and service delivery models.

The ethical and human rights dimensions of trauma-informed practice are
particularly salient in migration contexts. Lanfranchi & Akinsulure-Smith (2018) reflect
on mental health counselling with urban refugees, emphasizing that trauma-informed
interventions must be situated within a human rights framework that recognizes forced
displacement as a consequence of structural violence. This orientation shifts the focus
from pathology to protection, advocacy, and dignity, aligning trauma-informed care with
broader social justice commitments in social work.

Stress-adaptation theories complement trauma-informed frameworks by
elucidating the mechanisms through which individuals and communities respond to
sustained adversity. Coping strategies, meaning-making processes, and spiritual or
cultural resources play a crucial role in mediating stress responses. Ersahin (2022)
demonstrates that post-traumatic growth among Syrian refugees is significantly
associated with adaptive coping strategies and religiosity, highlighting that growth and
resilience can coexist with ongoing distress. This finding challenges linear recovery
models and supports a more nuanced understanding of adaptation as a non-binary
process. Within applied intervention models, stress-adaptation is increasingly
operationalized through body-based and community-oriented approaches. Grabbe et al.
(2023) describe the Community Resiliency Model (CRM) as a neurobiologically
informed framework that supports individuals in regulating stress responses and
restoring a sense of safety. Such models are particularly relevant in custodial settings,
where verbal processing may be limited by language barriers, cultural differences, or
emotional overload. By focusing on physiological regulation and embodied awareness,
CRM-informed interventions offer accessible pathways to stabilization and resilience.
At the individual level, coaching and supportive relational models further contribute to
stress-adaptation. Harper (2022) emphasizes the role of trauma-informed coaching in
addressing barriers to progress rooted in past adversity. While developed primarily in
non-custodial contexts, these strategies underscore the importance of pacing, agency,
and relational atonement — principles that are directly transferable to social work practice
in detention and custody environments.

Synthesizing these perspectives, the trauma-informed and stress-adaptation
model proposed in this paper conceptualizes adaptation and resilience as emergent
outcomes of multilevel processes. Trauma exposure initiates stress responses that are
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shaped by ecological contexts; adaptation unfolds through coping strategies, relational
supports, and institutional conditions; and resilience emerges not as the absence of
distress but as the capacity to maintain meaning, regulation, and agency under
constraint. Within custodial social work, this model provides a theoretical foundation
for interventions that are ethically grounded, culturally responsive, and systemically
informed.

This conceptualization directly informs the subsequent sections of the paper,
which examine resilience-oriented intervention strategies and their applicability within
public custody settings. By grounding practice in trauma-informed and stress-adaptation
theories, social work is positioned to move beyond reactive crisis management toward
proactive, dignity-preserving support for migrant populations in custody.

3. Acculturative Stress and Forced Migration Models

Acculturative stress constitutes a central explanatory construct for
understanding psychological vulnerability and adaptation among migrants and refugees,
particularly within contexts of forced migration and custodial confinement. Unlike
general stress frameworks, acculturative stress theories focus specifically on the
psychosocial challenges that arise when individuals are required to navigate and
negotiate between cultural systems under conditions of structural constraint, social
exclusion, and identity disruption.

Early comparative studies by Berry (1967) conceptualized acculturative stress
as the psychological impact of adaptation demands generated by intercultural contact.
This foundational work highlighted that stress outcomes are not solely determined by
exposure to a new cultural environment, but by the interaction between individual
characteristics, contextual conditions, and the strategies employed to manage cultural
transition. Berry’s later stress-perspective framework (Berry et al., 2006) further
elaborated this model by situating acculturation within broader ecological and
sociopolitical contexts, emphasizing that stress responses are shaped by power relations,
societal attitudes toward migrants, and institutional arrangements.

Subsequent theoretical refinements have addressed both conceptual and
methodological challenges in acculturation research. Rudmin (2009) critically examined
the proliferation of acculturation constructs and measurement models, arguing for
greater conceptual clarity in distinguishing between acculturation processes,
acculturative stressors, and psychological outcomes. Roysircar-Sodowsky and Maestas
(2000) similarly emphasized the importance of integrating ethnic identity and subjective
meaning-making into acculturation models, highlighting that stress responses are
mediated by how individuals interpret and internalize cultural change.

Forced migration introduces additional layers of complexity to acculturative
stress. Research on Central American refugees by Dona & Berry (1994) demonstrated
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that acculturation attitudes are closely linked to levels of acculturative stress,
particularly in contexts characterized by uncertainty, trauma exposure, and limited social
support. Pre-migration conditions further shape post-migration adaptation, as evidenced
by the model of pre-acculturative stress proposed by Jasinskaja-Lahti & Yijila (2011),
which underscores that stress trajectories often begin prior to physical displacement.
This insight is particularly relevant for migrants in custody, whose experiences are
shaped by cumulative adversities across migration stages.

Empirical studies have consistently shown that acculturative stress is associated
with a range of mental health outcomes, including depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic
stress symptoms. Kartal & Kiropoulos (2016) found that acculturative stress
significantly predicts PTSD, depressive, and anxiety symptoms among refugees
resettled in different national contexts, suggesting that stress processes operate across
diverse policy environments. Knipscheer et al. (2009) demonstrated that while both
economic and forced migrants experience posttraumatic stress, forced migrants tend to
exhibit higher symptom severity because of compounded trauma exposure and
constrained acculturation opportunities.

Family dynamics and relational processes represent key mediating mechanisms
in acculturative stress models. Research on serial migration and family separation
among Mexican migrants highlights how disrupted family structures exacerbate
acculturative stress and psychological distress (Rusch & Reyes, 2013). Similarly,
Bostean & Gillespie (2018) showed that acculturative stressors reshape family
relationships, influencing intergenerational dynamics and emotional support systems.
These findings are particularly salient in custodial contexts, where family separation is
often institutionalized, intensifying relational strain.

Social and structural factors further condition acculturative stress experiences.
Lueck & Wilson (2011) demonstrated that social exclusion, discrimination, and
migration-related stressors significantly contribute to acculturative stress among Latino
immigrants. Pefia-Sullivan (2020) extended this analysis by examining undocumented
Latinx migrants, revealing how legal marginalization amplifies both pre-migration
trauma and post-migration stress, producing heightened vulnerability. These insights
align with broader forced migration research emphasizing the role of legal precarity and
societal stigmatization in shaping adaptation outcomes (Kia-Keating et al., 2015).
Systematic reviews and meta-narrative analyses provide further evidence for the
centrality of acculturative stress in migrant mental health. Choy ef al. (2021) found that
acculturation strategies are differentially associated with mental health outcomes, with
integrative approaches generally linked to better psychological adaptation. Liem et al.
(2021) similarly highlighted that coping strategies, social support, and access to
resources play critical roles in moderating acculturative stress among migrant workers
across global contexts. Mengistu & Manolova (2019) reinforced the need for
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theoretically pluralistic approaches, noting that acculturation and mental health research
must account for diverse migration trajectories and sociopolitical environments.

Within clinical and social work practice, the intersection of trauma and
acculturative stress has received increasing attention. Rettger et al. (2016) emphasized
that trauma and acculturative stress interact synergistically, with trauma histories often
intensifying the psychological impact of cultural transition. Kuo (2014) proposed an
integrative model linking coping, acculturation, and psychological adaptation,
underscoring that adaptive outcomes depend on both individual coping capacities and
contextual supports. Rogers-Sirin et al. (2013) further demonstrated that cultural
mismatch between migrants and host societies significantly affects well-being,
particularly among children and adolescents, reinforcing the developmental sensitivity
of acculturative stress processes. Acculturation expectations and perceived congruence
between anticipated and actual experiences also influence psychological outcomes.
Maihonen & Jasinskaja-Lahti (2013) showed that mismatches between expectations and
lived experiences predict poorer well-being among ethnic migrants, a finding with direct
implications for migrants in custody, whose expectations of protection or opportunity
may be sharply contradicted by detention experiences.

Thus, acculturative stress and forced migration models provide a critical
theoretical lens for understanding adaptation in custodial settings. They demonstrate that
stress responses among migrants are not merely individual reactions to new
environments, but the product of cumulative trauma, disrupted identities, relational
dislocation, and structural constraint. Integrating these models into trauma-informed
social work frameworks enables a more nuanced understanding of resilience as a
dynamic, context-dependent process rather than a static trait.

In the context of public custody and immigration detention, these theories
underscore the necessity of psychosocial interventions that address both trauma histories
and ongoing acculturative stressors. By acknowledging the multilevel nature of stress
and adaptation, social work practice can move beyond symptom-focused approaches
toward strategies that support identity continuity, relational reconnection, and culturally
meaningful pathways to resilience.

4. Individual and Collective Resilience Frameworks

Resilience has emerged as a central theoretical construct for understanding
adaptation under conditions of adversity, displacement, and structural constraint. In the
context of forced migration and custodial environments, resilience frameworks offer a
necessary counterbalance to deficit-oriented trauma models by emphasizing capacities
for adaptation, recovery, and meaning-making at multiple levels of social organization.
Rather than conceptualizing resilience as a static individual trait, contemporary
scholarship frames it as a dynamic, relational, and contextually embedded process
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shaped by interactions between individuals, communities, institutions, and socio-
ecological systems.

At the individual level, resilience has been extensively examined in relation to
mental health outcomes among forced migrants. Siriwardhana et al. (2014), in their
systematic review of conflict-driven adult forced migrants, demonstrate that resilience
is associated with lower levels of psychological distress, even in contexts of extreme
adversity. However, the authors emphasize that resilience does not imply immunity to
suffering; rather, it reflects adaptive functioning despite exposure to trauma. This
distinction is particularly relevant for custodial social work, where resilience must be
understood as compatible with ongoing vulnerability and distress.

Developmental and lifespan perspectives further refine individual resilience
models. Suarez-Orozco et al. (2018) propose an integrative risk and resilience
framework for immigrant-origin children and youth, highlighting how adaptation is
shaped by intersecting domains, including individual competencies, family
relationships, peer networks, school environments, and sociopolitical contexts.
Although developed primarily for younger populations, this model offers transferable
insights for adult migrants in custody, particularly regarding the cumulative and
interactional nature of risk and protective factors. It underscores that resilience outcomes
cannot be attributed solely to personal attributes but emerge through sustained
engagement with supportive relational and institutional environments.

Beyond the individual, resilience increasingly occupies a central place in social-
ecological and livelihood-oriented frameworks. Speranza, Wiesmann & Rist (2014)
conceptualize resilience within social-ecological systems, proposing an indicator-based
framework that captures the capacity of individuals and communities to sustain
livelihoods amid environmental, social, and economic stressors. This approach is
particularly valuable for forced migration contexts, where displacement disrupts access
to resources, social roles, and economic stability. In custodial settings, where
opportunities for livelihood reconstruction are severely constrained, this framework
highlights the structural limitations placed on resilience processes and the importance
of institutional conditions in enabling or obstructing adaptation. Collective and
community-level resilience frameworks further extend the analytical scope. Saul (2022)
conceptualizes resilience as a collective process emerging through shared meaning-
making, social cohesion, and communal healing in the aftermath of collective trauma.
This perspective is especially pertinent to migrant populations subjected to detention,
where trauma is not only individually experienced but collectively reinforced through
shared conditions of confinement, uncertainty, and exclusion. Collective resilience thus
becomes a potential target for intervention through group-based, community-oriented,
and culturally grounded social work practices.
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Operational models of social resilience have been developed to capture these
collective dimensions. Saja et al. (2018) propose an inclusive and adaptive framework
for measuring social resilience, emphasizing inclusivity, participation, and adaptive
capacity as core components. Their model underscores that resilience is contingent upon
access to social networks, institutional responsiveness, and participatory governance. In
custodial environments, where participation and autonomy are limited, this framework
draws attention to the ethical responsibility of institutions to minimize harm and foster
relational and procedural fairness.

Migration-specific resilience frameworks further illustrate the political and
structural dimensions of adaptation. Bourbeau (2015) examines resilience at the
intersection of migration and security, demonstrating how states, institutions, and
migrant communities respond to new inflows of asylum seekers. This analysis reveals
that resilience is not neutral but deeply embedded in power relations, policy responses,
and discourses of control. In custodial contexts, resilience must therefore be understood
not only as a personal or communal capacity, but also as something shaped — and often
constrained — by migration governance regimes.

Emerging perspectives challenge mobility-centred assumptions within
migration resilience research. Olumba (2025) introduces the Resilience-Accessibility
Framework, which reconceptualizes resilience by focusing on immobility amid
adversity. This framework is particularly relevant for custody settings, where mobility
is explicitly restricted. It suggests that resilience may manifest through adaptive
strategies aimed at preserving dignity, relational continuity, and psychological stability
in place, rather than through movement or escape. Such insights expand the conceptual
repertoire of social work by legitimizing non-mobilitarian forms of adaptation.
Borderland and crisis-focused studies further highlight the spatialized nature of
resilience. Bienkowska (2024), in her analysis of the Polish—Belarusian borderland
during the migration crisis, frames resilience as a multilevel process involving migrants,
local communities, civil society actors, and state institutions. This work illustrates how
resilience emerges through contested interactions across scales, reinforcing the idea that
individual and collective resilience are inseparable from geopolitical and institutional
contexts.

Synthesizing these perspectives, individual and collective resilience
frameworks converge on several key insights relevant to custodial social work. First,
resilience is a process rather than an outcome, shaped by ongoing interactions between
people and environments. Second, resilience operates simultaneously at multiple levels
— individual, familial, communal, institutional, and socio-ecological — and cannot be
reduced to personal coping capacities. Third, resilience is ethically and politically
situated, influenced by access to rights, resources, and recognition.
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Within the broader theoretical model of this paper, resilience frameworks serve
as the conceptual bridge between trauma exposure, acculturative stress, and adaptive
outcomes. They provide the theoretical justification for psychosocial interventions that
aim not merely to reduce symptoms, but to support meaning-making, relational
reconnection, and agency under constraint. In custodial contexts, this implies a shift
from viewing resilience as an exceptional personal quality to recognizing it as a
collective and institutional responsibility, co-produced through humane policies, ethical
practice, and supportive social work interventions.

5. Human Rights-Based and Ethical Approaches in Custodial Social Work Practice

Human rights—based and ethical approaches constitute a foundational pillar of
social work practice in custodial and detention settings, particularly when working with
migrant populations exposed to structural vulnerability, legal precarity, and institutional
constraint. In such contexts, social work operates within environments where power
asymmetries are pronounced and the risk of rights violations is heightened, necessitating
a normative framework that goes beyond procedural compliance toward substantive
justice, dignity, and protection.

Human rights social work is grounded in the recognition that social problems
are inseparable from violations of civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights.
Ife, Soldati¢, and Briskman (2022) conceptualize human rights as both a moral
foundation and a practical framework for social work, emphasizing that rights-based
practice requires active engagement with structural inequalities and institutional
practices that perpetuate harm. In custodial settings, this perspective reframes detained
individuals not as objects of control but as rights-holders entitled to safety, humane
treatment, and access to psychosocial support. Global social work scholarship further
highlights the tension between cultural practices, state policies, and human rights norms.
Katiuzhinsky & Okech (2014) argue that culturally responsive practice must be carefully
balanced with universal human rights principles, particularly in contexts where state
policies legitimize restrictive or punitive measures. This tension is acutely visible in
immigration detention and custody, where legal frameworks may conflict with ethical
obligations to protect well-being and dignity. Abbasov & Abbasova (2024) reinforce this
concern by examining law enforcement practices in custody, underscoring the persistent
gap between formal human rights protections and their implementation in custodial
environments.

Ethical challenges in custodial care are not limited to overt rights violations but
also encompass everyday practices that shape lived experience. Kusmaul, Bern-Klug &
Bonifas (2017), drawing on long-term care contexts, demonstrate how ethical issues
such as autonomy, informed consent, and respect for personhood become particularly
complex in institutional settings. Although their work focuses on elder care, the ethical
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dilemmas they identify are highly transferable to custodial social work, where
restrictions on autonomy and decision-making are structurally embedded. Reflective
and values-based approaches are therefore essential. Preston-Shoot & Hoéjer (2012)
emphasize that social work practice must continually negotiate the balance between
protection, control, and social justice. In custodial settings, this negotiation is intensified
by the dual mandate of care and control, requiring practitioners to engage in ongoing
ethical reflexivity. Banks (2020) similarly argues that ethical social work practice is not
reducible to codes of conduct, but involves situated judgment, moral courage, and
critical engagement with institutional power. Within justice-oriented frameworks,
human rights—based approaches have been increasingly integrated into probation,
community justice, and forensic social work. Cross (2017) demonstrates how rights-
based practice adds value to desistance-focused interventions by foregrounding dignity,
participation, and procedural fairness. Gelsthorpe (2013) likewise situates probation
values within a human rights framework, highlighting the importance of proportionality,
respect, and accountability. These insights are directly applicable to custodial social
work, where psychosocial interventions must coexist with legal mandates and security
concerns.

Emerging scholarship also addresses the need for practicable, context-sensitive
rights-based practice in secure and forensic settings. Markham (2023) argues that while
normative human rights frameworks are essential, they must be translated into
actionable practice models that account for institutional constraints. This pragmatic
orientation is echoed by Ewenson (2024), who highlights the pedagogical challenges of
teaching human rights—based social work across diverse and restrictive practice
environments. Together, these works underscore the necessity of bridging normative
ideals with everyday professional realities.

Custodial environments such as prisons and detention centres present specific
ethical dilemmas related to care, coercion, and punishment. Coyle & Fair (2018)
advocate for a human rights approach to prison management, emphasizing that humane
treatment and respect for dignity are compatible with safety and security objectives.
Trestman (2014) further explores the ethical tensions inherent in working with
incarcerated populations, arguing that protecting society and protecting human rights
are not mutually exclusive goals but must be pursued simultaneously.

Custody-related decision-making also raises profound ethical and
epistemological concerns. Tippins & Wittmann (2005) critique the empirical and ethical
limitations of custody recommendations, calling for clinical humility and judicial
vigilance. Although focused on family court contexts, their analysis resonates with
broader custodial social work practice, where professional judgments can have
significant and lasting consequences for individuals’ lives.
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Comparative perspectives illuminate how different institutional cultures shape
ethical practice. Law (2017) examines divergences between social work practice and
correctional services in Hong Kong, revealing how organizational logics influence the
scope for rights-based intervention. O’Hara (2009) further complicates the picture by
analysing the role of care work among prison officers, highlighting the blurred
boundaries between custodial and social care roles. These insights challenge simplistic
dichotomies between care and control, suggesting that ethical practice emerges through
everyday interactions as much as through formal policy.

Synthesizing these perspectives, human rights—based and ethical approaches
provide a critical normative anchor for custodial social work practice. They foreground
the inherent dignity of individuals in custody, emphasize accountability and justice, and
challenge institutional practices that perpetuate harm or exclusion. Within the broader
theoretical framework of this paper, human rights and ethics function as the connective
tissue linking trauma-informed care, acculturative stress models, and resilience
frameworks.

In custodial settings, resilience-oriented psychosocial interventions cannot be
ethically legitimate unless they are grounded in respect for rights and social justice.
Human rights—based social work thus reframes resilience not as individual adaptation to
unjust conditions, but as a collective and institutional responsibility to create
environments that minimize harm and support human flourishing. This ethical
positioning is essential for advancing social work practice that is both theoretically
coherent and morally defensible within systems of custody and control.

6. Discussion and Conclusion

This paper has developed an integrative theoretical framework for
understanding and advancing psychosocial interventions aimed at fostering adaptation
and resilience among migrant populations held in custodial environments. By
systematically synthesizing trauma-informed and stress-adaptation theories,
acculturative stress and forced migration models, individual and collective resilience
frameworks, and human rights—based ethical approaches, the paper offers a
multidimensional conceptualization of vulnerability and adaptive capacity within public
custody settings.

These theoretical strands converge into a coherent conceptual model in which
trauma exposure and acculturative stress are mediated by resilience processes operating
across multiple ecological levels, within ethical and rights-based constraints. This model
provides the analytical architecture for designing, implementing, and evaluating
psychosocial interventions in custodial environments. In this regard, the present paper
constitutes the theoretical foundation of the PhD thesis Psychosocial interventions for
the development of adaptation and resilience mechanisms in the public custody
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accommodation centre for foreign nationals. The framework articulated here performs
several critical functions within the doctoral research. First, it establishes a
comprehensive conceptual basis for understanding the psychosocial needs and adaptive
capacities of foreign nationals in custody, grounded in contemporary social work theory.
Second, it justifies the focus on resilience-oriented, trauma-informed, and human rights—
based interventions as both theoretically coherent and ethically imperative. Third, it
provides a clear rationale for the selection of intervention targets, assessment
dimensions, and evaluative criteria in the empirical components of the thesis.

By anchoring the doctoral research in this integrated theoretical framework, the
thesis is positioned to contribute not only to local practice development within the Arad
Public Custody Accommodation Centre, but also to broader scholarly debates on
custodial social work, forced migration, and resilience. The framework supports the
development of interventions that are context-sensitive, culturally responsive, and
institutionally feasible, while maintaining a strong normative commitment to dignity,
justice, and human rights.

In conclusion, this paper advances a theoretically rigorous and ethically
grounded model for understanding and supporting adaptation and resilience in custodial
migration contexts. As the conceptual cornerstone of the doctoral thesis, it provides both
intellectual coherence and practical relevance, laying the groundwork for empirical
investigation and applied innovation in psychosocial social work practice with foreign
nationals in custody.
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Abstract. This theoretical paper examines the role of social work theories and social
capital frameworks in understanding community cohesion within rural contexts affected
by migration. Drawing on classical and contemporary perspectives on social capital,
particularly those advanced by Putnam, Bourdieu, and Coleman, the paper
conceptualizes community cohesion as a dynamic, relational, and systemically
embedded construct rather than a static social outcome. From a social work
perspective, migration is approached not solely as a destabilizing force but as a
structural driver of social reconfiguration that reshapes networks, norms, and forms of
collective belonging in rural communities. The paper integrates ecological and
community-based social work models to explore how migration-induced
transformations influence bonding, bridging, and linking forms of social capital, with
direct implications for trust, reciprocity, and social participation. Rural communities
are theorized as adaptive social systems whose capacity for cohesion depends on the
quality of relational ties, institutional responsiveness, and locally embedded resources.
By synthesizing sociological theories of social capital with systemic social work
approaches, the paper offers a conceptual framework for analysing community cohesion
under conditions of demographic change. The contribution lies in advancing a
theoretically grounded understanding of rural social transformation that can inform
future empirical research and community-level social work interventions aimed at
strengthening cohesion in migration-affected rural environments.

Keywords: social capital, community cohesion, migration, rural communities, social
work theories, ecological models, community-based social work, social transformation.

1. Introduction

Contemporary rural communities are increasingly shaped by complex social

transformations generated by migration, demographic change, and structural

reconfigurations of social relations. Within this context, community cohesion can no

longer be understood as a stable or homogeneous condition, but rather as a dynamic

process emerging from the interaction between social networks, shared norms,

institutional arrangements, and power relations. Social work, as both a theoretical and

applied discipline, offers an essential lens for analysing these processes, particularly

through its engagement with social capital theories and ecological perspectives on
community functioning (Goldschmidt & Rad, 2025).
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Migration has become a central driver of rural transformation, influencing
patterns of belonging, trust, and participation, while simultaneously challenging
traditional forms of solidarity. In response, social work theory increasingly emphasizes
relational, systemic, and context-sensitive approaches that account for both structural
constraints and community resources. By integrating social capital theory with
ecological and community-based social work models, this paper aims to provide a
conceptual framework for understanding community cohesion as a socially constructed
and adaptive phenomenon in migration-affected rural environments.

Social capital represents one of the most influential theoretical constructs for
explaining how social relations contribute to collective outcomes. In classical
sociological theory, Bourdieu (1986) conceptualized social capital as a resource
embedded in durable networks of institutionalized relationships, closely linked to power,
social position, and the reproduction of inequality. From this perspective, community
cohesion is not evenly distributed but reflects differential access to social resources and
symbolic capital.

In contrast, Coleman (1988) emphasized the functional role of social capital in
facilitating coordinated action, framing it as a property of social structures that enables
individuals and groups to achieve shared goals. Coleman’s approach highlights norms,
obligations, and trust as mechanisms that sustain social order and cohesion, particularly
within close-knit communities.

(2003), shifts the focus toward civic engagement, associational life, and generalized
trust as key components of social cohesion. While influential in policy discourse, this
perspective has been criticized for underestimating power relations and structural
inequalities. Together, these theoretical traditions illustrate that community cohesion is
a multidimensional construct shaped by both relational density and structural conditions.

Ecological social work approaches extend the analysis of social capital by
situating individuals and communities within interconnected systems spanning micro-,
meso-, and macro-levels. From this standpoint, community cohesion emerges from
reciprocal interactions between people, social institutions, and environmental contexts.
Ungar (2002) emphasizes that resilience and well-being are not solely individual
attributes but are co-produced through access to social, cultural, and institutional
resources embedded in the community ecology.

Building on this perspective, McKinnon & Alston (2017) argue for an
ecological social work framework that integrates social sustainability, community
participation, and systemic responsiveness. In rural contexts, ecological approaches
underscore the importance of place-based relationships, local governance structures, and
informal support networks in maintaining cohesion amid social change.
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Community-based social work further operationalizes these principles by
prioritizing participatory processes, empowerment, and collective problem-solving.
Rather than treating communities as passive recipients of intervention, this approach
recognizes them as active agents capable of adapting to migration-induced
transformations through the reconfiguration of social ties and institutional practices.

Migration fundamentally reshapes the social fabric of rural communities by
altering demographic compositions, family structures, and patterns of social interaction.
From a social transformation perspective, Castles (2010) conceptualizes migration as a
structural force that reconfigures social institutions, labour markets, and systems of
belonging, rather than a temporary or exceptional phenomenon. Papastergiadis (2018)
further highlights the fluid and hybrid nature of contemporary migration, emphasizing
processes of deterritorialization and reterritorialization that challenge fixed notions of
community and identity. In rural settings, migration can simultaneously weaken
traditional bonding ties while creating new forms of bridging and trans local
connections.

These processes often generate tensions between inclusion and exclusion,
continuity and change. Social capital becomes unevenly redistributed, with some groups
gaining access to new networks and resources, while others experience marginalization.
Understanding migration as a driver of both fragmentation and reconfiguration is
therefore essential for analysing community cohesion in rural contexts.

Rural communities are increasingly conceptualized as adaptive social systems
capable of responding to external pressures through internal reorganization. Brown and
Schafft (2011) emphasize that rural resilience depends not only on economic resources
but also on the strength and flexibility of social networks, collective identities, and
institutional linkages.

From this perspective, community cohesion is a relational achievement rather
than a static condition. It is continuously renegotiated through everyday interactions,
shared practices, and adaptive strategies. Migration introduces new challenges but also
new opportunities for innovation, learning, and social recomposition.

Social work theories contribute to this understanding by framing cohesion as an
outcome of relational processes embedded in broader socio-ecological systems. The
capacity of rural communities to adapt to migration thus depends on their ability to
mobilize diverse forms of social capital while addressing structural inequalities and
power asymmetries.

The integration of social capital theory with ecological and community-based
social work perspectives offers a comprehensive framework for analysing community
cohesion in migration-affected rural environments. While social capital theories
elucidate the relational mechanisms underlying cohesion, ecological approaches
contextualize these mechanisms within complex systems shaped by social, institutional,
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and environmental factors. This synthesis highlights the need to move beyond normative
or idealized notions of cohesion toward a critical understanding that acknowledges
conflict, inequality, and transformation. For social work research, such an approach
enables a nuanced analysis of how migration reshapes community dynamics and how
interventions can support inclusive and adaptive forms of cohesion.

Within the doctoral thesis The effects of migration on community cohesion in
the Romanian rural environment, the theoretical perspectives discussed in this paper
provide a foundational framework for both conceptual clarification and empirical
analysis. Social capital theories offer key analytical dimensions for operationalizing
community cohesion, while ecological and community-based social work models guide
the interpretation of migration as a systemic and relational process.

By integrating these theories, the thesis can position rural communities as
adaptive social systems whose cohesion is shaped by the interplay between migration,
social networks, institutional structures, and local agency. This theoretical grounding
supports the development of an empirically informed and socially relevant analysis,
contributing to both academic knowledge and the advancement of community-oriented
social work practice.

2. Social Capital Theories

Social capital has emerged as one of the most influential yet contested concepts
in contemporary social theory, occupying a central position in analyses of community
cohesion, inequality, and collective action. Its conceptual richness derives precisely
from the plurality of theoretical traditions that have shaped it, as well as from the
diversity of empirical domains in which it has been applied. Rather than constituting a
unified theory, social capital represents a family of approaches that emphasize the value
embedded in social relations, networks, and norms, while differing significantly in their
ontological assumptions, epistemological foundations, and normative implications
(Scholz, 2003; Swain, 2003; Koniordos, 2008).

Pierre Bourdieu’s formulation of social capital constitutes one of the most
structurally grounded and critical interpretations of the concept. In his seminal work on
the forms of capital, Bourdieu (1986) defines social capital as the aggregate of actual or
potential resources linked to durable networks of institutionalized relationships. This
definition situates social capital firmly within a theory of social reproduction,
emphasizing how access to networks is conditioned by power, class position, and
symbolic domination. Social capital, in this view, is inseparable from economic and
cultural capital and functions as a mechanism through which inequalities are maintained
over time. Bourdieu’s later reflections further underscore the relational and field-specific
nature of social capital, highlighting its dependence on historically constituted social
structures and struggles over legitimacy (Bourdieu, 1991). Subsequent interpretations
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have extended this framework to contexts of migration and social inclusion,
demonstrating how unequal access to social capital shapes adaptation processes and
opportunities for integration (Asquith, 2019; O’Brien & 6 Fathaigh, 2005).

In contrast, Coleman approaches social capital from a functionalist and rational-
action perspective. Coleman (1986, 1990) conceptualizes social capital as a feature of
social structures that facilitates individual and collective action, focusing on norms,
obligations, expectations, and trustworthiness. His influential analysis of social capital
in the creation of human capital emphasizes how family relations, community networks,
and institutional arrangements contribute to educational and developmental outcomes
(Coleman, 1988). Unlike Bourdieu, Coleman treats social capital less as a resource of
power and more as a public good that enhances social efficiency. Nevertheless, his
framework acknowledges the structural embeddedness of social relations, particularly
through the concept of “constructed social organization,” which highlights the
intentional and emergent dimensions of social systems (Coleman, 1991, 1993). The
epistemological divergence between Bourdieu and Coleman has been widely debated,
especially regarding the tension between power-based and functional interpretations of
social capital (Coradini, 2010; Rogosi¢ & Baranovi¢, 2016).

Putnam’s contribution marks a decisive shift toward a communitarian and civic-
oriented understanding of social capital. In this tradition, social capital is primarily
associated with networks of civic engagement, generalized trust, and norms of
reciprocity that foster collective well-being and democratic governance. While Putnam’s
framework has been highly influential in policy and applied research, it has also attracted
conflict-oriented and Putnam’s consensus-oriented concepts of social capital, arguing
that the latter risks depoliticizing social relations by underplaying power asymmetries.
Edwards & Foley (1998) similarly contend that an exclusive focus on civic associations
obscures the role of conflict, exclusion, and institutional inequality within civil society.
Gelderblom (2018) further problematizes Putnam’s notion of bridging social capital,
demonstrating that bridging ties are themselves shaped by power relations and
contextual constraints, particularly in stratified or marginalized communities.

Efforts to synthesize these competing traditions have generated a substantial
body of integrative and critical scholarship. Tzanakis (2013) highlights the persistent
measurement challenges arising from theoretical ambiguity, noting that empirical
operationalizations often conflate distinct dimensions of social capital rooted in
incompatible theoretical assumptions. Claridge (2018) and Poder (2011) similarly argue
that the conceptual elasticity of social capital, while analytically attractive, risks
rendering the concept theoretically incoherent if not carefully specified. Portes (2024)
reinforces this critique by tracing the sociological origins of social capital and cautioning
against its uncritical normative use, particularly in policy-driven research.
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More recent contributions have sought to refine social capital theory by
emphasizing relational specificity and contextual embeddedness. Kikuchi & Coleman
(2012) propose a relational communication-based approach that foregrounds the quality
and meaning of social ties rather than their mere presence. Schaefer-McDaniel (2004)
extends this relational focus to youth contexts, advocating for a theory of social capital
that accounts for agency, developmental trajectories, and environmental constraints.
Wall, Ferrazzi & Schryer (1998) provide one of the earliest systematic applications of
social capital theory to rural sociology, demonstrating how access to social goods is
mediated by local networks, institutional arrangements, and spatial dynamics. These
insights are further developed in applied domains such as education (Mikiewicz, 2021;
Rogosi¢ & Baranovi¢, 2016), community development (Burnett, 2006), and public
health (Kreuter & Lezin, 2002), illustrating the cross-sectoral relevance of social capital
theory.

At the same time, advances in theory have been accompanied by
methodological and measurement innovations. Engbers, Thompson & Slaper (2017)
emphasize the need for theoretically grounded indicators capable of capturing both
structural and cognitive dimensions of social capital. Van Bakel & Horak (2024)
highlight the relevance of social capital theory beyond sociology, demonstrating its
applicability to organizational and human resource research while reaffirming the
importance of contextual sensitivity.

Taken together, these perspectives underscore that social capital is neither
inherently positive nor uniformly distributed. Rather, it is a relational resource shaped
by power, institutions, and social context, capable of producing both inclusion and
exclusion. For the analysis of community cohesion in migration-affected rural
environments, this theoretical pluralism is not a limitation but a strength. By drawing on
Bourdieu’s critical structural insights, Coleman’s functional mechanisms, and Putnam’s
civic orientation — while remaining attentive to their critiques and syntheses — social
capital theory provides a robust conceptual foundation for understanding how rural
communities negotiate cohesion amid social transformation.

3. Ecological and Community-Based Social Work Models

Ecological and community-based social work models provide a critical
theoretical lens for understanding how migration reshapes social relations, institutional
arrangements, and lived experiences across local contexts. Unlike approaches that
isolate migration as an individual or household-level phenomenon, ecological
perspectives conceptualize migration as a multilevel process embedded in broader
socio-spatial, political, and economic systems. From this standpoint, communities are
not static containers of social life but dynamic arenas in which mobility, power, and
adaptation intersect.
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Contemporary migration theory increasingly emphasizes transformation rather
than displacement alone. Castles (2010) advances a social transformation perspective
that situates migration within long-term structural changes affecting labour markets,
governance, and social institutions. This view is further elaborated in Castles’ later work,
which underscores migration as a constitutive element of modern societies rather than a
temporary disruption to social order (Castles, 2025). Ecological social work aligns with
this perspective by focusing on how macro-level forces — such as globalization, policy
regimes, and economic restructuring — interact with meso-level community dynamics
and micro-level social relations.

The destabilizing and reconfiguring effects of migration are particularly evident
in the processes of deterritorialization and hybridity described by Papastergiadis (2018).
Migration produces new cultural forms and social identities that transcend fixed spatial
boundaries, challenging traditional notions of community cohesion rooted in territorial
permanence. These dynamics resonate strongly with ecological models that
conceptualize communities as open systems shaped by continuous exchanges of people,
resources, and meanings across spatial scales.

Transnational and trans local approaches further extend this ecological
understanding. Guarnizo (1997) demonstrates how migrant populations sustain
transnational social formations that link origin and destination communities through
economic, social, and symbolic ties. These networks complicate binary distinctions
between sending and receiving contexts and highlight the persistence of multi-sited
belonging. Etzold (2017) similarly emphasizes mobility trajectories and place-making
practices, arguing that livelihoods and identities are constructed across interconnected
spatial nodes rather than within isolated localities. For community-based social work,
such insights underscore the importance of recognizing relational geographies and trans
local networks when addressing cohesion in migration-affected communities.

Rural contexts present a distinctive ecological setting in which these processes
unfold. Paquette & Domon (2003) conceptualize rural transformation as a process of
social recomposition operating across multiple scales, where changes in population
structure, land use, and economic activity reshape both social relations and symbolic
landscapes. Migration contributes to this recomposition by altering household
structures, care arrangements, and intergenerational ties. Singh (2019) highlights how
migration-driven changes in household composition influence local livelihoods and
adaptive strategies, reinforcing the need for community-level analyses that capture
interdependencies between mobility, family systems, and social support networks.

Ecological social work models also draw attention to the role of power,
governance, and institutional mediation in shaping migration experiences. Leitner
(1997) illustrates how supranational migration frameworks reconfigure the spatiality of
power, producing differentiated access to rights and resources across territories. These
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governance dynamics are further problematized by Aliverti (2015), who shows how
local communities are increasingly enlisted in the regulation and surveillance of
migration, blurring the boundaries between social support and social control. Such
developments pose ethical and practical challenges for community-based social work,
particularly in contexts where cohesion is undermined by exclusionary practices and
stigmatization.

Recent scholarship has expanded ecological perspectives to incorporate
informational, legal, and systemic dimensions of migration governance. Dragomir-
Constantin, Beldiman & Zlati (2025) demonstrate how access to services within the
European Union is mediated by informational infrastructures that shape migrants’
opportunities for inclusion and participation. From a social work standpoint, these
findings highlight the importance of institutional connectivity and systemic accessibility
as components of community cohesion. Similarly, Kjaer (2025) frames migration within
a context of fragmented globalization, arguing for transformative legal approaches
capable of addressing structural inequalities produced by overlapping regulatory
regimes.

Urban and metropolitan analyses further enrich ecological models by
illustrating how mobility reshapes spatial configurations beyond rural settings. Gil-
Alonso & Loépez-Villanueva (2023) examine spatial fragmentation and sustainability
challenges in post-pandemic cities, revealing patterns of uneven mobility and access that
resonate with rural-urban interdependencies. Although focused on urban environments,
these insights underscore broader ecological principles relevant to rural social work,
particularly the interconnectedness of spatial systems and the diffusion of migration
impacts across territorial boundaries.

Ecological and community-based social work models conceptualize migration
as a systemic process that transforms communities through complex interactions among
mobility, power, space, and social relations. By integrating social transformation theory,
transnational perspectives, and multi-scalar analyses of rural change, these models offer
a robust framework for understanding community cohesion as an adaptive and relational
process. For social work research and practice, this ecological orientation provides
essential tools for addressing the challenges and opportunities posed by migration in
rural contexts, emphasizing context-sensitive, participatory, and system-aware
interventions.

4. Migration as a Driver of Social Fragmentation and Reconfiguration

Migration constitutes one of the most powerful forces reshaping contemporary
societies, not merely through population movement but through profound
transformations of social relations, spatial configurations, and systems of belonging.
Rather than viewing migration as an episodic or external disturbance, recent theoretical
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perspectives emphasize its role as a structural process embedded in globalization and
long-term social change. From this standpoint, migration simultaneously generates
social fragmentation and social reconfiguration, producing new forms of connection
while destabilizing established patterns of cohesion.

Castles (2010) conceptualizes migration as a central component of social
transformation, arguing that it reshapes labour markets, institutions, and collective
identities across both sending and receiving contexts. This argument is extended in
Castles’ later work, which situates migration within processes of “fragmented
globalization,” characterized by uneven integration, regulatory complexity, and
differentiated access to rights and resources (Castles, 2025). These dynamics challenge
traditional notions of community rooted in territorial stability and cultural homogeneity,
calling for analytical frameworks capable of capturing fluid and multi-scalar forms of
social organization.

The cultural and symbolic dimensions of migration-induced change are
foregrounded by Papastergiadis (2018), who describes migration as a turbulent process
marked by deterritorialization and hybridity. Migratory flows unsettle fixed boundaries
of identity and belonging, giving rise to hybrid social formations that transcend national
and local frameworks. Such hybridity, while a source of cultural innovation and social
creativity, can also intensify perceptions of social fragmentation, particularly in
communities with strong place-based identities.

Transnational perspectives further illuminate these dynamics by highlighting
the persistence of social ties across borders. Guarnizo (1997) demonstrates how
migrants maintain transnational social formations that link origin and destination
communities through continuous flows of resources, practices, and meanings. These
formations undermine the assumption of return migration as a linear or definitive
process and instead point to complex patterns of circulation and multi-sited belonging.
From a community cohesion perspective, transnationalism introduces new relational
configurations that can both enrich and strain local social networks.

In rural contexts, migration-driven transformations intersect with broader
processes of social and spatial recomposition. Paquette & Domon (2003) conceptualize
changing ruralities as multi-scale processes in which demographic shifts, economic
restructuring, and landscape transformations reshape social relations and symbolic
meanings. Migration alters not only population structures but also the everyday practices
through which rural life is organized. Singh (2019) further demonstrates that migration
reconfigures household structures and livelihood strategies, producing adaptive
responses that reverberate across family systems and community networks. These
changes highlight the interdependence between mobility, social reproduction, and local
resilience.
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Spatial reconfiguration is not confined to rural settings but unfolds across
interconnected rural-urban systems. Gil-Alonso & Lépez-Villanueva (2023) analyse
how mobility transitions contribute to fragmented spatial patterns in metropolitan areas,
generating sustainability challenges that reflect broader transformations in social
organization. Although focused on urban contexts, their findings underscore the
diffusion of migration impacts across territorial scales, reinforcing the need for
ecological analyses that transcend rural-urban binaries.

Power and governance play a crucial role in shaping the fragmenting and
reconfiguring effects of migration. Leitner (1997) illustrates how supranational
migration frameworks reconfigure the spatiality of power within the European Union,
producing uneven geographies of inclusion and exclusion. These governance
arrangements influence how communities experience migration, often institutionalizing
differential access to rights, services, and mobility. Aliverti (2015) further reveals how
local populations are increasingly mobilized in the policing of immigration, blurring the
boundaries between community participation and social control. Such practices can
undermine trust and cohesion, particularly in contexts where migration is framed as a
security concern rather than a social process.

Recent research has expanded the analytical focus to include informational and
legal dimensions of migration governance. Dragomir-Constantin, Beldiman, & Zlati
(2025) demonstrate how access to services in the European Union is shaped by
informational infrastructures that mediate migrants’ interactions with institutions. These
infrastructures become critical sites where inclusion or exclusion is enacted, with direct
implications for community cohesion. Complementing this perspective, Kjaer (2025)
argues for transformative legal approaches capable of addressing the structural
fragmentation produced by overlapping and often conflicting regulatory regimes in a
globalized world.

These theoretical contributions converge on the understanding of migration as
a driver of both social fragmentation and social reconfiguration. Migration disrupts
established social bonds and spatial arrangements while simultaneously generating new
networks, identities, and forms of belonging. For social work and community analysis,
this duality is crucial. Recognizing migration as a transformative force rather than a
unidirectional threat allows for a more nuanced understanding of community cohesion,
one that acknowledges conflict and instability while also identifying opportunities for
adaptation, innovation, and relational reconstitution within rural social systems.

5. Rural communities as Adaptive and Relational Social Systems

Rural communities are increasingly conceptualized not as static or residual
social formations, but as adaptive and relational systems capable of responding to
complex and often intersecting pressures, including migration, economic restructuring,
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environmental change, and governance transformations. Contemporary rural studies
emphasize that resilience and cohesion emerge through dynamic processes of
adaptation, negotiation, and collective agency rather than through the preservation of
traditional social structures. Within this framework, rurality itself is understood as a
socially constructed and evolving condition shaped by both internal dynamics and
external influences.

Brown & Schafft (2011) argue that rural communities in the twenty-first century
are defined by their capacity for transformation as much as by their vulnerability.
Resilience, in this sense, does not imply a return to a previous equilibrium but reflects
the ability to reorganize social, economic, and institutional arrangements in response to
change. This perspective aligns with broader shifts in rural research that conceptualize
communities as open systems embedded in multi-level socio-ecological contexts.

The relational foundations of rural resilience are further elaborated through
analyses of multifunctionality and social quality. Wilson (2010) emphasizes that resilient
rural communities depend on the integration of economic, social, and environmental
functions, supported by dense networks of social relations and shared norms.
Multifunctionality enhances adaptive capacity by diversifying livelihoods and
strengthening community ties, thereby reducing dependence on single economic
trajectories. These insights underscore the importance of social networks as core
components of rural resilience.

Social networks play a central role in mediating adaptive responses to change,
as demonstrated in both Global North and Global South contexts. Rockenbauch &
Sakdapolrak (2017) provide a critical review of social network approaches to rural
resilience, highlighting how bonding, bridging, and linking ties facilitate access to
resources, knowledge, and institutional support. Their analysis emphasizes that network
structures are embedded in power relations and historical contexts, shaping who benefits
from resilience-enhancing processes. Chaudhury et al. (2017) similarly show that local
networks in rural Ghana underpin adaptive capacity by enabling collective learning,
coordination, and risk-sharing, reinforcing the view of resilience as a relational and
socially embedded phenomenon.

Recent scholarship has shifted attention toward everyday practices of resilience,
emphasizing the agency of rural communities in shaping their own adaptive pathways.
Flood, Mahon & McDonagh (2022) conceptualize rural communities as active agents of
change within social-ecological systems, demonstrating how everyday actions and
informal practices contribute to long-term resilience. This perspective challenges top-
down approaches to rural development by foregrounding local knowledge, participation,
and collective experimentation.

Resilience has thus emerged as a key conceptual lens for rural studies, offering
a framework for integrating social, economic, and environmental dimensions of change.
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Scott (2013) argues that resilience provides a heuristic for understanding how rural
systems absorb disturbances while maintaining core functions and identities. However,
resilience is not inherently normative or universally beneficial; its outcomes depend on
governance structures, resource distribution, and the inclusiveness of adaptive
processes.

Agricultural systems and food networks further illustrate the complexity of rural
adaptation. Knickel et al. (2018) analyse the tensions between aspirations for
sustainability and the realities of structural constraints in farming and rural development.
Their work highlights the importance of equitable and participatory approaches to
resilience that address social inequalities alongside environmental and economic
challenges.

Governance plays a decisive role in shaping adaptive capacity at the community
level. May (2022) conceptualizes rural communities as components of complex adaptive
governance systems, where institutions, organizations, and individuals interact across
scales. Effective governance, from this perspective, requires flexibility, learning, and
coordination rather than rigid control. Complementing this approach, Salvia & Quaranta
(2015) apply the adaptive cycle model to rural development, illustrating how phases of
growth, conservation, release, and reorganization can inform the identification of
resilient development pathways.

These perspectives converge on the understanding of rural communities as
adaptive and relational social systems whose resilience and cohesion are produced
through dynamic interactions among social networks, institutional arrangements, and
environmental contexts. For social work theory and practice, this conceptualization
underscores the importance of context-sensitive, participatory, and systems-oriented
approaches to community cohesion. By recognizing rural communities as agents of
adaptation rather than passive recipients of change, social work can more effectively
support inclusive and sustainable forms of resilience in migration-affected rural
environments.

6. Discussion and Conclusion

The theoretical framework developed in this paper positions community
cohesion in migration-affected rural environments as a relational, adaptive, and
structurally embedded process. By bringing together social capital theories and
ecological, community-based social work models, the paper advances an integrative
perspective that moves beyond static or normative understandings of cohesion. Instead,
cohesion is conceptualized as an outcome of ongoing social negotiations shaped by
mobility, power relations, institutional arrangements, and local agency.

The discussion highlights that classical social capital theories — particularly
those articulated by Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam — remain highly relevant for
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contemporary social work research, yet require contextual and critical reinterpretation.
As shown throughout the analysis, social capital cannot be treated as a universally
positive resource. Rather, it is unevenly distributed, historically embedded, and often
implicated in processes of exclusion as much as inclusion. This insight is particularly
salient in rural communities undergoing migration-driven transformation, where
existing bonding ties may be destabilized while new bridging and linking relations
emerge under conditions of structural constraint.

Ecological and community-based social work models complement social capital
theory by situating these relational processes within broader socio-spatial and
governance systems. Migration, as conceptualized through social transformation and
transnational perspectives, disrupts territorially bounded notions of community while
simultaneously generating new forms of connectivity and belonging. Rural communities
are thus best understood as open systems embedded in multi-level networks that extend
beyond local boundaries. From a social work standpoint, this ecological orientation
underscores the need to account for macro-level forces — such as migration regimes,
informational infrastructures, and governance frameworks — when analysing local
cohesion and designing community interventions.

The discussion further emphasizes that migration operates simultaneously as a
force of social fragmentation and reconfiguration. While migration can weaken
traditional forms of solidarity and generate tensions around identity, access to resources,
and social control, it also creates opportunities for innovation, learning, and the
reconstitution of social ties. This duality challenges deficit-oriented narratives that frame
migration primarily as a risk to rural cohesion. Instead, the theoretical synthesis
proposed in this paper supports an understanding of migration as a transformative
process whose outcomes depend on relational dynamics, institutional responsiveness,
and the inclusiveness of adaptive strategies.

Conceptualizing rural communities as adaptive and relational social systems
provides a crucial bridge between theory and empirical inquiry. Resilience, as discussed
in the rural studies literature, is not a fixed attribute but a process emerging from
everyday practices, social networks, and governance arrangements. For social work
research, this implies a shift from linear models of intervention toward process-oriented
and participatory approaches that recognize communities as active agents of change.
Such a perspective aligns closely with contemporary ecological social work, which
emphasizes sustainability, relationality, and systemic awareness.

Within the doctoral thesis The effects of migration on community cohesion in
the Romanian rural environment, the theoretical perspectives developed in this paper
serve several foundational functions. First, they offer a coherent conceptual framework
for operationalizing community cohesion as a multidimensional construct encompassing
relational, institutional, and spatial dimensions. Second, they justify an analytical focus
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on social capital configurations and ecological contexts as key explanatory mechanisms
linking migration to changes in community life. Third, they provide a critical lens for
interpreting empirical findings, enabling the doctoral research to move beyond
descriptive accounts toward theoretically informed explanations.

Thus, this paper contributes to social work scholarship by demonstrating the
value of integrating social capital theory with ecological and community-based models
in the study of migration and rural cohesion. For doctoral research in social work, such
integration supports a nuanced, reflexive, and context-sensitive approach that
acknowledges both structural constraints and local agency. By framing rural
communities as adaptive social systems shaped by migration-driven transformation, the
thesis is positioned to make a meaningful contribution to academic knowledge and to
the development of socially responsive and ethically grounded community practices.
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Students: A Sociological Analysis of Education, Social
Capital, and Professional Orientation
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Abstract. The transition from school to the labour market represents a critical stage in
the life course of young people, particularly in contemporary societies characterized by
uncertainty, rapid social change, and increasing demands for adaptability. This paper
explores the sociological relationship between schooling, volunteering, and career
choice among high school students. Drawing on classical and contemporary
sociological theories, including social capital theory, human capital theory, and
theories of socialization, the study conceptualizes volunteering as a formative social
practice that contributes to professional orientation. Volunteering is analysed as a
space of experiential learning, identity formation, and network building that
complements formal education. The paper argues that participation in volunteering
activities during high school significantly influences students’ career aspirations by
enhancing self-efficacy, clarifying vocational interests, and expanding access to social
resources. Furthermore, the role of schools as mediating institutions that can integrate
volunteering into educational and career guidance frameworks is critically examined.
The study concludes that volunteering constitutes a meaningful sociological mechanism
supporting informed, socially grounded, and reflexive career choices among
adolescents.

Keywords: volunteering, career choice, high school students, sociology of education,
social capital.

1. Introduction

In modern societies, the process of choosing a profession has become
increasingly complex, particularly for young people approaching the end of secondary
education. High school students are expected to make decisions that may shape their
long-term social and economic trajectories, often under conditions of limited
information and structural constraint. Sociology has long emphasized that career choice
is not merely an individual preference but a socially embedded process influenced by
education, family background, institutional contexts, and broader cultural expectations.

Schools play a central role in this process, functioning not only as sites of
knowledge transmission but also as arenas of socialization where students acquire
norms, values, and aspirations related to work and adulthood. At the same time, formal
education alone is often insufficient to provide students with concrete insights into
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professional life. As a result, extracurricular experiences and particularly volunteering
have gained increasing relevance in shaping young people’s career orientations.

Volunteering represents a distinctive social practice that connects individuals to
their communities while offering opportunities for experiential learning. For high school
students, volunteering may serve as a bridge between school and the world of work,
providing exposure to social roles, professional environments, and institutional
structures. From a sociological perspective, volunteering can be understood as a
mechanism through which young people accumulate social capital, develop professional
identities, and negotiate their future positions in society.

This paper examines the influence of volunteering on career choice among high
school students through a sociological lens. By integrating theoretical insights from
sociology of education, youth studies, and career development research, the study seeks
to demonstrate how volunteering contributes to professional orientation and to discuss
the implications for educational practice and policy.

2. Education, Socialization, and Professional Orientation

Education has traditionally been regarded as a key institution for preparing
individuals for participation in social and economic life. According to Durkheim (1956),
education performs a moral and social function by transmitting collective values and
preparing individuals for their roles within society. Schools, thus, operate as
mechanisms of social integration, shaping students’ expectations regarding work,
success, and social contribution. From a functionalist perspective, Parsons (1959)
argued that schools act as systems of meritocratic selection, allocating individuals to
occupational roles based on achievement and performance. However, sociological
research has increasingly questioned the extent to which career outcomes are determined
solely by merit. Scholars such as Bourdieu (1986) have highlighted the role of cultural
and social capital in shaping educational and professional trajectories, emphasizing that
access to resources and networks significantly influences career opportunities.

Career choice, particularly during adolescence, is deeply intertwined with
processes of socialization. Family background, peer groups, and school environments
contribute to shaping young people’s aspirations and perceptions of feasible career
paths. Hodkinson & Sparkes (1997) conceptualized career decision-making as a socially
situated process, influenced by structural conditions and individual agency. Within this
framework, volunteering emerges as a social experience that can expand students’
horizons and challenge preconceived notions of professional life.

Volunteering is commonly defined as unpaid, freely chosen activity undertaken
for the benefit of others or society as a whole (Wilson, 2000). Sociologically,
volunteering represents a form of civic engagement embedded within social norms,
institutional structures, and cultural expectations. Participation in volunteering reflects
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broader patterns of social inequality, as access to volunteering opportunities is often
shaped by socioeconomic status, educational attainment, and institutional support.
Putnam (2000) emphasized the role of volunteering in generating social capital,
understood as networks of trust, reciprocity, and cooperation that facilitate collective
action. For young people, volunteering provides access to social networks beyond
family and school, enabling interaction with diverse social actors and institutions. These
interactions contribute to social learning and identity development. During adolescence,
volunteering holds particular significance as a context for role experimentation and
moral development. Yates & Youniss (1996) argued that community service during
youth fosters civic identity and social responsibility, while also supporting personal
development. For high school students, volunteering offers a structured environment in
which they can engage with social issues and explore potential professional roles.

One of the key mechanisms through which volunteering influences career
choice is experiential learning. Kolb’s (1984) theory of experiential learning emphasizes
the importance of concrete experience, reflection, and active experimentation in the
learning process. Volunteering provides students with opportunities to engage directly
in social practices that resemble professional activities, allowing them to test interests
and competencies in real-world contexts. Unlike classroom learning, which often
remains abstract, volunteering situates learning within concrete social settings. High
school students who volunteer in educational, healthcare, environmental, or social
service organizations encounter practical tasks, organizational routines, and
interpersonal dynamics characteristic of professional life. These experiences contribute
to a more realistic understanding of work and help students assess their compatibility
with specific career paths. Research indicates that experiential learning through
volunteering enhances students’ self-awareness and vocational clarity (Astin & Sax,
1998). By reflecting on their experiences, students can identify strengths, limitations,
and preferences, thereby making more informed career decisions. This reflective
dimension is particularly effective when supported by schools through mentoring or
guided discussion.

3. Skills, Self-Efficacy, and Employability

Volunteering also contributes to the development of transferable skills that are
increasingly valued in contemporary labour markets. Communication, teamwork,
leadership, and problem-solving are commonly identified as outcomes of sustained
volunteering engagement (Eley, 2003). For high school students, acquiring such skills
enhances both academic performance and perceived employability. From a sociological
perspective, skill development through volunteering can be understood as an investment
in human capital (Becker, 1993). However, unlike formal education, volunteering
emphasizes informal learning and social interaction, which are crucial for navigating
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complex work environments. Participation in volunteering fosters self-efficacy by
exposing students to challenges that require initiative and responsibility. Self-efficacy
plays a critical role in career decision-making, influencing students’ willingness to
pursue ambitious goals and persist in the face of obstacles. Adolescents who develop
confidence through volunteering are more likely to perceive themselves as capable of
succeeding in demanding professional fields. This psychological dimension
complements the social and structural factors shaping career choice.

4. Social Capital and Professional Identity

Beyond individual skills, volunteering contributes to the accumulation of social
capital. Bourdieu (1986) defined social capital as the resources accessible through social
networks and group membership. Through volunteering, high school students gain
access to networks that include professionals, community leaders, and peers with diverse
aspirations.

These networks provide information about educational pathways, occupational
requirements, and career opportunities. Informal interactions with mentors and
professionals can significantly influence students’ perceptions of certain professions,
making abstract career options more tangible. For students from disadvantaged
backgrounds, such access may partially compensate for limited familial networks
(Wilson, 2012).

Volunteering also supports the formation of professional identity. Identity
development during adolescence involves exploring possible selves and future roles. By
engaging in volunteering, students enact provisional professional identities, testing how
they relate to specific roles and responsibilities. Erikson (1968) emphasized that such
exploration is essential for resolving identity crises and achieving a coherent sense of
self.

Empirical studies suggest that adolescents who volunteer regularly demonstrate
higher levels of career maturity and clarity (Youniss & Yates, 1997). These findings
highlight the role of volunteering as a social context in which professional identity is
negotiated and refined.

Schools play a crucial role in shaping students’ access to volunteering
opportunities and in mediating their educational impact. When volunteering is integrated
into school culture through partnerships with community organizations or service-
learning programs, its influence on career orientation is amplified. Eccles & Barber
(1999) found that structured extracurricular involvement is associated with positive
academic and developmental outcomes.

Service-learning represents a pedagogical approach that explicitly connects
volunteering with curricular objectives. By combining community service with
academic reflection, service-learning enhances students’ understanding of social issues
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and professional roles. This model aligns with sociological perspectives that emphasize
the integration of theory and practice in education. However, sociological critiques
caution against assuming that volunteering benefits all students equally. Musick &
Wilson (2008) noted that access to high-quality volunteering opportunities often reflects
existing social inequalities. Schools, therefore, have a responsibility to ensure that
volunteering programs are inclusive and accessible, particularly for students from
marginalized backgrounds. While the benefits of volunteering are well documented, it
is important to adopt a critical sociological perspective. Volunteering should not be
viewed as a substitute for structural reforms addressing inequalities in education and
employment. Moreover, the instrumentalization of volunteering solely for career
advancement risks undermining its civic and ethical dimensions.

Some scholars argue that excessive emphasis on volunteering as a career
strategy may reinforce neoliberal narratives of individual responsibility, shifting
attention away from structural constraints (Wilson, 2012). These critiques underscore
the need to balance personal development goals with broader social considerations. In
addition to its role in skill development and social capital formation, volunteering plays
a significant role in shaping students’ perceptions of the relationship between education
and work. For many high school students, schooling is experienced as abstract and
disconnected from real-life applications. Subjects are often perceived as requirements
to be completed rather than as meaningful preparation for future professional roles.
Sociological research on education emphasizes that this perceived disconnection may
reduce students’ motivation and clarity regarding career choices (Durkheim, 1956).
Volunteering helps bridge this gap by contextualizing academic knowledge within
practical and socially relevant settings, thereby reinforcing the functional link between
schooling and professional life (Parsons, 1959).

From a sociological perspective, this reinterpretation contributes to what can be
described as reflexive career orientation. Reflexivity refers to individuals’ capacity to
critically evaluate their experiences and integrate them into coherent life plans.
Volunteering fosters reflexivity by exposing students to situations that require ethical
judgment, interpersonal negotiation, and responsibility (Kolb, 1984). These experiences
encourage adolescents to reflect not only on what they can do, but also on what kind of
professionals and citizens they aspire to become, supporting identity formation during a
crucial developmental stage (Erikson, 1968). The influence of volunteering on career
choice is also mediated by peer interaction. High school students rarely experience
volunteering in isolation; instead, it often occurs in group contexts facilitated by schools
or community organizations. Peer discussions about volunteering experiences contribute
to the collective construction of meanings related to work, success, and social
contribution. Sociological studies of youth emphasize that peer cultures play a decisive
role in shaping aspirations, particularly during adolescence (Hodkinson & Sparkes,
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1997). When volunteering becomes valued within peer groups, it can normalize
engagement with socially oriented professions and reduce stigma associated with care-
based or public service careers.

Moreover, volunteering may challenge dominant narratives of success that
emphasize individual competition and material achievement. Through direct
engagement with social problems such as poverty, disability, environmental
degradation, or educational inequality, students are confronted with alternative
definitions of social value. These encounters can reshape career aspirations by
highlighting the social impact of professional roles, reinforcing the civic dimension of
work (Putnam, 2000). As a result, some students may be drawn toward professions in
education, social work, healthcare, or public administration, motivated by a desire to
contribute to collective well-being (Youniss & Yates, 1997). The temporal dimension of
volunteering is also sociologically significant. Research indicates that sustained and
long-term volunteering has a stronger impact on career development than short-term or
episodic participation. Long-term engagement allows students to develop deeper
relationships, assume increasing responsibility, and gain a more nuanced understanding
of organizational dynamics (Wilson, 2000). These experiences are more likely to
influence career trajectories because they provide continuity and progressive learning,
supporting the accumulation of both social and human capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Becker,
1993).

Volunteering further contributes to the development of non-cognitive or “soft”
skills, which are increasingly recognized as critical for professional success. These
include communication, emotional regulation, empathy, adaptability, and conflict
resolution. Sociological analyses of volunteering emphasize that such competencies are
primarily developed through social interaction rather than formal instruction (Eley,
2003). For high school students, volunteering offers a unique environment in which
these skills can be practiced and internalized through real-world engagement. The
acquisition of soft skills through volunteering has important implications for social
mobility. In contemporary labour markets, employers increasingly value interpersonal
competencies alongside formal qualifications. For students from less privileged
backgrounds, volunteering may provide an opportunity to develop and demonstrate
these skills, partially compensating for unequal access to cultural and social resources
(Bourdieu, 1986). From this perspective, volunteering functions as a mechanism that
can, under certain conditions, support upward mobility and broaden career opportunities
(Wilson, 2012). Institutional recognition of volunteering plays a crucial role in shaping
its impact on career orientation. When schools formally acknowledge volunteering
through certificates, credits, or integration into career guidance programs, its perceived
legitimacy increases. Sociological research on education highlights that institutional
validation influences how students interpret and value their experiences (Eccles &
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Barber, 1999). Recognition signals that volunteering is not merely a leisure activity but
a meaningful component of educational and professional development.

Career guidance counsellors and teachers act as key mediators in this process.
Without structured reflection, students may struggle to articulate the relevance of their
volunteering experiences to career decision-making. Through mentoring and
counselling, educators can help students identify transferable skills and connect
experiential learning to educational and occupational pathways (Kolb, 1984). This
mediation reinforces the link between individual agency and institutional support, a
central concern in sociological theories of career development (Hodkinson & Sparkes,
1997).

The cultural context in which volunteering occurs also shapes its influence on
career choice. In societies where volunteering is associated with civic responsibility and
collective solidarity, participation is more easily integrated into students’ identities.
Putnam (2000) argues that civic engagement strengthens social trust and shared norms,
which, in turn, influence professional aspirations oriented toward public and community
service. Educational systems play a decisive role in promoting these cultural meanings
and in legitimizing volunteering as a socially valued practice. Globalization and
technological change further complicate the relationship between volunteering and
career choice. Emerging professions increasingly require adaptability, ethical
awareness, and interdisciplinary skills. Volunteering exposes students to complex social
issues that transcend disciplinary boundaries, fostering competencies relevant to global
citizenship and socially responsible careers (Wilson, 2012). These experiences may
influence students to pursue professions in non-governmental organizations, education,
healthcare, or socially oriented entrepreneurship.

From a life-course perspective, volunteering during high school can be
understood as an early investment with cumulative effects. Life-course sociology
emphasizes that early experiences shape future opportunities and trajectories. Empirical
research shows that adolescents who volunteer are more likely to remain civically
engaged in adulthood, suggesting a lasting orientation toward social participation and
public responsibility (Youniss & Yates, 1997). Despite its benefits, volunteering should
not be idealized uncritically. Sociological critiques highlight that unequal access to
volunteering opportunities can reproduce social inequalities. Students with greater
institutional support or family resources may be more likely to engage in prestigious
forms of volunteering, thereby reinforcing existing advantages (Musick & Wilson,
2008). These concerns underscore the need for inclusive policies that ensure equal
access to meaningful volunteering experiences. Furthermore, the instrumentalization of
volunteering solely as a career-building strategy raises ethical questions. When
volunteering is pursued primarily for résumé enhancement, its civic and moral
dimensions risk being diminished. Sociologists argue that a balanced approach is
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required, recognizing volunteering as both a form of personal development and a social
practice grounded in solidarity and responsibility (Wilson, 2000). In sum, volunteering
occupies a distinctive position at the intersection of education, work, and civic life. For
high school students, it provides experiential learning, supports identity formation, and
expands access to social capital. By integrating volunteering into educational
frameworks in an equitable and reflective manner, schools can support more informed,
socially grounded, and meaningful career choices.

An additional sociological dimension that merits attention concerns the role of
volunteering in shaping students’ perceptions of inequality, opportunity, and
responsibility within the broader social structure. Through direct contact with vulnerable
groups or underserved communities, high school students are exposed to social realities
that often remain invisible within formal education. Such exposure fosters critical
awareness regarding structural constraints and social stratification, encouraging students
to view professional roles not only as individual achievements but also as positions
embedded within systems of power and inequality (Bourdieu, 1986). This awareness
may influence career choices by orienting students toward professions that address
social needs and promote equity. Volunteering also functions as a context in which
students learn organizational norms and institutional cultures. By participating in
structured organizations, adolescents observe patterns of authority, collaboration, and
decision-making that resemble those found in professional environments. These
observations contribute to anticipatory socialization, a process through which
individuals internalize expectations associated with future roles before formally entering
them (Parsons, 1959). As a result, students who volunteer may approach career
transitions with greater realism and preparedness.

From the perspective of human capital theory, volunteering can be interpreted
as an investment that yields long-term benefits through enhanced competencies and
social positioning (Becker, 1993). However, unlike formal education, volunteering
emphasizes informal learning and moral engagement, integrating cognitive, emotional,
and ethical dimensions of development. This holistic form of learning supports more
balanced career choices that consider personal fulfilment alongside economic outcomes.
The reflective component of volunteering is particularly important in transforming
experience into meaningful career insight. Reflection allows students to interpret their
actions, evaluate outcomes, and relate experiences to future aspirations (Kolb, 1984).
Schools that facilitate structured reflection — through counselling sessions, portfolios, or
guided discussions — enhance the capacity of volunteering to inform career decision-
making. Without reflection, the educational potential of volunteering may remain
underutilized.

Furthermore, volunteering contributes to the development of civic identity,
reinforcing the idea that professional roles carry social responsibilities. Adolescents who
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engage in sustained civic activities are more likely to integrate ethical considerations
into their career plans, viewing work as a means of contributing to the common good
rather than solely as a source of income (Putnam, 2000). This orientation is particularly
relevant in contemporary societies facing complex social challenges that require socially
responsible professionals. In light of these considerations, sociological analysis supports
the integration of volunteering into comprehensive career guidance frameworks at the
high school level. Volunteering should be recognized not only as an extracurricular
activity, but as a formative social experience that enriches education and supports
informed career choices. By providing equitable access to meaningful volunteering
opportunities and by embedding reflection and guidance within these experiences,
schools can enhance students’ capacity to navigate the transition from education to work
with greater awareness, competence, and social commitment (Eccles & Barber, 1999;
Youniss & Yates, 1997)

5. Conclusion

Volunteering represents a significant sociological factor influencing career
choice among high school students. By providing experiential learning, fostering social
capital, enhancing self-efficacy, and supporting identity formation, volunteering
complements formal education and contributes to informed professional orientation.
Schools play a vital role in facilitating access to volunteering and integrating it into
educational frameworks.

In a context of increasing uncertainty and complexity, volunteering offers young
people a meaningful space to explore professional possibilities and develop socially
grounded aspirations. From a sociological perspective, recognizing and supporting
volunteering in secondary education constitutes an important step toward more equitable
and reflective career development processes.
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Abstract. This theoretical paper explores contemporary social work theories
underpinning the promotion of active ageing within institutional elderly care, with a
particular  focus on psychosocial foundations, intervention models, and
multidimensional well-being paradigms. Moving beyond narrow policy-driven
interpretations of active and successful ageing, the paper adopts a critical
gerontological perspective that conceptualizes ageing as a heterogeneous, relational,
and context-dependent process. Drawing on active ageing and successful ageing
frameworks, as well as hedonic and eudaimonic models of well-being, the paper situates
well-being in later life at the intersection of individual agency, social participation, and
structural conditions. The analysis integrates psychosocial intervention theories
specific to gerontological social work, emphasizing biopsychosocial, developmental,
and strengths-based approaches relevant to residential care settings. Particular
attention is given to the evidence-based validation of therapeutic interventions,
highlighting the importance of scientifically grounded practices in enhancing quality of
life, autonomy, and emotional well-being among institutionalized older adults. By
synthesizing critical gerontology, well-being theory, and evidence-based practice, the
paper provides a comprehensive conceptual framework for understanding how social
work interventions can support active ageing beyond normative and exclusionary
models. The contribution lies in advancing a theoretically informed foundation for
future empirical research and intervention design in residential elderly care, aligned
with contemporary social work values and ethical commitments.

Keywords: active ageing, gerontological social work, psychosocial interventions, well-
being, institutional elderly care, evidence-based practice, hedonic and eudaimonic well-
being, critical gerontology.

1. Introduction

Population ageing represents one of the most profound demographic
transformations of contemporary societies, with far-reaching implications for social
work practice, social policy, and the organization of care systems. In response to these
changes, the concepts of active ageing and successful ageing have become dominant
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frameworks shaping both academic discourse and policy agendas. While these
paradigms have contributed to a greater recognition of older adults as active social
agents, they have also generated critical debates regarding normativity, exclusion, and
the uneven distribution of opportunities for well-being in later life.

Early formulations of active and successful ageing were largely grounded in
normative models that emphasized productivity, independence, and continued
participation in economic and social life. Timonen (2016) critically challenges these
models by proposing a theory of “model ageing,” arguing that dominant ageing
paradigms often privilege certain life trajectories while marginalizing others. From a
critical gerontological perspective, Van Dyk (2014) further demonstrates how the active
ageing paradigm tends to appraise difference through deficit-based comparisons,
reinforcing implicit hierarchies between ‘“successful” and “unsuccessful” forms of
ageing. Such critiques have prompted calls for broader and more inclusive
conceptualizations that recognize heterogeneity, vulnerability, and structural constraints.

Within social work, these debates have profound implications. Classical and
contemporary social work scholarship emphasizes that ageing cannot be understood
solely through individual-level characteristics, but must be situated within relational,
institutional, and socio-political contexts (Greene, 2017; Hughes, 2020). Social work
with older adults, therefore, requires theoretical frameworks that balance agency and
support, autonomy and care, while remaining attentive to issues of inequality, access to
resources, and social exclusion. Minichiello & Coulson (2012) highlight the growing
complexity of gerontological practice, noting that promoting positive ageing involves
addressing intersecting dimensions of health, identity, social participation, and meaning.

In response to these challenges, social work scholars have sought to refine and
expand active ageing frameworks to better align with professional values and ethical
commitments. Teater & Chonody (2017) propose an actively ageing framework for
social work practice that integrates empowerment, participation, and strengths-based
intervention, while acknowledging contextual barriers faced by older adults. Their work
underscores the importance of translating ageing paradigms into practice models that
are responsive to diverse life courses and care environments. Hafford-Letchfield (2017)
further contributes to this discussion by advancing critical educational gerontology as a
means of fostering reflexivity, lifelong learning, and social inclusion among older
populations, positioning education as a key dimension of active ageing.

Critical perspectives have also emphasized the ethical dimensions of ageing
discourses. Boudiny & Mortelmans (2011) argue for a broader understanding of active
ageing that moves beyond narrow behavioural indicators to encompass subjective
experiences, social connectedness, and structural conditions. Pfaller & Schweda (2019)
extend this critique by examining how dominant conceptions of the “good life” in old
age risk excluding individuals whose circumstances do not align with normative
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expectations of activity and independence. These ethical concerns are particularly
salient in institutional care settings, where autonomy and participation are often
constrained by organizational routines and care practices.

Anti-oppressive and critical social work approaches provide important
counterpoints to technocratic or neoliberal interpretations of ageing. Hulko et al. (2019)
emphasize the role of gerontological social work in challenging ageism, structural
inequality, and marginalization, advocating for practices that centre older adults’ voices
and lived experiences. Similarly, Hastings & Rogowski (2015) highlight the tensions
faced by social workers operating within neoliberal care systems, where managerialism
and resource constraints can undermine relational and rights-based practice. These
analyses underscore the need for theoretically grounded interventions that reconcile
professional ethics with institutional realities.

At the intersection of social work and social policy, active ageing has become a
key organizing concept for addressing demographic change. Zrins¢ak & Lawrence
(2017) note that, while active ageing policies offer opportunities for innovation, they
also risk shifting responsibility for well-being onto individuals, thereby obscuring
structural determinants of ageing outcomes. From this perspective, social work occupies
a critical mediating role, translating policy frameworks into inclusive and context-
sensitive practices.

Against this backdrop, the present paper aims to examine contemporary social
work theories in promoting active ageing within institutional elderly care. By integrating
critical gerontology, well-being theory, psychosocial intervention models, and evidence-
based practice, the paper seeks to move beyond prescriptive and exclusionary ageing
paradigms. Instead, it advances a theoretically informed framework that recognizes
ageing as a diverse, r