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Change in the delivery of social 
services normally takes years. 
There are exceptions, where 
political direction coincides 
with the aspirations of the 
communities and social ser-
vices workforce, but these are 
rare. The journey over the last 
5 months is something new: a 
change at global level caused 
by a pandemic, where social 
workers have been and conti-
nue to be at the forefront advo-
cating and leading change in 
nearly every country. 
 
This short piece has been writ-

ten to start a conversation 
about such changes. It draws 
on countless verbal conversati-
ons and more than 80 written 
reports received by IFSW as 
the social work response to 
COVID-19 has unfolded.  
 
This is just a beginning. The 
story of the response has a 
long way to go. At the time of 
writing, the full effects of the 
virus are not yet fully under-
stood in any country, and espe-
cially in countries where tes-
ting is not commonplace. Un-
derstanding the social effects 

Preface 
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will be process of gradual un-
furling. At this unprecedented 
time, we can only understand 
what is taking place now and 
make educated guesses at how 
families and societies will ex-
perience change in their lives. 
We know there will be long-
term economic consequences, 
which without a change in geo-
politics will significantly reduce 
the quality of life and wellbeing 
of most of the world’s populati-
on.  
 
In these times of uncertainty, 
social work will strongly advo-
cate that governments must 
prioritise investment in people, 
social health and education 
services and sustainability. We 
can be confident that the pro-
fession will rise to the challen-
ges ahead, as the profession 
has already risen and in-

fluenced. The pages below 
describe the exchanges, learni-
ngs and actions that have ta-
ken place as IFSW’s national 
associations worked quickly 
together – much faster than 
governments – to shape social 
responses that have resulted 
in the saving of hundreds or 
thousands of lives. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rory Truell 
IFSW Secretary-General 
18th May 2020 
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In February and March, I was 

receiving dozens of calls a 

week as the pandemic moved 

from one country to another. 

One caller asked for my advice: 

“Rory, an elderly woman has 

died of COVID-19. Her body is 

stacked with many others in a 

church awaiting burial. But her 

family aren’t aware of this and 

want to know where her re-

mains are. I am sure if I tell 

them, they will break the cur-

few to reclaim the body.” What 

advice would you give to this 

social worker?  

This was one of the many di-

lemmas faced by Italian social 

workers during the COVID-19 

crisis. Social workers across 

the world have faced similar – 

and constant – ethical chal-

lenges in the face of inade-

quate resources and collapsing 

health and welfare systems.  

Working through and meeting 

such dilemmas has been a 

strong characteristic of the 

global social work response to 

the crisis. IFSW has been able 

to maintain an overview of how 

social workers in different 

countries have found answers. 

Our networks have encouraged  

COVID-19: the struggle, success and ex-

pansion of social work 
 

Rory Truell reflects on the profession’s global response, 

five months on  
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learning across national 

boundaries. There have been 

clear phases in social workers’ 

struggles:  

 

1. Making governments recog-

nise that a social response is 

imperative;  

2. Advocating for social ser-

vices to remain open during 

lockdown;  

3. Adapting social services to a 

new world – managing ethical 

dilemmas; 

4. Integrating transformative 

practice and remaining fluid in 

approach.  

What has become clear is that 

this transformative process, 

though far from painless, has 

seen a new rising of the pro-

fession.  

From the earliest phases of the 

outbreak, social workers knew 

they would have to lobby hard 

to make governments recog-

nise that a social response was 

needed alongside a medical 

one. They had learned this 

from previous experience 

around the world with Ebola, 

HIV and SARS as well as other 

epidemics and pandemics. 

Their task was informed by 

early reports sent to IFSW by 

the Chinese Association of So-

cial Workers (CASW) about 

their first actions, before the 

virus had spread outside China.   

CASW called for personal pro-

tection of social workers and 

developed guidelines on how 
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the profession supports com-

munities through the crisis and 

prevents the virus from 

spreading. Chinese social 

workers set up hotlines for vul-

nerable populations and where 

possible worked door-to-door 

in communities, ensuring that 

people were safe and support-

ed. “Social workers in every 

province are actively involved,” 

wrote CASW’s International Of-

ficer Yang Aibing. “We believe 

that everyone’s efforts are the 

greatest support for prevention 

and to contain the spread of 

the epidemic.”  

 

This was the starting point of a 

global social work response to 

COVID-19. It sparked a global 

conversation about a new ex-

pansion of social work, held via 

reports, mass global webinars 

and calls for support and ac-

tion. This resulted in the IFSW 

website becoming a place of 

shared learning and coo-

poration as the profession 

faced the challenges together.   

By early March 2020, IFSW 

made the painful decision to 

cancel its public events and 

conferences – even though few 

countries had yet to enter offi-

cial lockdown. But ending face-

to-face gatherings and moving 

to online interaction was es-

sential and reflected social 

work’s strategy of adapting 

quickly to challenges. Every-

thing possible had to be done 

to prevent social workers get-

ting the virus and inadvertently 

carrying it back to the commu-

nities they worked within. The 

World Social Work Day poster, 

which had depicted a hand-
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shake, was changed to two 

people at a distance bowing to 

each other. 

 

As the virus spread beyond 

China, lockdowns were imple-

mented in many countries dur-

ing March. A number of gov-

ernments initially responded 

by considering social services 

as non-essential, believing only 

a medical response was need-

ed. Social workers pushed 

back.  

South Korea was one of the 

first countries to follow the 

Chinese model of lockdown, 

and correspondence from the 

Korean Association of Social 

Workers on 6th March reported 

that “social workers who have 

been helping vulnerable people 

have become infected… result-

ing in a service vacuum…

Community welfare centers 

are all closed… so vulnerable 

people are not eligible for ser-

vice.”   

Social workers in Romania 

were among those to challenge 

the government’s closure of all 

social services. The social 

work association successfully 

lobbied ministers to overturn 

the decision. In the following 

days and weeks social workers 

in many countries won similar 

battles to keep social services 

open, until governments 

learned from each other and it 

became the norm. Because of 

these struggles social work 

and social services became a 
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recognised part of many front-

line essential services. 

By the 11th March, the virus 

had spread to 87 countries and 

infected over 100,000 people 

and the WHO declared COVID-

19 a pandemic. And as the 

global scale of the crisis be-

came apparent, so social work 

entered another phase: adapt-

ing social services. 

Following the template provid-

ed a month earlier by the Chi-

nese Association, social work-

ers in countries with the inter-

net and reliable phone services 

set up hotlines and WhatsApp, 

Zoom and Skype contacts with 

families and communities, de-

veloping new specialised ser-

vices to investigate and inter-

vene on reports of family vio-

lence or abuse. It was, and re-

mains, a period of significant 

upskilling for the workers and 

communities.  

 

In some countries, the results 

were extremely positive. New 

Zealand social workers report-

ed: “Our established clients are 

able to contact by phone in mo-

ments of tension or when they 

have questions and are able to 

reflect on their issues far more 

deeply than we had experi-

enced in more formal settings 

or when we visit their homes at 

an appointed time.”  

Yet in some countries, there 

were challenges, especially 

relating to first contacts. Social 

workers following up on re-
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ports of domestic violence said 

they found it impossible to 

know whether s/he was speak-

ing to the person of concern in 

private: was there someone 

else in the room listening, be-

yond the scope of the Skype 

picture? In similar situations 

with victims of violence and 

abuse, social workers some-

times had to convince their 

employers to rent motel rooms 

for survivors to self-isolate for 

two weeks before they joined 

others in a supported residen-

tial environment.  

In countries with limited inter-

net and state social services, 

social workers used communi-

ty networks to maximise safe-

ty. In South Africa, they worked 

with community leaders to re-

inforce messages about physi-

cal distancing and minimise 

fear and blame – for example 

against cultural minorities.  

 

In Sierra Leone, social workers 

reminded communities that 

they already knew what to do 

under these circumstances – 

they had, after all, lived 

through Ebola. They knew 

about distancing and improving 

hygiene. “Social workers knew 

that there would be economic 

hardship and communities 

would be isolated, so they 

would need to build new local 

capacity,” said George Man-

saray, President of the national 

social work association. “We 

reminded them that they need-

ed to start to manufacture their 

own soap as they had done un-

der Ebola”. 
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Back in South Korea and Ro-

mania, social workers intro-

duced systems where workers 

would live-in with the vulnera-

ble populations they supported 

in centres rather than risk car-

rying the virus in and out 

through daily visits. This prac-

tice spread to other Asian and 

European countries. This, of 

course, was an immense sacri-

fice for the workers involved. 

They left their distressed fami-

lies and prioritised the care of 

society. 

This adaptation of services 

bought with it ethical dilem-

mas. With resources short and 

services underequipped, social 

workers were often forced to 

support one vulnerable popula-

tion over another, knowing that 

the neglected community 

would be left at risk.  

In Australia, social workers 

were threatened with dismis-

sal for engaging ex-drug- us-

ers to help homeless addicts 

into accommodation, even 

though the strategy proved 

highly effective.  

In many countries social work-

ers were trying to help popula-

tions that were more likely to 

die of starvation under lock-

down than the virus itself. In 

Sierra Leone, rural communi-

ties ate their seed banks. In 

Brazil, entire communities 

were unable to get fresh water. 

In such situations social work-

ers sought exemption from the 

lockdown to arrange for distri-

bution of food, water and other 

essentials. They also facilitated 

community solidarity, support-
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ing people to share resources 

and produce their own live-

saving essentials. 

Often, throughout all this, nei-

ther social workers nor the 

communities they served were 

equipped with masks and 

gloves. In Italy and other coun-

tries this dilemma was partly 

resolved by social workers 

suggesting that families and 

communities made masks 

themselves and ensured that 

everyone coming into contact 

with them was masked.  

 

To respond to these challeng-

es, IFSW set up regional sup-

port systems that would enable 

workers to develop local deci-

sion-making frameworks that 

conformed with international 

practice standards. Alongside 

this, many national associa-

tions offered online ethical 

support systems and issued 

new protocols.  

Things were moving fast. An 

update from South Korea on 

22nd March illustrated how 

quickly services had respond-

ed, from a starting point of 

welfare system collapse. So-

cial workers were checking on 

clients with phone calls, deliv-

ering meals and offering face 

to face counselling to the most 

vulnerable. The Korean Associ-

ation of Social Workers was 

also coordinating support for 

social workers suffering from 

COVID-19 and the psychologi-

cal effects of working under 

pressure, often in isolation.  
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By April, IFSW was receiving 

several reports a day from 

countries affected by COVID-

19, with social workers sharing 

challenges, worries, solutions 

and support. In Nepal, social 

workers were providing socio-

psychological counselling for 

clients by telephone; in Nigeria, 

they were conducting door to 

door visits to assess child wel-

fare; in Zambia, they compiled 

a new database of social work 

volunteers; in Indonesia, they 

published new guidance on 

psychosocial interventions.  

IFSW and its regional struc-

tures set up regular webinars 

exploring ways forward, in the 

process reflecting on the core 

values and mission of the pro-

fession as its role advanced. 

This, social workers noted, was 

a phase of social transfor-

mation.  

On a practical level, social 

workers around the world 

were innovating at an unprece-

dented rate: setting up new 

systems to support homeless 

people access shelter, starting 

helplines to address signs of 

increased domestic violence, 

providing online family coun-

selling, ensuring that commu-

nity leaders understood social 

hygiene… the list is endless.  

But on a larger level, some-

thing much more profound was 

happening. Social workers 
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were again proclaiming their 

role as advocates and facilita-

tors for a more socially just 

world.  The crisis was an op-

portunity not just for social 

work to reinvent itself, but for 

societies to reinvent them-

selves too. This was reflected 

in IFSW’s call for action in mid-

April, when it called on govern-

ments and the United Nations 

to develop a new ethical global 

framework, based on equality, 

that would stop viruses born in 

contexts of poverty and climate 

change. Meanwhile, national 

associations called on their 

governments to fund and sup-

port the expansion and devel-

opment of social services. 

Over the course of a handful of 

weeks the global profession of 

social work found its feet and 

kept them firmly planted in the 

profession’s values. That hard 

work and innovation continues, 

as the COVID-19 crisis contin-

ues. But the phases of these 

early months – through des-

perate worry for people who 

use social services, the strug-

gle for recognition, adaptation, 

ethical evaluation and trans-

formative practice – demon-

strate a profession that has 

risen and continues to rise to 

meet the challenges. The pan-

demic and its effects will be 

felt for many years to come, 

but it’s already clear that social 

work is becoming fundamental 

not only to rebuilding but 

transforming our world. 
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Sign up to our newsletter 

and never miss any IFSW 

news! 
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https://www.facebook.com/ifswglobal/
https://instagram.com/ifswglobal
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCbNbGb1QxlRXAKojNxrpI4w/
https://twitter.com/IFSW
https://www.ifsw.org/join/



