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Preface to the Third Edition

This third edition of Values and Ethics in Social Work follows the same overall structure as the second edition, except that a new chapter (8 Risk and Blame) has been added on the ethical issues involved in managing risk. This is a difficult and anxious topic in social work which we felt merited a chapter on its own. Of the other chapters, some have been quite substantially re-written in the light of new thinking and new circumstances, and all have been revised and updated. We hope that these changes, and the addition of Peter Jordan to the team of authors, will ensure that this book remains a useful introduction for current social work students to the difficult terrain of ethical practice in social work.






Introduction

This book sets out to help social work students begin to explore the kinds of ethical challenges that they will encounter in practice. We have tried throughout to give a sense of the complexity of the real-life situations that social workers encounter, and of the difficulty of applying ethical principles when these principles often pull us in many different directions.

The book is set out in two parts. Part I (Foundations of Values and Ethics) deals with broad ideas about values and ethics in general, looking at philosophy, religion and politics, as well as at what we call ‘the duty of realism’: the need to ground your thinking in what is actually there, rather than on what you might wish or like to be there. Part II (Values and Ethics in Practice) takes the discussion into a number of different areas which are particularly relevant to social work: the meaning of professionalism, the use and misuse of power, the idea of self-determination, the contrast between oppression and respect, the ethical challenges involved in working with finite resources and in balancing risks, and the challenges of working with people whose experience and outlook are different from your own.

We have included a number of ‘exercises’ in the text (there is a list of them at the beginning of the book), which could be used in a variety of ways. At minimum, readers may simply read through them as part of the text (the text refers back to them from time to time), or alternatively they may like to take time out to work on them. They could also be extracted from the text and used as a basis for discussion in seminars and lectures.






Part I Foundations of Values and Ethics










1 What are Values and Ethics?


	What do we mean by ‘values’?
	Values and value systems
	Values and social work
	Personal values
	Societal values
	Values in tension
	What do we mean by ‘ethics’?




Values occupy a central position in social work because the job, like that of other helping professionals, constantly places us in the position of having to make ethical decisions: decisions about what is the right thing to do, not in a technical sense, but in a moral one. This book explores issues to do with values and ethics that you will encounter, both in your training and in practice. Since this first chapter will begin by discussing what we mean by those terms, you might like to put the book down before you go any further, and attempt to write your own definitions so you’ll be able to compare your own perspective with ours. What are values? What are ethics?


What do we mean by ‘values’?


Value

	‘… the regard that something is held to deserve; the importance, worth or usefulness of something: [as in] your support is of great value …’.
	‘… principles or standards of behaviour: one’s judgement about what is important in life: [as in] they internalize their parents’ rules and values …’. (Oxford Dictionary of English, 2010)







The word ‘value’ is used in a number of ways which, at first sight, do not seem to have a huge amount in common. It is used in a financial way, as in ‘gold has a higher value than lead’, or in a personal way, as in ‘I value your company’. Or we can speak of values in a cultural sense, as in ‘Islamic values’, ‘liberal values’, ‘value systems’.

However, although ‘the value of gold’ and ‘value systems’ seem like very different kinds of idea, there is nevertheless a common ground of meaning. It lies in the notion of preference or choice. When we say to someone ‘I value your company’, what we are really saying is that their company is important to us, and that we would choose their company over other things. If an expert on jewellery values your gold ring at £200, he is saying that given the choice between the ring and a sum of money, you should not choose the money unless it is £200 or more.
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