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Abstract
Interest has grown in the past few years about the place of social work in science. Questions remain, such as whether social work
should be considered a science, and if so, where it fits into the constellation of sciences. This article attempts to shed light on these
questions. After briefly considering past and present constructions of science and reflecting on views of science within the social
work profession over time, we present an argument for how social work contributes to predominant questions facing science
today through its unique ability to draw together and integrate knowledge from a variety of disciplines. Finally, we address how the
profession can best prepare the coming generation of social workers to operate to their full potential in the current transdis-
ciplinary world of science.
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Interest has grown in the past few years about the place of

social work in science (Brekke, 2012, 2013). Questions persist,

such as whether social work should be considered a science,

and if so, exactly where it fits into the broader constellation

of sciences. This article attempts to shed light on these questions

by exploring some past and current constructions of science,

examining views of science within the profession of social work

through time, and arguing for how social work might contribute

to addressing the predominant questions facing science today.

The Term ‘‘Science’’

In her history of science, Fara (2009) writes that the term ‘‘sci-

ence’’ was first used in 1833 as an umbrella to capture the

diverse interests of attendees at the annual meeting of the

British Association for the Advancement of Science, with a

goal of generating lobbying power to foster the financing of

research projects. The term became one means of obtaining

prestige or ‘‘the authority to declare that their laboratories were

incontrovertibly right, that the knowledge they produced in

their laboratories was irrefutably correct’’ (Fara 2009, p. 230).

Yet, the power that comes from science can be used for

social good . . . Bertrand Russell (1955, p. 12) wrote that ‘‘sci-

ence gives power’’ and the power that it gives can be used to

increase human welfare or to advance entities that compete

with human welfare. In describing the potential benefits of the

power of science, Russell (1955, p. 14) wrote about the need to

bring science to governments, ‘‘because the authorities are

ignorant and not because they are dishonest,’’ and he expressed

his belief that science had the potential ‘‘a liberator of bondage

to physical nature and in time to come, a liberator from the

weight of destructive passions’’ (p. 17).

Ways of Categorizing Science

Views of what constitutes the basic categories of science have

also changed over time. Read (1955, p. 154) addressed the

arbitrariness of scientific categories, saying that ‘‘nature has

an essential unity; so that the various branches of science are

interdependent and possessed of no rigid boundaries.’’ Argu-

ably, this lack of natural boundaries within the boundaries of

science renders its categories vulnerable to political or ulterior

motives as is their hierarchy.

Although there is agreement that the natural sciences can be

divided into the physical and biological sciences, views of

other categories of science are more divergent. Although

almost everyone accepts social science as a category, there is

little agreement about its subcategories and differing views

on whether and how it should be distinguished from behavioral

science. This may be due to the general amorphousness of the

concepts involved (e.g., social support, aggression, and dis-

crimination), which are less readily measureable than those

of the natural sciences. Robert Chambers (Porter, 1986, p. 57),

a philosopher of science who lived in the early half of the

1800s, is quoted as saying ‘‘man is seen to be an enigma only

as an individual, in mass, he is a mathematical problem.’’ This

increasing complexity contributes to the general lack of con-

sensus about how the sciences should be categorized.
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Even less agreement exists about how to distinguish science

from technology or about the legitimacy of disciplines that

apply knowledge from the natural and social sciences to

address real-world problems. Often referred to as applied

sciences, these entities have yet to be clearly defined. They

may include engineering, statistics, epidemiology, or medicine.

Medicine and nursing may also be called clinical sciences.

Cross-Disciplinary Collaborations

Nicolescu (2013) writes that while there were only seven dis-

ciplines when the first universities were founded in the 13th

century, there are now thousands. The number of disciplines

has increased with increases in knowledge. The formation of

these new disciplines raises questions about integration and

collaboration.

The growing awareness that forces inherent in human prob-

lems interact in complex ways has made clear the need for new

modes of collaboration that optimize the input of scientists

from different disciplines and enhance their ability to work

together. In essence, it has focused attention away from how

disciplines should be divided, instead fostering conversations

on how they might work together to encourage scientific inno-

vation. In arguing for disciplinary collaboration, the Commit-

tee on Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research of the National

Academies noted in 2005 (pp. 32–33) that ‘‘how human societ-

ies evolve, make decisions, interact, and solve problems are all

matters that call for diverse insights. Very fundamental ques-

tions are inherently complex.’’

Scientists have begun to work on cross-disciplinary teams to

address the multi-level determinants of complex problems such

as community violence, cancer, or addiction. Warnecke et al.

(2008) published a multi-level model of health disparities that

recognizes determinants at six basic levels that range from cells

to society, namely, biological/genetic pathways, individual risk

factors, social relationships, neighborhoods, institutions, and

social norms and policies, and their interactions. Gehlert

(2014) refined the model to acknowledge that these determi-

nants interact differentially across racial/ethnic backgrounds

and stages of the life cycle.

No one science or scientist can take into account all of the

determinants of a complex human problem. The mathematical

problem represented by humans as social beings that Cham-

bers described in the 1800s requires teams of scientists to

capture and address the multi-level determinants of complex

human problems. The advantage of working on cross-

disciplinary teams is that it allows investigators to address

these problems holistically by including social, behavioral,

and biological scientists on teams with policy makers and

practitioners. Each provides a piece of the puzzle. Thus, it sets

the stage for the development of implementable evidence-

based approaches aimed at multiple levels of influence to

solve complex problems.

Cross-disciplinary collaborations among scientists are

divided into three basic types that differ in the extent to which

the scientists involved operate outside the boundaries of their

individual disciplines. Differences occur in the extent to which

disciplinary scientists share the language of their disciplines,

pool separate disciplinary bodies of knowledge and theory, and

jointly develop new methods of analysis. In multidisciplinary

research, investigators come together to solve a research prob-

lem, but approach it through separate disciplinary lenses. They

leave the collaboration with no discernible change in their

approaches to science. As an example, they might come

together at the beginning of a research project with separate but

related research questions, collect and analyze data indepen-

dently, form independent conclusions based upon their separate

research questions, and then come together at the end of the

project to try to make sense of it all. This can be likened to fit-

ting square pegs into round holes. Scientists working interdis-

ciplinarily transfer disciplinary knowledge to one another for

the purposes of research and may to some extent share research

questions, yet disciplinary boundaries go back up when an

answer has been found that serves the needs of the root disci-

plines. Interdisciplinary collaborations have, however, forged

new disciplines such as neuropsychology or urban anthropol-

ogy that endure through time.

Transdisciplinarity, which Rosenfield (1992) defines as

research in which exchanging information, altering discipline-

specific approaches, sharing resources, and integrating disci-

plines, achieves a common scientific goal and the highest degree

of scientific collaboration. Disciplinary scientists transcend and

operate outside their own boundaries and cultures to achieve

synergy, mutually inform one another’s work, and create new

intellectual spaces in which no one discipline dominates and

no way of knowing is privileged over others. Together, they are

able to capture complexity.

Scientific disciplines can be mapped across the tiers of multi-

level frameworks like those of Warnecke et al. (2008) and Geh-

lert (2014). Epigenetics, for example, would be located primarily

at the Biological/Genetic Pathways tier, health psychology at the

Individual Risk Factors tier, and systems dynamics at the Social

Conditions and Policies tier. Although disciplinary scientists

may be experts at one level, no one discipline can address all

of the levels with equal ability. This further argues for the impor-

tance of working on transdisciplinary teams of scientists.

Transdisciplinarity also might occur across the more hori-

zontal continuum, from the process of scientific discovery to

the diffusion and implementation of research findings to the

application of those findings to address real-world problems.

Transdisciplinary functioning is important here, too, based on

the argument that if those who focus on scientific discovery

communicate with practitioners working in the settings in

which their discoveries will be applied, it will help to focus

their work. Likewise, practitioners who understand the science

behind what they are applying will be better able to explain

why they are doing, what they are doing.

Views of Science Within Social Work

Social work leaders have held conflicting opinions since the

beginning of the last century about how the profession should
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define and position itself with regard to the sciences. In an early

example of this debate, Graham Taylor and Sophonisba Breck-

inridge and Edith Abbott disagreed publicly about where and

how social workers should be educated and indeed whether

they should be trained rather than educated (Abbott, 1915;

Costin, 2003; Wade, 1964). Breckenridge and Abbott, influ-

enced to some extent by the writings of Flexner (1910) that

positioned social work outside the mainstream of professions

like medicine, championed the education of social workers in

academic institutions. The two women, both of whom held

advanced degrees (Breckenridge, a doctorate in Political Sci-

ence, and Abbott, a doctorate in Economics) at a time when few

women did, wanted students to be exposed to the rigorous

methods and scientific coursework at the University of Chi-

cago. Graham Taylor, however, worried that theory and princi-

ples would crowd out practical ideas and jeopardize the

essential spirit of the social work profession. He favored train-

ing such as that offered by the Chicago School of Civics and

Philanthropy between 1903 and 1920 over that which would

be afforded by a merger with the University of Chicago. Need-

less to say, Breckenridge and Abbott won the argument.

Yet the debate persists, albeit less intensely. Eighty years

after the debate between Abbott and Breckinridge and Taylor,

Davis (1985) argued that doing academic research put social

work in a male voice while clinical social work practice spoke

in a female voice that was truer to the profession. In a letter in

response to Davis, Proctor (1985) outlined the limitations of

this way of thinking, pointing out that research, which is gen-

derless, serves the purposes of human welfare. Even today,

Brekke (2013) notes that the National Association of Social

Worker (NASW) Code of Ethics (NASW, 2008) mentions

research only one time, and never mentions science, in contrast

to language about science in the codes of other professional

organizations such as the American Psychological Association

or the American Psychiatric Association. This suggests a less

than total acceptance of social work as science.

In their recent historical analysis of evidence-based prac-

tice in social work, Okpych and Yu (2014) write about efforts

since the 1970s to move the profession from an authority-

based paradigm to one that is evidence based and aimed at

creating ‘‘a service profession grounded in empirical

research’’ (p. 3). Similar movements have occurred in other

professions, all influenced by the evidence-based movement

in medicine. Although the evidence-based practice movement

values research as a means of validating the effectiveness of

social work practice, it fails to address the question of whether

social work should be a science.

Social Work as Science

There seems to be general agreement that social work should

rely on science in the form of empirical research. Exhortations

have been heard since the early 1900s for social work to rely

more on the scientific method to be more systematic and to

generate knowledge on social conditions (Abbott, 1915; Cabot,

1911), and according to Okpych and Yu (2014), empirical

clinical practice and then evidence-based practice have been

the profession’s prevailing paradigms since the 1970s. Yet,

these themes speak more to social work’s use of science than

about its identity as a science.

A last way of vetting the value of social work as a science

might be whether it is able to generate a unique body of knowl-

edge. In order for social work to be considered a science, must

it be able to generate this knowledge or is it sufficient for social

work to implement knowledge generated by other disciplines

or professions with the almost infinite variety of individuals

and groups with which it works? There is less general momen-

tum within the profession for social work to be a science than

for its practice to become evidence-based and contribute to the

generation of solutions to the complex problems experienced

by individuals and groups. Shaw (2014) suggests that the two

might actually be in conflict with one another. In responding

to Brekke’s argument for a science of social work, he writes

that bringing ‘‘science to bear on social work . . . sustains the

linear, from above downward relationship between research

and practice that so bedevils the evidence-based practice move-

ment’’ (Shaw, 2014, p. 3). He concludes that ‘‘the quest for a

science of social work seems to me far less imaginative or

far-reaching’’ (p. 3). Social work clearly is a profession and has

become an academic discipline. But, is being an academic dis-

cipline the same as being a scientific discipline?

In arguing for a science of social work, Brekke (2013,

p. 462) states that social workers ‘‘ . . . will be forced to define

our uniqueness in terms of knowledge, and that will build our

identity and status in the context of other social sciences.’’ I

would argue that social work has yet to optimize its unique

ability to contextualize complex human problems and to draw

from a wide range of disciplines and disciplinary theories to

address them and that this will do as much to elevate the posi-

tion of the profession as labeling it a science.

Social Work in a Transdisciplinarity World

Three attributes of social work position it particularly well to

contribute to multi-level research and to transdisciplinary team

science. The first is its deep understanding of social determi-

nants of human problems. The importance of considering the

social determinants of problems has received wide-spread

attention since the publication of the first edition of Marmot

and Wilkinson’s (1999) Social Determinants of Health. Yet,

it has been a major concern within social work since the begin-

ning of the last century. Ida Cannon wrote in 1923 that psycho-

social information should be used to ‘‘remove those obstacles,

either in his surroundings or in his mental attitude, that interfere

with successful treatment’’ (Cannon, 1923, p. 14). Thirty years

later, Perlman (1957) urged social workers to consider the per-

son, problem, place, and process in casework, drawing atten-

tion to the social context in which problems occur.

Considering social factors changes the face of problems,

increasing the effectiveness of interventions designed to

address them. If one considers age-adjusted mortality rates in

the United States in terms of gender and race/ethnicity alone,
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African American males have the highest rates, followed by

White males and Hispanic males (Center for Disease Control

and Prevention [CDC], 2013). When education is added to the

model, that is, when data are sorted according by years of edu-

cation, a different picture emerges. White females in the lowest

quartile of education made the fewest gains in life expectancy

at age 25 between 1990 and 2000, followed by non-Hispanic

White females (Meara, Richards, & Cutler, 2008). When con-

sidering gender, race/ethnicity, and years of education (<12,

12, 13–16, and >16), Ohlshansky and colleagues (2012) found

that White males and females had made the highest gains in life

expectancy with additional years of education, compared to

Black males and females and Hispanic males and females. In

other words, the benefits of more years of education for life

expectancy were higher for White males and females than for

other groups.

This biopsychosocial perspective bolsters social workers’

potential contribution to teams by allowing them to provide

expertise on social factors while actively participating in con-

versations about how these factors influence and are influ-

enced by biological and genetic pathways and individual

risk factors. This ability to take a bigger picture of phenom-

ena, coupled with social workers’ knowledge of group

dynamics, positions them well to contribute to the functioning

of transdisciplinary teams.

The second way that social work contributes to transdisciplin-

ary science is the discipline’s natural ability to draw together and

integrate knowledge from a variety of other disciplines. Brekke

(2013) has characterized public health and social work as inte-

grative scientific disciplines, yet, the nature of their integration

differs appreciably. Unlike public health, which is made up of

a group of disciplines such as epidemiology, health communica-

tion, health policy, environmental health, and biostatistics, social

work is identified as a unique discipline (see Figure 1). Although

a single profession, social work has been very successful over

time in its ability to draw knowledge and theory from a variety

of outside disciplines, including psychology, sociology, eco-

nomics, geography, education, and political science, in the

pursuit of solving human problems.

Finally, social work contributes through its long-standing

engagement with communities. Through partnerships with

communities in need, social workers can help to develop and

test interventions with populations and implement evidence-

based interventions in new settings. They accomplish these

objectives in part using the principles of community-based par-

ticipatory research and knowledge of organizational dynamics,

with multi-level interventions in mind.

Conclusion

Whether social work is a science will no doubt be argued for

some time, in part because determining whether disciplines

are or are not sciences is somewhat arbitrary. Yet, although

there is no clear answer to whether social work is a science,

there is little doubt that social work is a profession that uses sci-

ence well. I would argue, too, that science is central to social

work and that social work has the potential to become more

central to science. VanLandingham (2014, p. 124) wrote that

‘‘if a potential collaborator is reasonably knowledgeable about

other fields of science, he will be in a much stronger position

to facilitate synergy than a self-proclaimed ‘hard scientist,’ who

will more likely be a ‘red herring’ on an interdisciplinary team.’’

The challenge is how to prepare the coming generation of

social workers to operate to their full potential on transdisci-

plinary teams. At present, social workers are not effective

members of transdisciplinary teams, for two basic reasons.

First, although they are adept at understanding multi-level con-

ceptualizations of complex human problems, they too often are

unable to articulate their unique contributions to teams. This is

in part due to social work’s broad scope practice as opposed to

Figure 1. Scheme showing public health as made up of a number of disciplines, compared to social work as a single profession that draws
knowledge and theory from a variety of disciplines.
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being identified with a few circumscribed or easily identifiable

skills (Gehlert, 2012; Lister, 1980). It also may be due to social

workers’ tendency to be unassuming rather than directive on

teams, while assertive in pursuing services for those in need.

Second, social workers are not conversant with the language

and culture of science. This negatively affects their ability to

operate on research teams and obtain research funding in the

current funding environment.

Transdisciplinarity is not intuitive but must be learned. Yet,

despite years of encouragement, universities have done little to

systematically implement transdisciplinary education (Commit-

tee on Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research, 2005; Gehlert,

2012). Adding transdisciplinary content to existing research

courses might entail emphasizing multi-level modeling and

methods of team functioning, such as effective decision making

and conflict resolution (Gehlert & Browne, 2013). For social

workers to function optimally on transdisciplinary teams, or

indeed to function in any cross-disciplinary environment, they

must (1) learn to articulate what they do and convey the value

of social work research and practice, (2) frame social work from

the perspectives of other disciplines, such as economics and

medicine, and learn to speak their languages, (3) find ways to

partner with other disciplines, and, (4) develop cross-

institutional collaborations. The payoffs are many. For example,

after an initial 2-year lag, publications from the Transdisciplin-

ary Tobacco Use Research Centers initiative soared above

related single-site centers in subsequent years of funding (Hall

et al., 2012). This is because transdisciplinary investigators

often use writing teams to allow the results of their joint work

to be disseminated in a variety of journals. Successful team

science results in the generation of research questions that

could not have been generated in any one discipline, the cre-

ation of new methods and analyses for answering these

research questions, and the development of new approaches

to intervening than would otherwise have been generated.

Definitions of science are arbitrary, and criteria for being a

science have shifted over time. Whether or not social work is

defined as a science, it has much to offer science, including the

ability to contextualize complex human problems and to draw

from a wide range of disciplines and disciplinary theories to

address them. Better positioning social workers to operate on

transdisciplinary teams can only elevate the discipline’s posi-

tion within the nexus of science. Therefore, expending

resources to educate social workers about how to function on

transdisciplinary teams seems an important means of maximiz-

ing the discipline’s profile and bringing additional opportuni-

ties for social work in science.
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