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This paper gives a broad overview of the development of different social work methods in the history of this profession. Without detailing particular approaches it aims at giving an understanding of the underlying dynamics of the historical development of social work methods. It starts from the observation that in every country social work is hard to define and that social work methods are often seen as being less scientific, more fuzzy than therapeutic psychological methods of intervention. It is argued that this necessarily resulted in variety of social work methods coexisting and that it is not a deficit, but instead underlines the particular nature of social work which cannot be divorced from historical and political processes. 

For this purpose the main lines of development of social work methods get discussed first, drawing attention to the parallel development of social work and social pedagogy. Within each strand a positivistic (natural-science oriented) and a hermeneutic (interpretative-constructivist) strand can be distinguished. It will be shown that in the interpretation of the various underlying theories political influences can be detected. 

With the benefit of these historical insights the current state of social work methods in Europe can be broadly summarised against the background of prevailing neoliberal social policies which call for cost efficiency and short-term effectiveness of methods. This raises the question whether social work is in danger of losing not only its identity, but also its wider social mandate if it were to yield to those pressures. The paper ends therefore with a critical review of the chances of social work regaining a degree of professional autonomy while remaining accountable to the public and the users of services. 
The nature and purpose of social work methods

The professional profile and role of social workers is not immediately apparent and is often met by the public and by policy makers with doubt and scepticism. This is not only the case in countries where social work is a relatively recent profession but characterises also public reactions to social professionals in countries with a long standing tradition of professionalisation. While other professions appear to have a clearly defined body of knowledge and practice according to a catalogue of competences that the public respects as requiring strictest quality control for access to the profession this does not apply in the same way to social work. Here the boundary between forms of intervention that require merely “common sense” and those based on specialised knowledge is fluid. Frequently social workers are being accused of basing their interventions on unnecessarily complicated methods which are not suitable for a speedy and publicly acceptable solution. 
These doubts and accusations require a firm and unambiguous reply. In over one hundred years of experience with professionalisation and academic training the social professions can confidently say that it is not a lack of sophistication and scientific stringency that make the identification of exclusive professional skills and methods so difficult. Instead, it is the very nature of social work, its mandate and location within modern societies that make it professionally necessary to constantly question and re-define the boundary between common sense and specialised interventions. Social intervention is always a “co-production” between various actors, social professionals, other professionals, people representing the social network of clients and above all clients themselves. This means that the skill of composing these networks, the competence of defining the range of actors and scenarios involved, is the core of professional competence in social work, a competence that must include direct and indirect intervention, ordinary, everyday change processes and highly refined “technical” supports.  
The theory and methods profile of social work cannot therefore be defined according to a uniform, Europe-wide standard. Rather, it is in the nature of this profession that the process of theory and method formation is seen in a dynamic developmental perspective, a perspective which also recognises the historical and political context in which it is being practised neither as a “higher level of authority” that can overrule professional autonomy, nor as undue interference which is simply a hindrance. This flexibility and fluidity is not a sign of weakness on the part of the profession, but is connected to its core speciality of making a central contribution to the creation and consolidation of social solidarity in free, democratic societies. Exactly because these forms of intervention respect the views of service users and the wider public they cannot withdraw behind the barriers of professional exclusivity but need to be exposed deliberately to public and political debate. They are historical in nature and in turn must engage with history, culture and politics. Social work methods and theories are in a constant state of construction and reconstruction, and this not only in countries where the continuity of development of democratic forms of solidarity-building were interrupted by totalitarian ideologies and face the challenge of new beginnings. Social work in all countries, particularly under the impact of globalisation and its ideological trail-blazer neo-liberalism, faces new beginnings and must reflect on the validity of its methods as well as on their further development. There can be no “timeless” universally valid methods, just as there cannot be nationally exclusive theories. 
Historical considerations
Social case work

The quest for a theoretical underpinning of social interventions that pointed the way towards a professional development began early in the 20th century as a result of the ‘secularisation’ of charitable interventions and the rise of social policies as a key instrument of national politics (Staub-Bernasconi 1999). Two lines of development are discernable internationally which became constitutive for subsequent methods frameworks and hence for the professional profile of social work, whereby each line in turn became polarised between positivist and hermeneutic tendencies. One line is associated with the title “social work” which was taken over in translation in most industrialised societies. It can be traced from the approach which informed the first social work textbook, written by Mary Richmond in 1917 with the title ‘Social Diagnosis’ (Richmond 1917), a title taken up a decade later by Alice Salomon (1926) in her seminal book ‘Soziale Diagnose’. Clearly borrowed from medicine the title implies that social work intervention should be the result of the systematic collection and analysis of relevant social data on the client’s overall situation. In Richmond’s interpretation it implied a functional social science model where dysfunction can be avoided or repaired by the careful coordination of factors that enhance the well-being of individuals and families in their respective social contexts. For Salomon the personal interaction forms part of the diagnostic and consequently of the intervention process. (Salomon 1926).  
Both approaches seek to mediate between psychological and sociological factors and apply a degree of pragmatism rather than scientific stringency in suggesting ways of bringing about the better integration of individuals in a given society. Psychoanalytic concepts reinforced this initially rather vague approach scientifically and it became known as “social case work”. It developed particularly in the USA during the 1930s, to become then ‘exported‘ worldwide after World War II (for example Hamilton 1951). Casework owed its prominence in the US context to its ability to incorporate both social and psychological factors in the treatment of social problems as they affect individuals and families. This corresponded to the fundamental ambiguity of that country’s emergent social policy which, based on the principles of liberalism, sought to reconcile personal initiative and responsibility with collective social security measures that were reluctantly introduced in the USA in the Great Depression with the New Deal and the Social Security Act of 1935.  The positivist interpretation of case work, which emphasises the adjustment of individuals to the inevitably fixed and dominant social conditions, was always only one version side by side with a different version which represented a socially critical and methodically hermeneutic version. On this side empowerment, albeit not necessarily under this term, became a key methodological principle. It created the conditions for self-help through strengthening not just the psychological capacities of the ego but also the basis for group and community action. 
Social pedagogy

The other line of development was social pedagogy, particularly prevalent in Germany but by no means confined to that country. It implies a vision of society that combines rationality and idealism and proposes to steer the transformation processes from traditional to modern societies as a continuous process of educational improvement and ‘civilisation‘. Education becomes a general social and political project for which the school as an institution is only one instrument. Potentially social pedagogy involves the whole of society the whole of the time and every citizen is obliged to participate in it both for the sake of his or her personal improvement and adaptation, but also for the benefit of society as a whole. It concerns therefore not only those members of society too weak or ignorant to make the adjustments for themselves but extends potentially to all members of society. Corresponding to the Bismarckian model of German welfare it required efforts both at the civil society and at the state level, coordinated by the principle of subsidiarity. Social pedagogy, in the pioneering work of Natorp (1899), always has a dual focus: to “form” individuals educationally and to improve the quality of a community. This dual concept became particularly politically influential in the German Weimar Republic. One of the protagonists was Herman Nohl who developed the method of social pedagogy at a theoretical level (Nohl 1927, 1933) and at the same time promoted practically  the development of comprehensive social and youth services. Their objective became the renewal of a spirit of community and solidarity which was under threat by the impact of urbanisation and industrialisation. Nohl however operated with a precarious version of a ‘folkish’ construction of community which was later ideologically exploited by Nazism. Only later in the 1960s and 70s did the critical political side of social pedagogy re-emerge in the context of anti-oppression struggles of Latin America and found resonance world wide. In the mean time it was understandable that the social pedagogy model, after the defeat of Nazism and Fascism, lost its appeal as a social work method, as it was tainted with a propensity for essentialising community aspects. 
Post Second World War reconstruction

Internationally, the immediate period after World War II stood for social work under the banner of unification and internationalisation, wherever social services counted as politically acceptable and desirable (in Communist Europe only in Yugoslavia). With the support of the United Nations the profession was given an explicit role both in the social and democratic re-construction of countries devastated by war and Nazism and in the project of de-colonisation (Lorenz 1994). In this global context the triad of casework, group work and community work gained wide acceptance as instruments of involving people directly in the solution of social problems, individually, in families, neighbourhoods and national communities. The optimism implied in these approaches found expression most clearly in those societies of Western Europe which set about developing welfare states explicitly. The expanding safety net of social security was intended to give stability to capitalist societies which found themselves increasingly locked into competition with the communist block; the welfare state promised stability at both the social and the economic level. For the development of social work methods in this context this meant that they could be concentrated on dealing with adjustment problems at the individual level since the structural issues were meant to be taken care of by social policy developments. In this period the casework approach, paralleled by an equally individualised version of social pedagogy which recouped ground in some European countries, gained almost universal acceptance.  The validity of the casework method was initially not put into question and there were only ‘internal’ disputes over whether the psychoanalytic assumptions at its base could be substituted by behaviourism or later by cognitive methods suited for short term interventions. This latter range of social work methods, still being practised today, like ‘problem solving’, the ‘task centred approach’ or ‘short term intervention’ focused on adjustments at the level of the individual trusting that improvements in social policy would effectively address material and structural deficiencies as the cause of social problems. 
Only with the so-called ‘re-discovery of poverty’ of the 1960s, when studies revealed that welfare state measures had by no means managed to eliminate poverty, did the casework method come in for fundamental questioning on political grounds. This heralded the period of political or ‘radical social work’ (Bailey and Brake 1976, Galper 1980), a method which sought to expose the misuse of psychological models designed to strengthen individual coping capacities for problems whose origins were structural and political, such as poverty and social exclusion. These explicitly political methods on the one hand resorted explicitly to Marxist theories of class consciousness and revolutionary change (Corrigan and Leonard 1978), on the other hand related back to traditions of community action within, for instance, the Settlement Movement which had emphasised collective action in the struggle against deprivation and poverty since the late 19th century (Alinsky 1971). Interestingly, as mentioned above social pedagogy in this context also regained a more international dimension through the ‘re-discovery’ of its political core in the work of Paulo Freire (1973) which gave important practice impulses not just in the Americas, but in many parts of Europe. His proposal for a ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’ stressed the importance of poor and socially disadvantaged people being centrally involved in the search for solutions of their own problems. According to this method, this sets in motion a collective, life-long learning process aimed at generating life skills which help to prevent or at least better solve future difficulties. Together these ‘radical models’ of social work methods challenged the ‘hidden agenda’ of a functionalist view of society which they suspected to be at the heart of the casework project; they sought to replace it with a human action perspective that considers personal needs and structural changes simultaneously. Seen in this perspective, social services have a critical, at times even subversive role in society with social workers relinquishing a position of neutrality to take sides very explicitly for clients, their rights and their demands for full participation in society.
Indigenisation and challenges to universal methods
These explicit political critiques set in motion not just the questioning of the benefits of the welfare state models but also the fragmentation of the methods consensus. Capitalist societies were not becoming more equal, poverty had not disappeared and the link between established social work methods and this failing welfare state project had to be questioned. The whole basis of social work theories and methods had to be re-examined. This process of questioning and searching for new starting points took two basic directions. One was the ‘indigenisation’ of theories in social work in the light of the fading credibility of the universal model of case work, group work and community work. More and more lecturers on social work courses in Europe gained their qualifications no longer at US colleges or in the context of post-war reconstruction projects but in the academic fields of their respective countries. This meant that available theory frameworks were utilized from disciplines such as social science, psychology and pedagogy to construct methods that took account of the specific characteristics of a European society as seen through the eyes of these disciplines. In France for instance the concept of ‘animation’ was explored and turned into a social work method. It aimed at the stimulation creative social abilities of citizens, often in the form of street theatre or open youth work from a ‘learning by doing’ perspective. In the Netherlands the concept of ‘agogics’ led to a whole movement around theories which placed emphasis on life-long learning processes as the key to self-directed social change. 

Social work methods also changed under the impact of new social movements which erupted in the 1970s in all parts of the Western world and sporadically also in Communist countries, despite severe oppression. Their common characteristic and relevance for the further development of social work methods was that they linked the demand for civil and human rights with questions of group and individual identities. Chief examples of these movements were the black liberation movement and the women’s movement which both bridged the divide between personal self-realisation and structural change with the motto ‘the personal is political’. In some European countries these movements had a profound and impact on the development of social work theory and methods. ‘Feminist’ and ‘Black Social Work’ became not just descriptive terms for new fields of social service activities (women who had suffered domestic violence or public discrimination, black people who were being criminalised and excluded from mainstream society) but methods initiatives with a clear mandate to transform the very core of conventional professionalism. These methods criticised all former social work methods and theories for having sought to construct an abstract, universal version of a client without reference to the importance of identity features such as gender and ethnicity. The criticism claimed that this assumed neutrality represented a form of discrimination, paternalism or hegemony already at the level of theory which was bound to result in biased forms of intervention. The ‘discovery’ of the importance of collective identities meant not only the use of different theory perspectives (feminism, anti-racism) but also moved personal qualities centre stage in an attempt to replace the professional distance between expert and client by notions of shared ‘conscientisation’, solidarity and emancipation. It became equally, sometimes more important to have had personal experiences in social problems than to have a formal academic qualification in order to be suitable for practice in particular areas of social work. The emancipatory use of identity and experience spread then to other fields of social intervention and featured increasingly in self-help movements in the psychiatric field such as the much acclaimed ‘psichiatria democratica’ movement of Basaglia in Italy (Basaglia 1987) and the self-advocacy programmes of people with disability and special needs (Beresford and Croft 1993). 
The re-ordering of the world after 1989 and the fragmentation of methods

At that time, the 1980s, which was also the time when the Western welfare state models were diagnosed as being in a state of acute crisis, financially and conceptually, it became that the aspirations for a universally valid, unified scientific basis for methods which would place social work within the ambit of modernity, rationality and professional accountability were in serious difficulties. A final attempt at finding such a universal theory base focused on system theory which for a while became very popular on social work courses in practically all Western European countries in the 1980s exemplified by numerous translations of the classic textbook by Pincus and Minahan (1973). The method emphasised the ability of systems to balance themselves and favoured therefore indirect forms of intervention. In the German language area attempts at founding an independent ‘social work science’ were based on systemic principles (Lüssi 1991, Staub-Bernasconi 1995). This would have up-graded the status of social work as against social pedagogy which could always refer to a well-established academic discipline as its base. But ultimately, despite these attractions system theory proved too broad and abstract to deliver a more differentiated methods discourse which social transformations of the kind indicated above demanded. It was not just an exhaustion of the project of finding a unified social work theory that manifested itself, it was the exhaustion of the paradigm of modernity and progress as such that affected the subsequent development of social work methods. Modernity with its claim to be able to deliver progress through technical, rational solutions entered a profound crisis which opened the way for a new wave of social theory under the banner of post-structuralism and post-modernism. In total contrast to the unifying objectives of casework and finally the systemic designs this theoretical framework challenged all theoretical claims to universality and totality as ideological impositions, exposing them as mere ‘narratives’ which it set out to ‘deconstruct’ in the name of honesty and liberation. Ambivalence and difference became central points of orientation beyond which no certainty was possible any longer. Individuals had to come to terms with relativity and an infinite market of possibilities for which no absolute standard applied.
This change in theoretical orientation affecting social work methods corresponded once more to profound changes in the social and political context. The events of 1989 and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union can be regarded as the culmination of these changes and the beginning of a new ordering of the world, inside and outside the nation state. While this could have counted as the victory of the Western democratic model of society over that of a Communist planned economy it soon assumed a much wider significance. Ideologies had given a degree of cohesion and certainty whereas the end of confrontation spurned a frantic search for new reference points for identity and cohesion which threw societies back to self-interest and individualism. What resulted was not the much-heralded end of ideology or even the end of history (Fukuyama 1992) but rather an ‘over-abundance’ of history and ideology all contesting a borderless terrain. The break-up of power blocks which had held the respective mix of nationalities together in countries East and West under the perceived threat of a common enemy broke up into re-enactments of local and national histories. It also had repercussions in Western Europe where the project of European unification and expansion began to meet a wave of national resistance and retrenchment, despite the subsequent expansion of the European Union. And it manifested itself  finally in the violent reactions to globalisation and the insecurities associated with global terrorism and the re-emergence of politically influential ideologies in the form of religions, particularly the Islam – Christianity confrontation. In these renewed ‘turns towards history’ the broken relationship with history as such, instigated by nationalist thinking at the core of European nation state projects but also caused by Communist ideology, is manifesting itself. 

This background has to be considered when assessing the current state of social work methods and their likely future development. The lessons from both the history of European nation states and the history of social work itself have to be considered together to identify the connection and to emphasise the social and political responsibility that attaches to methodological considerations. The reception of post-modernism in academic social work internationally was very uneven and three types of responses can be distinguished. 
Social work methods responses to the crisis 
a) evidence based approaches

There were responses that celebrated the pragmatic freedom this deconstructive framework provided from the dogma of theoretical frameworks which were usually too abstract, general and remote to be really tested in practice. Deconstructing the power of these regimes of theories meant for practitioners that they would be able to concentrate on ‘what works’ without the tyranny of having to remain within the consistent theory regime of ‘received ideas’ (Rojek et al. 1988, Howe 1994, Irving 1999). Social work is essentially recognised as a socially constructed activity which cannot go beyond the subjectivity of the actors involved but has to come to terms with the uncertainty this implies, for better or for worse. In Britain this line of development in social work practice and training was actively encouraged by successive governments which sought to commit the profession to an ‘evidence based approach’  and turn social services ultimately into a ‘business’ (Harris 2003). But also in other countries this pragmatism is spreading in parallel with developments for instance in medicine and nursing where ‘evidence based practice’ is the motto for more immediate links between research and practice and for a more cost-efficient form of practice. 
b) re-constructive social work

Other initiatives at the conceptual level aimed at exploring and exploiting the empowerment potential arising from the recognition of the profession’s constructed nature and called for a (re-)constructivist programme of social work theory and methods (Payne 1999, Kleve 1999). Central to these proposals is the dispersal of power to include a client perspective in the definition of goals and methods, corresponding to the turn towards subjectivity and identity as central concerns of the new social movements noted above. This is now no longer oriented towards ‘given’ identities such as gender or ethnicity but recognises the multiple layers of identity that make up every person’s individuality and social role. Advances in cognitive psychology aid this approach and promote a wide variety of counselling and therapeutic approaches in which the ability of individuals to make choices and to conceptualise their future action scenarios is central. 
c) critical social work

A third response to the challenge of postmodern critique of traditional theories and their certainties is the attempt to realise the communicative and transformative potential inherent in the critique of modernism (Healy and Leonard 2000). Healy (2000) and Fook (2002, 2004) propose to make language and critical reflection central tools in social work practice in order to shift power decisively from the professional experts to the users of social services, with all the new uncertainty this brings. In a sophisticated theoretical model this proposal aims at linking the recognition of difference with the construction of autonomous identities instead of moulding clients into pre-conceived forms of adjustment, without, however, resorting to the techniques of cognitive methods. ‘Identity construction plays an important role in the empowerment of previously marginal or disadvantaged groups’ (Fook 2004: 27). This approach makes the political responsibility of social workers once more very explicit. Leonard, once an exponent of ‘radical social work’, utilises postmodern ideas to recognise and affirm feminism, antiracism and human rights campaigns as the dispersed sites of resistance against the prevailing capitalist order, each with their own agenda and angle on injustice and inequality but nevertheless from overlapping concerns (Leonard 1997). He returns to Marxism in a reconstructive sense, treating ‘class’ for instance not as a given category but as a set of relationships that are socially constructed in a whole range of situations, not just in the economic field. Social workers need to concentrate their attention on processes of exploitation and exclusion. It is their duty to identify them to expose them publicly and to enable clients to become aware of the manifold ways in which their lives are implicated n these processes and facilitate their own ways of organising resistance and action. 
As can be seen, the impact of postmodern thinking on social work theory and methods discourses has been very varied and does not amount to a unified shift in one direction. Rather it has aided the further fragmentation of themes and concerns, albeit with some common themes running through at least some of the proposals. These touch on issues such as subjectivity, identity, the centrality of language and communication in social relations, and contain therefore the potential for the ‘democratisation’ not just of the intervention process, but of the theoretical framing of encounters, which then necessitates a re-distribution of power, a questioning of professional privilege and a critique of established expert systems (Ife 1997). 
Prevailing social work methods and their critical evaluation
If we look around today for models that would characterize contemporary social work methods in Europe generally we can obtain only a fuzzy and confused picture. However, at certain critical points the relationship with or indeed the dominance of social policy frameworks in determining the shape and direction of social work methods is becoming apparent. It then becomes a question of whether social work yields to this pressure of adjustment or finds a new expression for professional autonomy in taking critical position to these pressures. This general political framework is characterised by neo-liberal ideologies which stress the importance of individual initiative and responsibility. In practically all European countries social service agendas echo the call for the ‘activation’ of clients, and while this call formally takes up the traditional social work agenda of empowerment it reproduces them under very different political premises. Activation features therefore prominently in both clusters of methods which characterise the current preponderance of approaches in social work methods.
a) counselling

Counselling techniques are very much in evidence. Their rise has been inexorable since the 1980s when in the domain of psychology the gravity fields of the twin suns of psychoanalysis and behaviourism finally exploded releasing a myriad of new conceptual combinations ranging from the cognitive to the esoteric. For social work this had a peculiar attraction because it promised on the one hand freedom from the heavy burden of casework thinking which was known to be both politically suspect and practically unwieldy, and on the other hand security in scientifically proven or at least attractive new conceptual structures untarnished by any use in the history of welfare services. The proliferation of these methods is apparent for instance from the classical textbook by Malcolm Payne (2005), which was translated into numerous languages and which in every new edition expanded the range of methods covered especially by the inclusion of such frameworks originating in the field of counselling and even of spirituality. Two core ideas characterise this array of counselling methods. One is the notion of self-realisation as an incentive to change, with the promise of people being able to gain control over internal and external constraints, experiences, habits and patterns that had stifled or obscured their initiative. The other is the notion of self-fulfilment and the creation of an inner space, that can also expand into the environment, in which a person can be identical, not with given expectations and norms but with an intrinsic, self-determined notion of completeness that derives its value and legitimacy ultimately from the fact of having been chosen by the individual. Counselling approaches in their various forms facilitate this view of the self, thereby implying an individualised view of society and, almost as a by-product, rendering individuals thus re-constituted more capable and competent to compete in market societies. Here the withdrawal from history and from the political context of social services is inwardly directed while the implicit model of society that could result from such individual acts of self-invention is no longer the subject of the methods debate as such but is left to take its unguided course. This implies a serious relinquishing of social responsibilities on the part of social workers and spells the danger of collusion with market ideologies. 
b) case management
A second cluster of frameworks substituting for actual methods concerns the notion of case management in its respective national configurations. Here the link to a new social policy agenda is more apparent, an agenda that promotes the re-working of social services into ‘packages of care’ which then get distributed according to an assessment of the needs of particular service users and the availability of resources. The management aspect, conceived of as a kind of meta-method which still allows for a range of ‘traditional’ methods to feature in the actual delivery of a package, consists in the ability to skilfully negotiate between consumer and service provider interests according to criteria of efficiency, particularly cost-efficiency (Harris 2003). While it is obvious that this approach is ‘borrowed’ from a discipline (public management and accounting) much further removed from social work than psychology, the disciplinary home to most of the counselling methods, there is nevertheless an affinity with the conventional agenda of social work methods which emphasised the self-activation of the recipients of social services on a broad scale of methodological criteria ranging from fostering ego-strength in the psychoanalytical tradition to practising empowerment in a political sense derived from the original notions of community action. It is the characteristic ‘neutrality’ with which management concepts present themselves within the methods discourse that give a hint of their actual political significance. Here the disengagement from history, the withdrawal from contests over value positions in conjunction with scientific criteria which would place professionals under obligation to be accountable for their choice of methods, is further advanced than in the area of counselling as the political context which demands this heightened efficiency is taken for granted and with it the whole ideological basis of neo-liberalism leaves practically no alternative. 
Outlook

Overall it can be noted that the optimism which had inspired the project of locating social work and the social professions fully within the domain of modernity through giving it a solid, scientific grounding, has given way to pessimism, if not resignation, in the face of the postmodern critique of closed and total theory systems and the transformation of social relations through processes of globalisation. Discourses on the roles of social workers are now being conducted in a fragmented, localised manner and social work overall is under pressure and struggling to preserve its position and identity in rapidly transforming societies in Europe East and West. Difference predominates, on the side of theory and on the side of practice in terms of the increasing differentiation of titles and professional domains within the field of the social professions, with titles like case or care manager or coach becoming much more prestigious than that of social worker. What masks the underlying resignation and at the same time ties the social professions more closely in with a changed welfare state agenda are the offers to social workers to render their services in the dominant forms outlined above, case management and counselling. In conforming to this demand, certainty can seemingly be regained and tangible results of intervention achieved, but at the price of eliminating the element of political consciousness and action from the concept of social workers’ role and from practice considerations. Procedural approaches dominate the picture practically everywhere so that different case scenarios become regulated through administrative and legal procedures over which professional social workers have little control. Although in the latter countries the corporatist traditions and the strong non-governmental field leaves more room for innovation and autonomy. Social workers‘ roles in the Nordic countries also seek to arrange themselves more readily with prevailing social service structures which however, in contrast to other European social policy developments, continue to pursue a modernist approach to social problems based on extensive social science research. 

This leaves post-communist countries with the double difficulty of having to re-connect with the theory discourses within their own national traditions that had been largely suppressed and at the same time of connecting to contemporary discourses in other countries which are highly uneven and fragmented. However, their particular situation can assume paradigmatic significance for all European countries where discontinuity is now also apparent. The conditions for the reconstruction of social work methods under those circumstances have been recognised much more clearly in countries where the development of professional identities has to take constant cognisance of the simultaneous development of social policy structures and where the relationship is therefore much more apparent. Authors like Chytil et al (forthcoming) rightly place great importance on reflexivity in this context.  The political implications are far-reaching because deciding on which social work method is valid requires reference points not just in social and psychological theory but in the political analysis of the foundations on which social solidarity can be constructed. Nowhere can the methods discourse be content with simply latching on to the latest ‘fashion’, be that counselling or case management, without becoming embroiled in conflicts over the significance of those methods in specific contexts of social services and social policy. The reconstruction process of methods in the social professions is a highly political enterprise and will necessarily be conducted at the level of political analysis if it is to endure the current profound social policy changes. 

There is no need to write off the agenda of the social worker as professional with autonomy and to fear for the professional identity of social work. On the contrary, the fact that this profession experiences such changes and pressures so immediately and acutely is a sign that it is placed at the intersection of crucial social developments. It could be said that the internal turmoil over the roles and methods of social work mirrors the confused state of values and principles in society. This affords the profession an opportunity of approaching these roles and methods debates confidently in the knowledge that they are not marginal issues but that their analysis and resolution represents a contribution to the urgent political debates of our times. 
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