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GLOSSARY 

 
Akōnga Student / Learner 

Aroha Care / Love 

Āta Gently, slowly, carefully, clearly, deliberately, purposefully, intentionally 

Kaiako Teacher 

Kaupapa Topic, policy, subject, programme 

Kete Basket 

Mana Prestige, power, authority, status 

Manaaki To support, sho respect, generosity and care for others 

Tangata whenua Indigenous people – born of this land 

Tau iwi Foreigner, European, Non-Māori 

Pākehā English, foreigner – used most frequently to refer to New Zealanders of 

European descent. 

Pou Pillar / Symbol of support 

Te Tiriti O Waitangi Te Reo Māori version of New Zealand’s founding document, and the 

version regarded by many to reflect the terms tangata whenua agreed to. 

Tikanga Correct procedure, custom, habit 

Tino Rangatiratanga Self-determination, sovereignty, autonomy 

Mātātoa Fearless / Courageous 

Whakamana To give authority, enable 

Whakawhanaungatanga Process of building and establishing relationships 

Whanaungatanga Relationship, kinship. A relationship through shared experiences and 

working together 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Translations taken from Te Aka Maori Dictionary https://maoridictionary.co.nz/ 

https://maoridictionary.co.nz/
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
Background 

Social Work professionalisation did not bring the Social Work Project (Staniforth & Adamson, 2025; Hunt, 

2017; Macfarlane, 2016) to an end. Rather, it has added further complexity to a profession navigating its 

obligations under Te Tiriti o Waitangi, amid the intensifying influence of neoliberal politics (O’Sullivan, 

2024). While some challenges, such as the role of education, the meaning of professionalism and the value 

of mandatory registration for a traditionally vocational pathway, are globally experienced (Hanley, 2022; 

Garrett, 2021; Beddoe, 2012), Aotearoa New Zealand’s context is distinct. Unique to this setting, and 

shared by only a few others, is the bicultural platform from which the profession seeks to operate 

(Ioakimidis, 2018; Dominelli & Ioakimidis, 2016). What it means to be a social worker, and to hold a 

professional identity aligned with this, remains inherently ambiguous. It is unsurprising, then, that criticism 

and scrutiny of the profession continue unabated (Maylea, 2021). 

 
This research helpfully explores ambiguity not simply as a limitation but also as a dynamic force that 

enables the profession to evolve and manage the pressure of relentless change. Ambiguity allows for 

diversity and uniqueness in practice that reflect our diverse communities. Yet, without a coherent 

framework, social work risks undermining its capability to act as a significant professional body equipped 

to respond to change, champion social justice, and work in an emancipatory manner. Twenty-two years of 

professionalisation have not resulted in a clear professional identity. Nevertheless, the ethics and values 

of practice are so deeply woven through social work that they must inform research in this area. It is at 

the intersection of social work’s ethics and values with professionalism and identity that the greatest 

ambiguity arises. 

 
As a qualified social worker, now an educator in a Bachelor of Social Work programme, I have the benefit 

of perspective and time to reflect on how emerging practitioners navigate these ambiguities in their early 

careers and how this, in turn, informs their professional identity. Social work has demonstrated its capacity 

to pivot and respond to research findings, particularly in integrating theory and practice frameworks. It is 

equally important that it is responsive in developing its yet-to-be-defined professional identity. 

 
 
 

Aim 

The research seeks to understand the development of a professional identity in social work, particularly 

from student to early practitioner, and to contribute to the discourse on sustaining professional practice. 
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There are four important questions in achieving this aim: 

• What is social work professionalism? 

• What is a social work professional identity? 

• What is social work in Aotearoa New Zealand? 

• How will social work be sustained? 
 
 

 
Methodology 

Autoethnography played a central role in the research. It functioned as a reflective practice and as an 

analytical lens, shaping the research design, my interpretation of participants’ narratives and my situated 

understanding. Interpretative phenomenological analysis informed the epistemological stance and 

interview design. Supported by the understanding of positioning within a constructivist and feminist 

worldview, participants' everyday experiences were valued as important in shaping their identity. 

 
Semi-structured interviews provided a mechanism for participants to self-regulate, sharing what was 

relevant and meaningful to them. This approach balanced the need for ethical and culturally respectful 

research within a complex positionality. Semi-structured interviews were completed with five participants. 

The participants were all registered professionals with the Social Work Registration Board (SWRB) in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, and currently practising in statutory settings. 

 
Braun and Clarke’s (2021) reflexive thematic analysis was used to interpret the data resulting in the 

identification of two themes and six sub-themes. 

 
 
 

Results 

Ambiguity has permeated the social work profession. Unifying values and ethics were demonstrated in all 

three strands of my research; my own experience, the literature and research participants were 

unambiguous and transparent about these values. Yet, the manner in which these are understood and 

conveyed in practice varies. The unpredictability of social work, from education to practice, the contexts 

in which it occurs and the skills brought to it, has created fluidity around the profession’s identity. The 

period between qualification and early career practice is especially fraught with the impacts of change and 

identity growth. Social work is a profession that is diverse and multifaceted. It has resulted in an impasse 

of what social work should be aiming for, and how it will be sustainable in our rapidly evolving world. 

 
Education fostered self-awareness and confidence. It provided the participants with certainty on the ethics 
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of social work practice, biculturalism in practice and ways to integrate their values into practice. That the 

participants would need to continue this growth and have a certainty about themselves and their practice 

in order to navigate the complex social work contexts was less evident. 

 
The disconnect between the profession and its members’ expectations was clear. The participants had a 

low expectation of certainty and were resigned to constant change in their workplace and across the 

profession, in a manner that the professional bodies do not recognise. Relationships in the workplace and 

with other professionals, as well as stigma and validation, had a significant impact on the development of 

professional identity. In contrast, formal mechanisms such as education programmes, educational 

standards, continued professional development, and regulatory bodies played a less influential role. The 

mechanisms of professionalisation were not reinforcing the strengths and capabilities of the social workers 

it regulated. 

 
These findings deepen the understanding of how professional identity develops in the early stages of social 

work practice, aligning with the study’s aim. They do not provide a conclusion, but rather further areas for 

consideration. 

 
 
 

Conclusion 

This research aimed to understand the experience of professional identity development from student to 

early practitioner. The findings highlight that this process is shaped less by formal structures and more by 

relationships and contextual experiences. Ambiguity surrounding the profession remains a barrier to 

establishing a clear professional identity. While the enduring values and ethics of social work speak 

volumes about the nature of the people within the profession, evidence clearly shows that this is not 

sufficient for addressing the complex needs of our society. There is potential to change this. This research 

demonstrates that there is an open and transparent workforce capable of driving change, given the 

appropriate resources. 

 
Education can be transformational (Fleming, 2022; hooks [non-capitalisation is the author's own], 1994) 

and should play a greater role in the profession, beyond degree teaching. The current SWRB education 

standards, Tu pou Tūhono, provide flexibility to make education transformational (SWRB, 2025b). 

Increasing social work practitioners’ engagement with research and closer monitoring of professional 

development regulations increases a commitment to lifelong learning and embeds best practice. As a 

kaiako and early-career researcher, I can influence this through my work. With clearer frameworks for 

professional development, ākonga can be guided to navigate their learning and early years of practice with 
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an emphasis on becoming a deliberate professional, such as explored by Trede and McEwen (2013). 

Professional identity shapes confidence, adaptability, and engagement with lifelong learning, thus 

sustaining the profession. 

 
 
 

Keywords 
 
 

Social Work, Professional Identity, Professionalisation, Social Work Education, Reflexive Thematic Analysis, 

Autoethnography. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Background and context 

 
I have never declared myself a Social Work (SW) professional; it would likely appear odd, a little pompous, 

to describe my job in this way. Yet, the notion of being a professional and an SW is so deeply intertwined 

with my sense of self that it has become second nature. It therefore feels remiss not to emphasise the 

professional part of my role. I assumed others shared this inextricable link between themselves and their SW 

role. However, when I began work as a kaiako on a Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) programme at Eastern 

Institute of Technology | Te Pūkenga (EIT), I became aware of how profoundly a SW identity defined me, 

and how others identified with the profession. It prompted me to question, when did I develop this deep 

connection to my SW identity? And, was it important? My Master of Professional Practice (MProfPrac) has 

been an opportunity to unpack my understanding of the SW role, its professionalism journey and connection 

to identity, and how this is evolving for me now that I have a new career, albeit linked. 

 
My decision to pursue SW as a career is not clearly etched in my mind. But like so many, earlier life 

experiences and a strong motivation to work with people steered me subconsciously to the BSW. Over the 

19 years that I have been qualified, my strong ethics of fairness, equity, and care for others have come to 

the fore across a myriad of roles (Appendix A) and informed my practice, employment decisions and the 

decision to pursue this MProfPrac qualification. A brief stint away from the profession in 2015 reinforced my 

connection to SW, and that, despite the lows, it was not a role I could easily move away from. I felt I still had 

work to do. I unpack these experiences further in my Review of Learning (Appendix B) and Learning 

Agreement (Appendix C). 

 
The majority of my career has been in statutory care and protection for vulnerable children and their 

families. It is here that I have developed a particular interest in practice standards and professionalism. 

Experiencing both robust and less rigorous workplaces, especially as a quality and complaints manager, 

heightened my awareness of best practice and our performance against this as a profession. When the 

system works well, families are supported to thrive. However, we know that the system does not always do 

as it should. The recent findings on abuse in state care (Shaw et al., 2024) are the most comprehensive source 

of evidence on this. Globally, there are many examples of the same failings (Ioakimidis & Trimikliniotis, 2020). 

The reasons for failures in SW practice are never surprising and speak to the obvious best practices, such as 

maintaining good communication, information sharing, staff supervision, and timely decision-making 

(Dominelli & Ioakimidis, 2016; Hunt et al., 2020; Maylea, 2021). Yet mistakes are still made. In understanding 

SW as a profession and the identity practitioners have to it, there may be an opportunity to understand how 
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we build robustness and rigour in practice and, importantly, develop a sustainable model of practice. 
 
 

Significance 

 
Although somewhat dated now, Clarke (1996) effectively captures the nature of SW when discussing the 

scale of change that the profession endures. For Clarke, SW cannot be considered without recognising that 

this is not a space that stands still. More recently, Maylea (2021) and Garrett (2021) have debated a similar 

issue, questioning whether this unfaltering cycle of change is an argument for the complete disestablishment 

of SW as we know it. It was therefore inevitable that, during the writing of this thesis, change would occur, 

altering the importance of some of the information, especially around a SW workforce strategy launched by 

the Social Work Registration Board (SWRB) in July 2025 (SWRB, 2025a). Yet the participants' experiences and 

the contribution they have made to understanding the nature of the profession will remain timeless. They 

have identified that the grassroots of SW still exist. This provides a platform on which we can continue 

searching for the correct model of practice in what is an endless SW project. Ultimately, the discussion on 

SW is incomplete (Hendrix et al., 2021; Ife, 2021; Russell, 2020), and any research and dialogue we add to 

this space will help advance us towards sustainability and relevance. 

 
Boundaries and limitations of the study 

 
My research has been undertaken within the context of SW practice in Aotearoa New Zealand (AoNZ). I 

discuss in Chapter Three, the autoethnography I bring to this study as a SW and now educator in the field. I 

am also drawing on my experience of practice both here and in the United Kingdom, as well as my education 

in England. As tau iwi, and a migrant to AoNZ of 15 years, I have a particular lens through which I view the 

world and practice SW. This brings both advantages and important boundaries to the research, some of 

which are discussed in Chapter Three and critiqued in Chapter Six. As far as possible, I use this awareness of 

myself to critique and consider the data I have uncovered for this research. However, there will inevitably 

still be gaps and no doubt contradictory research due to the emphasis I have placed on individual experience 

and the small sample size. 

 
Structure 

 
This thesis begins at Chapter Two, with a review of literature concerning SW from the context of education, 

identity and professionalism. It also considers SW in the unique context of biculturalism in AoNZ. In Chapter 

Three, I will discuss the Methodology and Methods of this research, with particular consideration of the 

alignment of qualitative approaches in SW research and my autoethnographic positioning. A sample of the 

transcripts and data analysis is included in Appendix F and Appendix G to illustrate the reflexive thematic 
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analysis process. Chapter Four presents the research findings and discussion, exploring the themes and 

subthemes and their relevance to the project's aims and objectives. Chapter Five presents a conclusion of 

the findings and discussion, in the form of recommendations for SW education and practice. I finalise this 

thesis with Chapter Six, a critical commentary on my experience and learning in the MProfPrac. I draw 

together myself as the researcher, as a SW practitioner, as an educator, and finally, the learning from this 

study. 

 
The title of this research, ‘We Do Stuff!’ is credited to a participant who, struggling to articulate the SW role 

and responsibilities, landed on this short phrase. It effectively captures the complexity and scale of our work, 

highlighting how impossible it is to articulate our wonderful profession to the outside world. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Introduction 

 
In the previous chapter, I examined the background to this research and explored my social work (SW) 

practice journey, as well as the transition to a career in tertiary education. This literature review explores 

topics pertinent to addressing the research title, Understanding the experience of developing a professional 

identity among early-career social workers. As a kaiako to aspiring SWs, I have noted an ambiguity in the 

profession and its broad interpretation of an identity. This literature review explores these themes across 

education, practice and our unique cultural landscape. There is particular attention to the struggle that exists 

in SW to establish itself as a relevant and defined profession. I start by exploring this from the perspective 

of SW Education. 

 
Social Work Education 

 
The first formal education programme for SW in Aotearoa New Zealand (AoNZ) began in 1949. It was 

regarded as a gathering of people with a common pursuit: supporting vulnerable people (Nash & Munford, 

2010). Professionalism was not yet on the radar, and as Nash (1998) highlights, many could not reconcile SW 

as an academic pursuit for decades to come. Now, SW programmes are offered at a range of institutions, 

recognising that there is a duality at the heart of the profession, from developing interpersonal skills that 

are enabling yet protective, whilst being evidence-based and critical. Since 2003, we have had the addition 

of professional registration (Ballantyne et al., 2017). This has brought clearer values and ethics frameworks 

for practice but also challenges in how a profession with its roots in faith and charitable work, follows 

legislative and mandated processes. 

 
Public criticism, serious case reviews, SW activism, economic and political forces, and even a global pandemic 

have visibly impacted SW education (Ioakimidis & Wyllie, 2023; Kim, 2024; Nash & Munford, 2010), and 

subsequently the provision of SW services to our communities. My own education and practice in the early 

2000s were significantly shaped by the transformations following the inquiries into the death of Victoria 

Climbié (Parton, 2004). There has been a continuous cycle of similar events since then. The complexity of 

SW education is emphasised by Croisdale-Appleby (2014). They, along with Brown (2000), specifically refer 

to the dichotomy of demands, such as the difficulty of delivering education that requires establishing crucial 

links between theory-informed practice and practice-informed theory. Croisdale-Appleby (2014) is clear that 

these demands are unreachable, especially when coupled with the need for SWs as practitioners, 

professionals and social scientists. Whilst England-based, Croisdale-Appleby's (2014) report is a 
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comprehensive and typical example of trends in global SW education reforms. The complexity of the 

profession rejects a sometimes-popular view that SW is a role anyone could turn their hand to (Doel, 2012). 

The uniqueness of SW means we have to carve out our own space (Beddoe, 2014; Wiles, 2013), which 

requires more than regulation through law and policy. 

 
So, regulation aside, the answer to SWs' professionalisation could be education. Education is important for 

professional recognition (Olgiati, 2006) but alone would be insufficient for developing a strong and 

aspirational SW profession (Beddoe, 2014). This may explain why there has been continuous debate on what 

a baseline qualification should be. Since the 1940s, recommendations for SW education have ranged from 

six years of university study with a one-year internship to work-based learning programmes (Ritchie, 2008), 

and, courtesy of the Social Work Registration Act 2003, a competency-based route into the profession 

(Ballantyne et al., 2017). Multiple entry pathways do not unify professions; instead, they can foster 

segregation and unhealthy competition (Hanley, 2022). Currently, a four-year degree pathway is offered at 

Universities and Institutes of Technology and Polytechnics (ITPs), accredited by SWRB to meet the standards 

outlined in Tu Pou Tūhono – SWRB Education Standards (SWRB, 2025b). With declining enrolment numbers 

(Kim, 2024), now is an ideal time to consider a strategy to sustain the profession through aligned education 

and practice expectations. 

 
Education's Dance with the Professionalisation Project 

 
The pursuit of professionalisation has reinforced the need for strong SW education, which is stable and 

certain of its aims. The literature and my experience reveal that education can be quite different. 

Professionalisation has created pressure on Universities and ITPs to an extent that could compromise both 

spaces (Kim, 2024; O’Donoghue, 2024). SW education is complex, necessitating that students develop a 

deeper understanding of themselves, resilience and critical reflection (Askeland & Fook, 2009; Morley, 

2016), in addition to practical skills that make them competent practitioners. This is achievable through the 

learning experience (Palma-García & Hombrados-Mendieta, 2013) and can increase resilience (Ingram, 

2013). We need to recognise education as not being a neutral or benign experience (Freire, 1970). Education 

either reinforces dominant pedagogies and fosters conformity or cultivates transformative and engaged 

individuals (Cowden et al., 2020; Darder, 2015). If we pair this argument with the recognition that 

“experience is never innocent” (Avis, 1995, p. 182), we have the potential for truly transformative learning 

and, subsequently, SW practice. Transformative learning (Mezirow, 2003) is especially important for SW 

because of its connections to critically reflective and emancipatory practice (Witkin, 2014). Westoby (2020) 

is critical of the extent to which education can meet these demands, supported by Fonseka and Béres (2024), 

who are concerned with the safe embedding of professional power in SW practice. The SWRB are somewhat 

helpful by setting expectations for transformative SW practice in its Code of Conduct (SWRB, 2016). They do 
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not address how this is achieved in the realities of the broader SW context of conflict, economic uncertainty, 

ambiguity and risk. This is supported by Bartley et al. (2025) and Beddoe et al. (2024), who view these 

contexts as points of concern from the outset of SW study. 

 
Ritchie (2008) would argue that the complexity and demands of SW are exactly why the profession needs 

education. Other commentators would disagree and instead emphasise the development of inter-personal 

skills and emotional intelligence (Cane & Tedam, 2023; McSweeney, 2012), which education, nor 

professionalisation, guarantees. Either way, the seriousness of the profession, one that has to competently 

dance between realism and idealism, addressing risk, being trauma-informed, applying theories, honouring 

self-determination, and practicing with cultural humility (Hunt et al., 2020; Jones, 2020; Nash & Munford, 

2010; Reimaging Social Work Collective, 2015; I. Shaw, 2021) does not have a single solution. This should 

prompt us to consider whether SW, and education provision specifically, may always be found lacking and, 

consequently, social workers may be perceived as ill-equipped for practice. 

 
It is important to consider how these tensions manifest at the frontline of practice. In response to a Social 

Work England (SWE) survey, Simeon (2025) commented, ’Give up the professionalism obsession and settle 

for the realities of being just a product whose labour is exchanged for cash, not love’ (para.3). There were 

counterarguments, but the despondency in the responses was clear; professionalism was not welcome here. 

We do not question the professionalisation of SW, despite the tensions this has created. In fact, we continue 

to pursue it; the International Federation of Social Work (IFSW) Global Agenda 2010–2030 (n.d.) aims to 

unify the profession through co-built transformational and inclusive SW. Many of the countries committed 

to this share challenging contexts like AoNZ, but with longer SW histories in which they have not resolved 

this dilemma. So, the SW professionalisation project continues. 

 
Education and Practitioner Readiness 

 
Already, we can see potential tension between the provision of education and the profession's demands. 

Despite an emphasis in education on transformational practice, several authors would argue that SW has 

developed unhelpful and damaging practices (Bald & Amadiegwu, 2023; Renau et al., 2023). This includes 

SW as agents of the state, complicit in oppressing and controlling citizens and blindness and othering in 

practice that allows the system to perpetuate social injustice unchallenged. In AoNZ, decolonising SW 

practice has to be a primary focus (Elkington et al., 2020; Garrett, 2024). It is not unreasonable to expect the 

SW profession, built on social justice, to address these issues. However, impacts of neoliberalism (Hendrix 

et al., 2021), institutionalised racism across the education sector (H. Smith et al., 2022), and the right of 

education not to be dictated to by the profession are considerable barriers. Beddoe (2014) and Croisdale-

Appleby (2014) make recommendations for robust practicum experiences for akōnga and for stronger 



20  

relationships between education and professionals to align the two fields. 
 
 

In the meantime, the disconnect between worlds is played out in practice, in the phenomenon of transition 

shock (Duchscher & Windey, 2018). The disorientating experience of transition from idealised expectations 

of a role to the harsh reality of practice has been identified in the experiences of migrant, experienced and 

newly qualified social workers [NQSW] (Bartley et al., 2011; Beddoe et al., 2012; Williams & Hastie, 2025). 

Examples of the incongruence between education and practice are explored by Belk et al. (2025) and 

BlackDeer and Ocampo (2022) regarding settler colonialism in SW practice, and by Kim (2024), Howard et al. 

(2015), and Hunt et al. (2016) regarding the complexities of practice. Now the consideration could be 

whether it is education letting the profession down, or rather whether the profession is undermining SW 

education by failing to have a clear direction, or indeed a workforce strategy (O’Donoghue, 2024). Ultimately, 

practice suffers, and therefore, service delivery as a result. There is a disappointing inevitability here, with 

the scope of SW education and practice clearly not aligning. 

 
Understanding Professionalism in Social Work 

 
Professionalism within SW manifests in various forms, in practice and in the broader social context. Given 

its extensive workforce, legal mandates, and diverse range of services, SW occupies a significant position 

that frequently sparks discussions about its professional identity (Ballantyne et al., 2022; Beddoe, 2014; 

Weiss-Gal & Welbourne, 2008). The profession is organised under mechanisms such as accredited education 

programs, accountability processes, and a Code of Conduct overseen by a professional body. Social workers 

possess a unique blend of legal and positional power that distinguishes them from many other professions, 

yet there are similarities. We align with traditional constructs of a ‘profession’ as identified by Hall (1994) 

and share a comprehensive commitment to the requirements of professions, as noted by Ritchie (2008). 

 
According to Fonseka and Béres (2024), effectively harnessing professional capabilities can enhance 

responses to clients, a sentiment echoed by Heite (2012) and Hunt (2017), who link professionalisation to 

increased trust and transparency in practice. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that SW's status and 

authority have at times led to abuses of power, particularly toward Māori (C. Shaw et al., 2024). These abuses 

have occurred in the era of professionalisation. Furthermore, the public discourse still lacks a comprehensive 

understanding of the profession. To what extent do the mechanisms of the profession add value or detract 

from the work we do? The Council for Social Work Education of Aotearoa New Zealand (CSWEANZ) has 

endeavoured to ensure educational programs align with the evolving demands of the profession (Staniforth 

et al., 2022). Nevertheless, they have little influence on systemic issues such as the current Government’s 

approach to social investment (Palmer, 2024) or public opinion. 
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Central to the discourse on professionalism in SW is the value we place on professional practice. Sah (2022) 

offers insight that professionalism does not inherently equate to best practice. While professionalism can 

foster reduced bias and promote ethical decision-making, both highly desirable traits (Nanda, 2003), it can 

also unintentionally lead to dysfunction if employees misunderstand its principles. This creates a screen 

behind which individuals could evade scrutiny of their practices. Morley et al. (2020) argue that 

professionalism’s ironclad grip on practice can often serve as a means of conformity, detracting from the 

profession's purpose-driven nature and, as Russell (2020) adds, rendering us irrelevant to the communities 

we serve. Zhang and Ma (2025) have even described a potential "dark side of professionalism" (p. 12) in 

which the power and influence inherent in a profession can be misused, as evidenced by the abuses in state 

care mentioned earlier. 

 
Reflections on my practice reveal moments of disarray in aligning legal and policy requirements with 

comprehensive codes of conduct and ethics. I would not go as far as to state that this provided a place from 

which to hide from responsibilities to clients; however, there were elements of professional dangerousness 

(Oates, 2023) in my team's behaviours. Trial and error were the most common means by which a team found 

its community of practice, and over time, some wisdom emerged. While Bondi (2011) would argue that this 

can enhance professionalism, Dominelli (1996) had already identified issues with the professionalisation 

project. A lack of attention to detail led to an ad hoc approach to practice, resulting in workforce 

ambivalence. This literature review highlights the myriads of views and perspectives on these very points. 

 
Looking again at frontline perspectives, findings reveal worrying details. Although professional standards 

were viewed as important, 32% of SWs surveyed believed employers' expectations did not align with the 

standards (Koutsounia, 2025). Alarmingly, 75% do not feel that SW is valued as a profession. SWRB (2024) 

and Staniforth et al. (2016) study revealed similar statistics. It is unsurprising, given the ongoing systemic 

challenges and the ambiguity around what we do. It is crucial to rectify this because we are, after all, a 

profession concerned with people and their wants and needs. 

 
Media coverage lamenting the profession's shortcomings has not helped. Over the past decade, the media 

has demonstrated its ability to shape the public agenda surrounding SW (McLean & Pascoe, 2025), 

sometimes directly challenging the professional codes governing the field, as illustrated by the Oranga 

Tamariki report on baby uplifts (Oranga Tamariki, 2023b). Unfortunately, the burden falls on practitioners 

to address these issues in practice. The systems surrounding SWs should be providing the necessary 

professional protection. But we should also be encouraging SW's contribution to the discussions about 

sustainability. We need to reject the notion that SW should be concerned with doing rather than thinking 

(Grey & Webb, 2013). Practitioners are well-placed to tell us, educators and policymakers, how we can build 

a system with a foundation in theory while staying grounded in the grassroots of the profession. However, 
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the alignment between professionalism and practice is not always clear, as Schott et al. (2018) suggest, so 

finding a place for these different voices is challenging. 

 
Social Work(er) Identity 

 
Identity is a process of self-categorisation (Stets & Burke, 2000). The individual arrives in pre-existing systems 

that they then reflexively engage with until a role is established or a connection is made. The meanings 

derived from these interactions result in labels which we then adopt as part of our identity narratives (Stets 

& Serpe, 2013). Self-identity is the lowest form in social identity theory. It is relevant in this discussion, where 

it appears that individual identity has become a lesser part of the larger system in which SW functions, as 

seen in the manner that grand narratives inform the profession more than individual actions and thoughts 

do. I do not believe it is a coincidence that the complexity of the SW profession mirrors the complexity of 

identity development. It reveals a dependency between the social worker and the social work profession 

created by the profession's request for us to fully invest ourselves in our work (Lubove, 1965). 

 
Self-categorisation can occur, in part, because of the powerful role of language in identity formation, which 

is not fully realised in SW (Cornish, 2017; Gregory & Holloway, 2005). Professionals have power (Hall, 1994), 

and can use language to dominate the discourses and therefore identity narratives. For a profession 

dependent on communication, it is not clear why SW has not embraced this process. I would suggest that 

the powerful political and public discourses have some influence here. The culture of SW needs to be 

understood if we are to gain a detailed insight into the nature of the profession and its identity. 

 
From my previous discussion, it seems reasonable to question whether there is a distinct SW identity, and if 

this contributes to the profession's ambivalence and scrutiny. Professional identities can be adaptable 

(Alchin, 2021; Cornish, 2017). However, such adaptability might be seen as a barrier to collaboration, 

allowing other professions to dominate the space (Frost et al., 2005). Nursing has evolved from a vocation 

to a profession, successfully establishing an identity aligned with this progression (Yam, 2004). This prompts 

me to wonder what nursing did that SW has yet to achieve. It might be that SW have not fully embraced the 

discourse that helps both insiders and outsiders understand the collective (Wiles, 2013). It could also be that 

we have been unable to turn our critical reflection skills inward to consider what we want our discourses to 

sound and feel like. 

 
As highlighted earlier, identity formation is complex because it occurs within systems and takes time. It is 

impacted by institutions, communities, and individuals. Kermond (2014) adds the workplace to this list, and 

Van De Mieroop and Schnurr (2017) also make reference to the role of knowledge and the drive for social 

change. Kermond (2014) would argue that because identity is a process of self-verification and management, 
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there is a need for emotional intelligence and reflection. Literature and experience tell me that these are 

sometimes in short supply in the workplace (Blom, 2009; Morley, 2016). Wiles (2013) and Heite (2012) agree 

that professional identity is a challenging journey for students and emerging practitioners, necessitating 

support in this area. Thus far, it seems unclear what the professional identity is. 

 
The Impact of Experience on Practice 

 
SW education and practice bring together a myriad of experiences. In SW and other caring professions, the 

literature recognises a high prevalence of pre-existing adverse life events in the workforce (Branson et al., 

2019; Esaki & Larkin, 2013; Olson & Royse, 2006). Karl Jung’s ‘Wounded Healers’ posits that some, through 

their trauma, become more empathetic and insightful caregivers or practitioners (Hankir et al., 2021). 

Trauma-informed practice, however, helps us understand the all-encompassing impact of harmful 

experience, especially in early life (US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2025). Education is 

tasked with ensuring students have insight into the potential impact of their experience on practice (K. M. 

Anderson, 2024; Kremer et al., 2023). This is no easy feat. Kermond (2014) may well believe that emotional 

intelligence, developed from understanding the impact of our experiences, is linked to professional identity 

development. But trauma-informed responses are not linear, and SW is already subject to demands from all 

quarters. Having the opportunity to become reflexive and attuned to the SW environment (Taylor & White, 

2000) does not necessarily sit within the timeframes the profession demands. 

 
Reflexivity is a practice that should not be dismissed. SWs need to be aware of the impact of the social 

context on them (Whelan, 2025) and mindful of the hegemony that has shaped our current position and 

will continue to do so. In AoNZ, this must include consideration of the relationship with Māori and the 

colonising impacts of SW (Belk et al., 2025). For O’Brien (2005), the pursuit of social justice and a strong SW 

public voice should define our profession, and I would argue in support of this. However, we have become 

quiet, perhaps silenced (Brockmann, 2024). There are notable national and global events in which the 

profession's position has not been clear, despite topics of relevance and concern; historical examples of this 

are identified by Wencour and Reisch (2001). To be relevant, we have to be genuinely participating in social 

change (Ioakimidis, 2018). This is where reflexivity comes to life. 

 
In AoNZ, SW needs to reflect on its journey thus far. Ioakimidis & Wyllie (2023) remind us that what were 

once perceived as desired professional traits are now viewed as oppressive and harmful. AoNZ has an 

evident history of this, as agents of the state imposing colonial discourse on Māori. The degree of self-

awareness required of the profession circles back to the need for a robust SW education grounded in 

reflexivity and a moral and ethical theory (Reid, 2010). This is, of course, in addition to a clear bicultural 

foundation and a strong identity. 
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Biculturalism 

 
Biculturalism in AoNZ refers to the socio-political and cultural partnership between Māori (indigenous 

people) and Pākehā (non-indigenous people). This partnership is underpinned by the 1840 Treaty of 

Waitangi [The Treaty], also known as Te Tiriti o Waitangi [Te Tiriti], depending on the reader's perspective. 

Te Tiriti is the foundational document that articulates the mutual obligations and rights of the parties 

(Hayward, 2023). Over recent decades, biculturalism has evolved into a central framework in many sectors, 

including health, education, public policy, and notably, the SW profession. SW in AoNZ is uniquely positioned 

within this bicultural context, where practice is not only guided by ethical and legislative obligations to 

uphold Te Tiriti, but also challenged to engage in transformative, decolonising praxis. 

 
The national journey to biculturalism has not been linear, and ongoing debate questions whether AoNZ has, 

in fact, reached a position of partnership in any domain, or whether a bicultural position is even justifiable 

(Cleaver, 2023a, 2023b; Durie, 2005; O’Sullivan, 2007; Simon, 2022). That we refer to both The Treaty and 

Te Tiriti, and sometimes ‘the treaty’ (Burns et al., 2024) across AoNZ policy and society, indicates confusion 

and disagreement. This is despite the ground-breaking establishment of the Treaty of Waitangi Tribunal in 

1975 (Orange, 2021), and the subsequent progress in government policy to formally recognise Māori in 

everything from language to strategic frameworks. The activism of the 1970s and 1980s is widely regarded 

as having created the environment for the adoption of anti-racist and indigenous models (Johnson, 2023). 

Pūao-te-Ata-tū (Cairns & Fulcher, 2022; Ministerial Advisory Committee on a Māori Perspective for the 

Department of Social Welfare, 1986) is of particular relevance to SW in the transformation of the welfare 

system for Māori. However, many recognise that there is still work to do here. 

 
Simon (2022; 2023) holds a firm position on the inadequacy of biculturalism to recognise the rights of Māori, 

and rejects the recent uptake of Tangata Tiriti (non-Māori with a place in AoNZ as a result of Te Tiriti) as an 

attempt by non-Māori to claim a link to a culture to which they have no connection. It is a term that risks 

overlooking the fact that Māori existed before Te Tiriti, not because of it. In contrast, A. Bell (2024) posits 

that Pākehā are obliged to understand their role in Te Tiriti and to establish a position that upholds Māori 

rights, with Tangata Tiriti being a key part of this. The discourses have gained further momentum in 2025 

due to the ACT Party’s Principles of the Treaty of Waitangi Bill [Treaty Principles Bill] and finally a widespread 

rejection of the Bill, and as the multiculturalism versus biculturalism debate continues (Smits, 2019; Terruhn, 

2022; C. Ward & Liu, 2012). 

 
SW derives its relevance and meaning through forming a strong alliance with the people it serves (Ioakimidis, 

2018). This would involve the SW profession adopting an ethics of reconciliation that extends beyond 

apology and culminating in a deeper respect for victims and collective action. Globally, AoNZ have an almost 
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unique ethical platform for practice, which recognises the indigenous people at its core (Canada is the only 

other space where this occurs). We have the tools with which to address colonial practice, and yet we know 

settler colonialism continues to be one of the dominant features of statutory SW practice (Belk et al., 2025). 

A difficulty with SW’s position is that history has seen the profession revert to the narrative that it is simply 

doing its job when, in fact, it is acting to uphold harmful state systems (Ioakimidis & Trimikliniotis, 2020). A 

weak professional identity and a debated knowledge base leave SW vulnerable and at the mercy of state 

control, to an extent that Ferguson et al. (2018) argue is not seen in other professions. For biculturalism, this 

is problematic, as SW is regarded as the interface between marginalised and vulnerable groups, and as such, 

it aims to improve outcomes, especially for Māori. 

 
Biculturalism has been theorised and discussed in a multitude of ways within SW literature (BlackDeer, 2023; 

Mooney et al., 2024; Oranga Tamariki, 2023a; O’Sullivan, 2024b). Walker (2004) and Durie (2005) frame 

biculturalism as an attempt to reassert Māori sovereignty and self-determination in the face of colonisation. 

Māori authors convey essential messages on how frameworks can meet their needs, as seen in the He 

Whakaaro Here Whakaumu Mō Aotearoa - Matike Mai Aotearoa report (2016). They inform ways in which 

SW can operate in an emancipatory and critical manner, upholding the principles of social justice. Durie 

(2005) positions Māori clients not as SW service users but as rights-holders with cultural authority. This is an 

important aspect of ensuring that pākehā and Crown positioning is not tokenistic but one of clear and 

respectful intention. A challenge exists in how the SW profession achieves this, given the layers of 

colonisation and general ambiguity about the profession. 

 
There are ways in which seemingly opposing systems can work in a unified way, identified by Durie (2005), 

with the prerequisite of advancement for Māori people. For those who are staunch proponents of Māori 

governance, unification of systems is not an option (Mikaere, 2020; O’Sullivan, 2024a). Nationally and 

globally, there is evidence of the damage caused by the implementation of unresolved decolonising practices 

(Mugo & Puplampu, 2022; Waterfall, 2002). This provides sufficient grounds for rejecting partnerships, 

which often means compromise for indigenous communities, in our case, Māori (Simon, 2023). In AoNZ, 

Māori demand for honouring Te Tiriti is regarded as the most sustained social movement in our history 

(Huygens, 2016). That it remains unresolved speaks to the complexity of the debate and helps alleviate some 

of the pressure on SW, both education and practice, to have found a solution in their respective fields. 

 
There are frameworks for kaupapa Māori, treaty-based education (McNabb, 2019). McNabb (2019) and 

Showden et al. (2022), argue that we need to remove the pervasive approach that holds indigenous 

populations responsible for decolonisation. This approach provides non-indigenous groups with the means 

by which they can avoid meaningful learning or responsibility. There are increasing global calls, such as those 

surrounding Black Lives Matter (Francis & Wright-Rigueur, 2021), for a concerted effort to educate people 
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about the issues of indigenous and marginalised groups. For McNabb (2019), Te Tiriti education is a social 

movement that deserves greater recognition as such. There is an opportunity for SW education to embrace 

the profession's activist traditions and embed principles of tino-rangatiratanga (self-determination) from the 

outset. But this will take time (McNabb, 2019) and requires introspection and challenge of the oppressive 

systems in which education occurs. 

 
Ultimately, without a genuine power-sharing model, biculturalism risks reproducing colonial dynamics 

(Cattermole, 2023; Tawhai, 2010), even in well-intentioned SW settings. For Hellmann (2024), the challenge 

in bicultural conversations comes from ultimately questioning what it means to be a New Zealander, which 

I am sure will unsettle many. These critiques champion transformative, rather than merely integrative or 

symbolic action, to create meaningful impact. The extent to which SW has adopted this approach varies 

across different contexts. Oranga Tamariki has arguably been the most public SW setting to adopt a bicultural 

framework, yet it continues to face criticism for failing to uphold Te Tiriti principles, and for evidence of 

institutionalised racism (Hyslop, 2021; Oranga Tamariki, 2023b). A framework alone is not a guarantee of 

best practice. Social work, however, as Garrett (2024) discusses, is an ideal platform from which bicultural 

practice can emerge. As self-aware, reflexive practitioners, the question of what it is to be a New Zealander 

should pose no challenge at all, that is, if the education has supported them to this place of reflection. 

 
Future of Social Work 

 
There is an unresolved question about what SW education is and the profession's identity. Morley et al. 

(2020) consider that the profession is in a turbulent era. Supported by Ife (2019; 2021), Morley et al. regard 

the rise of far-right groups, managerialism, artificial intelligence, and a culture of surveillance as factors that 

have made SW appear irrelevant and distant from its value base. Giroux (2015) considers this to be “dark 

times” (p.3) and suggests that universities are no longer at the centre of the intellectual zeitgeist. It is no 

surprise that in the past decade or so, several authors have advocated for a manifest change to the SW 

profession (Maylea, 2021). Earlier still, Clarke (1996) and Waterfall (2002) spoke candidly about the 

entanglement of the SW profession in the process of change. Clarke (1996) did give some hope in SW’s ability 

to respond to change through its awareness of social theory. However, they also add that the profession 

tends towards historical amnesia and risks accepting change without considering whether we have been 

there before. This resonates with the more recent discourse of Ioakimidis and Trimikliniotis (2020) and 

Maylea (2021), who argue SW is often ‘done to’ by systems, reminding us that the profession cannot be a 

benign or neutral entity. 

 
Maylea (2021) takes a particularly critical and affronting stance on social work’s positioning. There is a sound 

argument presented on the profession's inability to resolve the cycle of cynicism, instead perpetuating 
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behaviours that lead to the criticisms. As indicated earlier, SW has a history of being complicit or acquiescing 

to state oppression and violence (Ioakimidis & Trimikliniotis, 2020). Locally, Aotearoa New Zealand 

Association Social Work’s (ANZASW) apology in the light of the Royal Inquiry into Abuse in State Care 

(ANZASW, 2025b) is an example of mistakes made during SWs era of professionalism. Professionalism is 

viewed as one method in which SW has sought to legitimise its work. Maylea (2021) argues that the extent 

of self-interest will dominate over any other actions taken to mitigate these risks, and ultimately questions 

whether professionalism is needed. They go as far as to argue that, in fact, professionalism could be the 

single most damaging aspect of the SW project. 

 
There has been some movement in building a Global Standard for SW (Ioakimidis & Sookraj, 2021). These 

are comprehensive, making recommendations for where SW education should take place, through to the 

ethical and value base for practice. However, for Maylea (2021), these and the other tenets of 

professionalism are a distraction from the emancipatory and values-driven practice that sits at the core of 

social work. Social work, they argue, could survive without the complexities that professionalisation has 

brought to it. Maylea (2021) believes it is the heart of SW that vulnerable people need, almost suggesting 

SW takes itself too seriously. Alongside the discourse on SW post-Anthropocene (Ife, 2021; K.Bell, 2020), 

Maylea (2021) makes a pertinent point that is particularly relevant to the AoNZ context and other colonised 

nations. Social work, in its different iterations, has been found lacking for decades, with evidence of the harm 

this has caused. For Māori, it is a reasonable expectation that we consider their needs as intrinsically 

connected to the collective, and through a lens other than the Western ones we are educated in. Garrett 

(2021) takes a more moderate approach for “dissenting social work” (p.1132). This is a position that 

challenges the profession's traditional view of the world and its social problems. For Sidhva et al. (2015), SW 

needs to return to its transformative powers. More succinctly, SW has to become sustainable. 

 
Again, we return to the discussion of SW education, tasked with holding firm on the profession's ideals of 

social justice and emancipation, and building social workers equipped to respond to our current climate, 

something Ritchie (2008) recognises as adult socialisation. Achieving this, given the mechanisms through 

which the government and politics shape education provision, requires further consideration. Morley (2016) 

is critical of the education process, arguing it encourages technically competent practitioners who rarely 

challenge the status quo, despite its potential to conflict with SW ethics and values. In our bicultural 

landscape, this is a problem. 

 
Since the late 2010s, the tertiary education sector has been subject to much debate in AoNZ. The Education 

and Training Act 2020 introduced Te Pūkenga as a unifying body for the sector, billed as providing structure 

that would enable learners to move seamlessly through the system, meet industry needs, and, more 

importantly for the Government, achieve financial viability (Dudgeon, 2023). For the BSW, it marked the 
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beginning of an attempt to shift towards conformity in programme delivery. National standards and 

expectations for the BSW were within sight of those who felt the answer to SW practice problems was a 

single, indigenous SW programme delivered nationwide. A link was established between inequity and 

outcomes in the BSW due to its lack of uniform practice across AoNZ (Te Pūkenga, n.d.). In reality, the 

proposal failed to recognise the unique and rich tapestry of the communities that take part in the degree 

programmes and the expertise of those who teach. Morley et al. (2020) argue that there is a devaluation of 

teaching as the push for learning by rote and through online platforms gains momentum. These debates are 

not new, and as Nash and Munford (2010) write, they have been ongoing in SW as long as the profession 

has been striving to establish a professional identity. Even with national professional accreditation systems 

and competency frameworks, the ambiguity continues. 

 
A challenge here is whether social workers are capable of critically examining their existence and the 

neoliberal policies and impacts, especially given that they have contributed to narratives that suggest Māori 

have created the negative impacts of colonisation (Henrickson, 2022). Considerable humility would be 

required for SW and public services to recover from this position of being worldly and just. The discourse of 

Morley et al. (2020) and Maylea (2020), along with that of Reisch and Gorin (2001) and Russell (2020), could 

be precisely what the SW profession needs. Rather than presenting a bleak and pessimistic view of the SW 

context, they encourage the very debate and critical reflection that align with the traditions of SW. From 

this, a vision of the future of SW could emerge. Showden et al. (2022) recognise the community's potential 

to address complex social issues. Similar activism and social conscience were evident around the Treaty 

Principles Bill. 

 
Conclusion 

 
My literature review has examined the themes of education, professionalisation, identity and biculturalism 

in the context of social work. The final discussion on the future of SW brings together themes of challenge 

and change that have influenced all areas, lending itself well to the phrase the SW problem. It seems that 

there is indeed a problem, as ambiguity pervades this space. A small group of academics dominates the 

discourse in AoNZ, with an insufficient voice from the practice space. Coupled with the pace of change, this 

has the potential to perpetuate the divide between academia and frontline practice, leading me to consider 

whether a journey toward a professional identity is anything other than an abstract consideration. I have an 

increased awareness of the ambiguity that shrouds the field, especially now that I am in the position of 

kaiako. If a single action could prove most impactful in addressing this, it appears that reflexivity on the part 

of everyone involved would be key. In the following chapter of this thesis, I will consider the Methodology 

and Methods used to construct my research project. 



29  

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

 
Introduction 

 
In the previous chapter, I examined the relevant literature for this research, focusing on the aim of 

understanding the development of a professional identity in social work. The literature has affirmed and 

challenged my understanding and expectations of professionalism in social work. Whilst there has been 

significant progress in professionalising the Social Work (SW) role (Ballantyne et al., 2022), there are still 

gaps in understanding the transitions that ākonga make to qualified practice, as well as the changes they 

navigate in their early careers. As a kaiako for a Bachelor of Social Work (BSW), I have drawn on my fieldwork 

experience and more recent education knowledge when designing my research. In this chapter, I discuss the 

research design and methodological frameworks of my research. I discuss the role of an interpretative 

phenomenological approach in clarifying my epistemological approach and designing flexible research 

methods. I discuss the ethical considerations for this research and also the data analysis process. Overall, 

this chapter captures the considerations and processes that are important for meeting the aims and 

outcomes of this research. 

 
Research Design and Methodological Framework 

 
Autoethnography 

 
Research cannot be entirely devoid of values or purely factual (Gibson, 1986). In the context of critical 

postmodern research, Kincheloe and McLaren (2011, p. 315) describe it as “a pragmatics of hope in an age 

of cynical reason,” a sentiment that resonates deeply within the current SW climate. To effectively address 

the complexities of the phenomena I explored, my research required a robust theoretical framework and 

methodological tools. 

 
At the heart of my methodology is autoethnography, which L. Anderson (2006) defines as a qualitative 

research approach that weaves personal narrative into cultural critique. This method bridges the personal 

and political realms and demands a reflexive stance, in which researchers must be transparent about their 

identities, assumptions, and positionality. Positionality emphasises the importance of recognising how a 

researcher’s social location influences the research process (Archibald et al., 2019). Through these concepts, 

I found a pathway to integrate my experiences into the research while acknowledging both my subjectivity 

and the systemic power dynamics at play. 
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As a migrant in Aotearoa New Zealand (AoNZ) with SW practice experience here and in the United Kingdom, 

my identity as an insider/outsider researcher (Crotty, 1998; Flynn & McDermott, 2017) played a significant 

and context-dependent role in my work, which I explore further in Chapter Six. Kovach (2009) notes the 

commonalities between Western qualitative methods and Indigenous methodologies, especially in their 

shared focus on positioning. However, Hetaraka (2023) offers a crucial distinction within the AoNZ context: 

tikanga dictates that it is not the researcher’s prerogative to claim insider or outsider identity. Instead, this 

identity is shaped by participants’ perceptions of their relationship with the researcher. As tau iwi, this 

realisation challenged my assumptions, reminding me that my self-perception was not the sole lens through 

which my role in the research would be understood. These tensions shaped my development of an analytical 

autoethnographic stance (L. Anderson, 2006), positioning my reflections as central to comprehending the 

research dynamics. 

 
Boylorn and Orbe (2021) describe autoethnography as an approach that transforms personal narrative into 

a tool for cultural analysis. To engage effectively with my narratives, I found that critical and repeated 

reflection was essential. This process is underscored by Alston and Bowles (2018) and Sicora (2010), who 

stress the importance of reflexivity in SW research. Furthermore, L. Smith (2021) observes that, regardless 

of insider/outsider status or the presence of whanaungatanga, participants often approach interviews with 

an awareness of what they believe the researcher wishes to hear—a protective act for the mana of both the 

research and themselves. The autoethnographic process enabled me to critically explore how these 

relational dynamics may have influenced participant responses during thematic analysis. 

 
Central to my research, then, is the practice of autoethnography. Poulos (2021) describes it as a process that 

integrates personal experience into research to systematically analyse and explore cultural, social, and 

political phenomena, necessitating critical self-reflection and reflexivity. I did not employ a complete 

ethnographic approach; this research aim required detailed access to and hearing of others' perspectives. 

Autoethnography clarified my positionality and informed both my methodology and data analysis. Its 

foundations in reflexivity and narrative integration resonate deeply with social work’s epistemological 

commitment to relational accountability, social justice, and the critique of power structures. Without critical 

reflection on my own experiences, the analysis of participants’ viewpoints, and an exploration of relevant 

literature, my research would have lacked the depth necessary to illuminate the complexities inherent in 

social work practice. Thus, autoethnography not only served as a reflective practice but also as an analytical 

framework that shaped both my interpretation of participants’ narratives and my situated understanding 

within the research. 
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Qualitative Orientation 
 

Central to my methodology was the view that research should be robust and replicable. Given the current 

social work crisis (Dunleavy & Lacasse, 2023), we need research that can withstand the profession's complex 

contextual complexities. My overarching methodology was qualitative; within this, constructivism, 

feminism, and, most prominently, interpretative phenomenological analysis informed my position and 

provided the structure for my approach. 

 
The qualitative approach (Thambinathan & Kinsella, 2021) enabled participants to share the nuances of 

their lived experiences. Reflections during my review of learning (Appendix B) initiated my understanding 

that my research needed to be responsive to the realities of social work and social work research. While 

constructivist approaches are often criticised as value-laden (Flynn & McDermott, 2017), the participants’ 

responses demonstrated that values were central to their experience and understanding. Recognising and 

engaging with these values was therefore essential. Robustness was achieved through reflexivity and 

transparency regarding my own positioning. This methodology created space for participants to articulate 

their sense-making of identity and profession, fostering deeper reflection and a movement towards 

reflexivity for both participants and me. 

 
Constructivist and Feminist Paradigms 

 
 

Critical paradigms in research encourage the creation of spaces where challenging and confronting 

conversations can occur, ensuring the accuracy and integrity of our understanding and application of 

knowledge (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2011). As a Pākehā migrant researcher working within a bicultural 

context (L. Smith, 2021), and given my insider/outsider position, such paradigms are particularly significant 

to my practice. As a researcher, educator, and social worker, I am familiar with constructivism and feminism 

as paradigms that inform the frameworks I use across these intersecting roles (Dominelli & McLeod, 1989). 

Constructivism enabled me to engage with participants’ narratives as expressions of their meaning-making, 

rather than as objective truths. Feminism provided a lens through which to acknowledge marginalised 

perspectives and to examine the influence of power, culture, and identity. Social work operates within 

complex systems and therefore requires epistemological and ontological positions that promote continual 

reflexivity. 
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Interpretative phenomenological analysis 
 
 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) is grounded in constructivist paradigms (Burns et al., 2022). 

It recognises the researcher’s position as inextricably bound to the human situation (Walliman, 2021) and 

encourages a flexible, reflective research process. In my study, IPA informed my overall epistemological 

stance and interview design, emphasising the importance of enabling participants to freely and authentically 

explore their views. This openness allowed for the peeling back of the layers of lived experience that often 

obscure the subtle details of meaning-making (Frechette et al., 2020). IPA supported an appreciation of 

participants’ everyday experiences in shaping their identities, while simultaneously challenging me to 

interrogate my own assumptions and interpretive processes. 

 
The relationship between autoethnography and IPA proved critical in revealing the complex, almost 

intangible emergence of social work as a profession in AoNZ (Boshier, 2020; Featherstone et al., 2017; Gray 

et al., 2013). IPA’s suitability for small and homogeneous samples (J. Smith & Nizza, 2021) helps narrow the 

distance between the researcher and the phenomenon under study, thereby enhancing the authenticity of 

the interpretation. This facilitated a deeper recognition of authentic and inauthentic discourse. Engaging in 

the process of unknowing (Munhall, 2012) required confronting my own preconceptions and biases, thereby 

allowing openness to the subjectivity and uniqueness of participants’ experiences. This continual reflexivity 

aligns with the core principles of social work practice (Bryderup, 2008), where reflection contributes to both 

learning and professional growth (Askeland & Fook, 2009; Boyd & Fales, 1983; Mezirow, 2003; Morley, 

2016). 

 
Conducting research in AoNZ, where social work operates as a Westernised profession within a colonised 

context, required careful attention to the impact on tangata whenua. The profession’s roots in women’s 

activism and its gendered demographics (Wahab et al., 2015) further validate the use of a reflexive and 

decolonising approach. BlackDeer (2023) recognises the intersections of decolonising social work, research, 

and practice, emphasising critical reflection as essential to resisting oppressive narratives. Methodologies 

prioritising the understanding of others’ perspectives, particularly constructionist approaches, are vital for 

preventing such narratives from shaping research outcomes (Rodwell, 1998). While adopting a kaupapa 

Māori methodology would have been inappropriate given my positionality as tau iwi and level of experience, 

I drew on the guidance of Thambinathan and Kinsella (2021) and L. Smith (2021) to ensure respect for Māori 

culture was central to my approach. This commitment is reflected in both the methodology and the findings, 

which demonstrate the value of culturally responsive and reflexive research practice. 



33  

Methods 
 

Participants and Sampling Strategy 
 

 
Purposive sampling is widely used in qualitative research (Padgett, 2016), and its use in this research allowed 

the selection of participants most likely to have experience or knowledge of the phenomenon being studied 

(Palinkas et al., 2015). This, along with ensuring alignment between participants and the aims, adds to the 

rigour and trust in the findings (Campbell et al., 2020). I identified several criteria as important among the 

participants. This included their place of work being a statutory setting, their time spent in SW practice, and 

their current registration as a SW professional. This informs my sampling, referred to as criterion sampling 

by Palinkas et al. (2015). Overall, this approach brings depth rather than breadth to the data. Table One 

below provides an overview of the participants. 

 
Email invitations with the participant information sheet attached were sent to the site manager at each of 

the two local Oranga Tamariki providers and to the head of the SW Service at Te Whatu Ora (Appendix H). A 

follow-up request was made two weeks later. There was a single response. I then emailed a former colleague 

in Te Whatu Ora, and they disseminated the information to their SW network. The invitation and participant 

information were also disseminated through an online SW network. From these additional sampling efforts, 

four more participants were identified. A total of five participants were selected. 

 
Table 1 
 
Overview of the Participants 
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The research and participant roles were further discussed with each individual via follow-up emails and 

phone calls. There was also an opportunity in this communication for them to ask any questions they may 

have. An agreement was reached with each participant on a time and location to meet. Due to health and 

scheduling issues, two of the five interviews were rearranged to be online via Microsoft Teams. The 

appropriate amendments were made to the ethics consent, and approval for this change was granted. 

 
Semi-structured interviews 

 
Idiographic approaches prioritise an in-depth understanding of individuals rather than the pursuit of general 

laws or commonalities (Krauss, 2008). Elkington et al. (2020) emphasise that genuinely hearing, listening to, 

and understanding the experiences of tangata whenua through research is essential to the decolonisation 

journey. Within a critical paradigm, this perspective prompted me to reflect on and challenge my positioning, 

understanding of the phenomena, specifically identity development in social work, and to adopt methods 

that enabled a deeper exploration of knowledge and meaning. 

 
Semi-structured interviews, which included open-ended questions and prompts, were used to facilitate 

reflective discussion. Nardon et al. (2021) and Mezirow (2003) recognise that supporting practitioner 

reflection can influence practice by fostering different ways of thinking about their experiences. Semi-

structured interviews enabled participants to self-regulate in the research process, which culturally upholds 

mana and whanaungatanga (Kovach, 2009; L. Smith, 2021). This method balances the need to conduct 

ethical and culturally respectful research while navigating complex positional spaces. 

 
At the start of each interview, participants were offered a karakia and reminded of the details outlined in 

the participant information leaflet (Appendix H). The interviews lasted an average of one hour and ten 

minutes. Whanaungatanga played a crucial role in the conduct of the interviews. Time was taken to build 

connections to place and role with each participant, which relaxed the environment and allowed the 

conversation to flow. 

 
Each interview was recorded with Otter.ai and Microsoft Teams to ensure consistency, given the change to 

a blend of interview environments. Appropriate ethics approval was granted for this amendment to the data 

collection tools and can be found in Appendix D. 

 

 
Ethics approval and Kaitohutohu consultation 

 
Category B2 ethics approval was granted for this research. This process ensured that my research was safe, 
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transparent, and accessible, and ultimately rigorous. It resulted in a range of documents (Appendix H) that 

welcomed, informed and engaged the participants in the research process. Ethical considerations are 

inherent in the SW profession. The ethics approval process allowed me to align professional expectations 

with research practices. This included how power imbalances could be addressed in the method and data 

analysis, as well as ways I could meet the challenges of writing and reporting with transparency and 

certainty in an otherwise confusing professional space. My employer was also notified that external ethics 

approval had been granted. Further details can be found in Appendix D. 

 
The Kaitohutohu (KTO) consultation was also conducted and is included in Appendix E. This was especially 

useful in increasing my awareness and understanding of the need to align my research practice with Te 

Tiriti. My daily practice must uphold my professional obligations to tangata whenua; in research, this 

demands even greater attention. KTO consultation drew attention to my Anglocentric positioning and the 

risk of unconscious bias in my work, particularly given my adoption of autoethnographic approaches. 

Reflections during the Learning Agreement (Appendix C) revealed the complex moral landscape in which I 

operate, supported by critiques of SW research (Dunleavy & Lacasse, 2023) and broader dialogues on the 

impact of Western academia on indigenous groups (Hetaraka, 2023). Early implementation of principles 

and approaches consistent with tikanga, such as whakawhanaungatanga, laid the foundations for a safe 

research environment. 

 
While the ethics and KTO processes provided the appropriate approvals, reflection during the research 

process ensured that the ethical requirements were implemented and maintained. A structured and 

transparent process, including outlines of the research and participant information, provided a platform for 

conversations, as did the recognition that my status as an insider–outsider would be determined by the 

participants, as discussed earlier in this chapter. 

 

 
Data Analysis 

 
Reflective Journal 

Reflective journals are widely recognised as valuable tools in both social work practice (Apgar, 2024) and 

research (Vujnovic & Medic, 2024; Abrouq, 2022). Examining assumptions, considering situatedness and 

addressing power imbalances are part of the process of building reflexivity in research. My reflective journal 

has been a key component of my methodology, methods and data analysis, contributing to the overall 

robustness of my work. The MProfPrac extends over several months, and in some cases years; thus, 

capturing moments of reflection throughout this journey helps clarify my positioning and potential biases 

that may influence data analysis. As an established tool in independent research (Bassot, 2020), it has 
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provided a critical space to examine my connection to the phenomenon and to deconstruct my experiences, 

thereby enhancing my awareness of the power dynamics at play within the research process. Importantly, 

the journal also traces my ongoing journey of reflexivity, which is discussed further in Chapter Six, and a skill 

that will extend far beyond this thesis. 

 
Literature search and review 

 
 

A robust literature search strategy is a crucial component of the research methods and a means of 

maintaining some neutrality when using an autoethnographic approach (Snyder, 2024). Key terms derived 

from the research title and aim, covering SW experience through to identity theory, were used. The 

research aim, ‘To understand professional identity in social work, particularly from student to early 

practitioner and contribute to the discourse on sustaining this in practice,’ was the focus of the process. 

Keywords were used in databases and search engines, with an emphasis on national and international 

literature, as well as indigenous research, when addressing indigenous concepts and issues. International 

literature has been particularly important, as it was evident that there was hegemony in SW academia, 

especially regarding professionalisation. The literature was further refined by date to maintain currency in 

this ever-changing field, although some challenges arose with this approach. The literature review focused 

on critically analysing literature relevant to answering my research questions: 

• What is SW professionalism? 

• What is a SW professional identity? 

• What is SW in Aotearoa New Zealand? 

• How will SW be sustained? 
 
 

Thematic Analysis (TA) 

 
For robustness, it was important that data analysis upheld the integrity of the data collection process. When 

analysing the data, I continued to aim for an in-depth understanding of the participants' experiences and 

maintained the thoughtful and deliberate approach that TA requires (Braun & Clarke, 2021). There is an 

‘artfully interpretative’ (Finlay, 2021, p. 105) aspect to TA that engages the audience and guides them to 

appreciate different perspectives. Finlay (2021) offers four ‘R’s as a guide: ‘rigour, resonance, reflexivity, and 

relevance’ (p. 110). These helped ensure I remained committed to cultural humility in the research, 

especially the principles of manaaki and whakamana, which are reflected in the way I have documented the 

data in Chapter Four. By retelling their everyday moments, I could understand the authentic person in their 

role. This has been especially important as I seek to understand the collective (or not) view of SW as a 

profession and the associated identity. 
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Notably, sharing the transcripts with participants to allow for their review is a recognition of their ownership 

of the information. It would be inappropriate, given that I am tau iwi with limited experience, to adopt 

kaupapa Māori research methodologies; as Thambinathan and Kinsella (2021) and L. Smith (2021) agree, 

there is still an imperative for me to integrate and demonstrate respect for the culture throughout my study. 

Additionally, Zavala (2013) discusses the decolonising of research methodologies as a life-long process, 

within and outside of the academic world of the researcher, an idea familiar to my formative journey as a 

migrant to AoNZ and specifically my identity growth as a professional social worker, and now educator and 

researcher, further emphasising the pivotal role my reflection has in this study (Taha, 2018). 

 
Reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) 

 
RTA was employed to analyse the data (Braun & Clarke, 2021). RTA possesses theoretical flexibility and a 

research question that guides the overall purpose of the work (Terry & Hayfield, 2020). RTA requires the 

researcher to make their role in the production of knowledge clear in their work, hence the emphasis on 

reflexivity (Finlay, 2021), which aligns with the values and ethics of social work. Each participant received a 

copy of their interview transcript for review. Any requested changes were incorporated into the final version 

used in the RTA process. This acknowledged ownership of the information, an important aspect of culturally 

and ethically aware research (L. Smith, 2021). Several rounds of analysis were completed, involving the 

review of my interview notes (which included initial thoughts after the interviews) and the transcripts. I then 

began recording my exploratory notes. By actively engaging with the data and critically reflecting on it, I was 

able to develop codes and interpret their meanings (Byrne, 2022). Overall, TA emphasised my reflexivity. 

 
Appendix F provides examples of my data analysis, based on my interpretation of the RTA process suggested 

by J. Smith and Nizzar (2021), with further detailed samples in Appendix G. Step One involved documenting 

the participant-reviewed transcripts captured by Otter.ai. Familiarisation was pivotal, with repeated 

readings to ensure I was clear about the participants' meaning. Step Two involved considering the 

transcription, during which I began to connect ideas and processes, identifying repetition and dominant 

thoughts in the participant's responses. Step Three involved developing statements that summarised my 

analysis of the data. This process was lengthy, with time away from the project helping to build clarity in my 

work. Visual aids, such as mapping and colour schemes, helped me connect the data to my wider knowledge 

and understanding before the final step of the experiential statement. Discussions with colleagues and 

testing my ability to articulate my ideas and hear feedback further added to the reflexive process (See 

Chapter Six and Appendix I for further discussion on dissemination). A strength of TA is its capacity to enable 

researchers to move back and forth between data exploration and the development of evolving themes (Joy 
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et al., 2023). Joy et al. (2023) acknowledge that coding is an organic process that reflects the researcher's 

analytical perspective on the data. 

 
The codes formed during the data analysis provided the building blocks of the themes identified in the 

analysis process. Codes are crucial for capturing my ideas about the data I am analysing (Braun & Clarke, 

2021). There were 30 codes initially, and their refinement and organisation resulted in the themes discussed 

in Chapter Four. The next step in my data analysis was generating the initial themes from the experiential 

statements. Making connections between individual experiential statements, as described by Braun and 

Clarke (2022) as the refining, defining, and naming of themes, broadened the research's focus. 

 
Conclusion 

 
I have found the research process enlightening because of the emphasis I needed to place on understanding 

my positioning. Qualitative research, supported by IPA, provided the platform for my reflections. I reflect 

that there would have been no other suitable methodology through which I could have gained the depth of 

understanding about others' social work experiences. Narratives from practice that affirmed and contrasted 

with my own experiences have woven into a complex tapestry that tells a story of a challenged profession. 

RTA aligns with the nature of social work, allowing for the nuances of individual experience to be explored. 

RTA requires critical thinking and aligns with my constructivist and feminist philosophies. This made the 

research an enjoyable and straightforward process for me as an emerging researcher. Furthermore, the 

processes discussed in this chapter have supported me in upholding my professional values and ethical 

obligations as a social worker, particularly in relation to Te Tiriti. This added rigour to the research and 

allowed for my complementary roles of social worker, educator and researcher in this process. The next 

chapter presents my findings and discussion created through the methodology and methods I have discussed 

here. 



39  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 

Introduction 
 

In this chapter, I present and discuss the findings from the reflexive thematic analysis of five semi-structured 

interviews, framed within an auto-ethnographic methodology. The discussion will draw connections to the 

literature discussed in Chapter Two and incorporate my critical reflections. The analysis has a continual focus 

on reflection, an essential aspect of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021), which is supported 

by my reflexive journal. The interconnectedness of the themes that emerged during the research is 

acknowledged, as the findings and discussion are presented together for enhanced clarity. This approach 

aligns with Braun and Clarke’s recommendations for documenting thematic analysis. 

 
The findings are presented as themes and subthemes, summarised in Figures One and Two below. The 

process of how I came to these themes is explored in Chapter Three and evidenced in Appendix F and 

Appendix G. Figure One shows Theme One, professional identity and the related four subthemes of identity 

as a fluid concept, stigma and validation, social work education and transitions. Figure Two shows Theme 

Two, Ambiguity and the two related subthemes, values and biculturalism and complexity and context. 

 
Details of the participants are provided in Chapter Three. Quotes from participants are recorded verbatim 

and labelled with a 'P' followed by a unique number, e.g., P1 for participant One. The quotes accurately 

capture the participant's voice in this research. The quotes constitute a large part of this chapter because of 

the important Social Work (SW) nuances they articulate. To attempt to summarise them all would be to 

oversimplify the complexity they capture. A representative quote is given at the start of each theme and 

subtheme. The discussions and literature that accompany the findings are my analysis and meaning making 

of the participants reflections. 
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Figure 1 
 
 
 

Summary of Research Theme One and Subthemes one to four. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Figure 2 

 

 
Summary of Research Theme Two and Subthemes five and six 
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Theme One - Professional Identity 

 
P2 – “In social work, you’re kind of told to bring your whole self” 

 
 

The participants did not provide a concise description of the Social Work (SW) professional identity yet 

discussed it as though this were an agreed-upon matter. The participants were somewhat reductionist in 

their language, reducing the complexities of SW into simple terms. P2’s comments above provide insight 

into this, supporting the view that professionalism is a broad and ambiguous construct (Bondi, 2011). 

Professional identity was a subconscious position they held, too complex to be captured in a sentence or 

phrase, as Davis (2016) usefully demonstrates. Being a SW meant being a professional, and this also meant 

having a professional identity. P4 shares that this was not what they expected: 

 
I think I expected it [professional identity] to be right from the day I graduated…that was going to be 

the significant moment in which I became a professional. 

 
P4 had a developed understanding of individual identity and that of the SW collective. These ideas resonated 

with me, and are further discussed by Hancock (2008) and Grudziewska and Mikolajczyk (2023). Professional 

was considered to be something they held as a collective, expressed by P2: 

 
I think there's strength in it, there's support, and feeling I'm not the only person kind of having to 

forge this, but I've got a lot of people around me who are doing the same. 

 
For P5, collectivism included other non-SW professionals in their multidisciplinary team. They embraced the 

space as a place for growth and development: 

 
I love working in a multi-disciplinary tea, and being able to have those conversations with other 

professionals who have other specialist knowledge……It's [been] able to learn from them [and know] 

I'm on the right page. 

 
P5’s experience is a good example of the process of self-categorisation (Stets & Burke, 2000) and the layering 

of identities. As the most recently qualified, this was an ongoing process with challenges which extended 

beyond the workplace: 

 
When I talk to friends, and they say, ‘what do you do?’ I move away from social [work] I'm like I'm a 

therapist…… But then I guess that also really doesn't take into account…the complexities of what a 

social worker actually does. 
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P5 did not recognise the distance that using the title created between them and SW. P1, also based in Health, 

similarly dropped 'SW' from their title to ensure they are seen and heard in the workplace. For Rios (2015), 

there is a risk of becoming implicit in a workplace culture that limits growth and change, with Ioakimidis and 

Trimikliniotis (2020) exploring the creeping dominance of a hegemonic ideology that moves SW steadily 

away from its grassroots origins. Considering this a simple removal of a title (SW) from a self-description, 

undermines the activism that went into gaining title protection, and the evidence of social justice, a 

cornerstone of SW. It is essential to consider this within the broader discourse on the value of SW. 

 
Professional behaviours were readily identified, perhaps reflective of them being equipped to do SW in a 

way they are not equipped to think about its professional status. P4 made suggestions of specific traits and 

behaviours, such as a dress code, a widely discussed topic (Kale, 2019; Kruegar, 2024). P2 and P1 spoke of 

integrity in behaviours. P4 understand that professional behaviour was all-encompassing, connecting their 

personal and professional selves: 

 
I like to think it's me as a person…it's [professional identity] a muscle that needs to be trained……when 

I started my social work journey, I would have been 22, and I think I grew up a lot…I took the role 

very seriously. I think it's shaped me as like a person. 

 
When P2 discussed bringing their ‘whole self’, this somewhat misleads the understanding of the relationship 

between the individual and the profession. A more accurate description would have been, ‘bring your whole 

self – but with caveats’. In P4 and P5’s situations, we see this in the way the role is shaping them, especially 

early in their careers. The difficulty for the participants appeared to be that some caveats were not defined, 

and confusion ensued. 

 
While I cannot recall being taught the details of professional behaviour, such as those explored by Long and 

Maguire (2022), as a supervisor, I gave direction to ākonga and NQSWs regarding their behaviour. 

Professional conduct was based on what I felt was appropriate, having gained a sense of this during my early 

years of practice. The participants' experiences in this regard are nothing new and align with the 

understanding that identity formation is a complex process of bio-psycho-social factors (Van De Mieroop & 

Schnurr, 2017), which is discussed further in the first sub-theme. 

 
Sub-theme One - Identity as a fluid concept 

 
Participants explain their professional identity through skills, knowledge, positioning, and values. There was 

a powerful understanding here that the profession's identity is in the doing, expressed by the participants in 

different ways: 
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P1 - Knowing that I can assess risk really well, I have a good overview of what social work is, right, 

and how we work with whānau. 

 
P2 - being so strongly governmentalised, you don't really have your own personal identity [in the 

workplace], you know, you kind of [have] one of many. 

 
P3 - I'd get really frustrated, because the police have this idea that we're the soft ones……I'm like, 

actually, I've got a role, and I've got some knowledge. 

 
P4 - I think being around the court system, the lawyers, the police, it was reinforced on a weekly basis 

that we were professionals, just through the expectations on us…that contributed to my professional 

identity. 

 
P5 - Advocacy has really been the strongest part. I knew that was kind of what I was coming in for... 

I've always been, like, quite a social justice, rights-based person. 

 
It is essential to recognise their familiarity when discussing SW as a profession. Until 2003, SW was not a 

registered profession, and the debate on this issue had persisted for several decades (Beddoe, 2014; Heite, 

2012), so the participants' connections represent important progress. The participants were experiencing 

shifts and changes in their understanding of their professional identity through different roles and 

experiences, adding to the sense of ambiguity and broad definitions. 

 
Identity growth was a process for the participants, one that is echoed in similar themes discussed by Wiles 

(2013). Instead of mastering their fields, participants discussed gaining confidence in their skills, with P4 

adding, their professional identity had “no beginning, middle and end”. There were moments of heightened 

awareness about their professional status, which aligns with Wencour and Reisch (2014), who discuss the 

fluidity of identity. P2 best captured this, remarking: 

 
Identity is kind of honed, I suppose, through all of those experiences and changed as you go…then 

as I've moved through qualifying and graduating and getting registered…identity takes on a different 

shape and form. 

 
P2 made an important acknowledgement when they said, “there is a shorthand with other social 

workers…you get me”. Certainly, this became evident through the interviews and the way P2 discussed the 

profession with me, somewhat of an insider. However, it does not align with P2’s view that there is no 
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“collective agreement” on professional identity. For a shared language to exist, there must be topics of 

shared value and understanding (Gregory & Holloway, 2005). The challenge is that this appears to be implicit 

knowledge and understanding that is difficult to pinpoint. This concerns me, as it reveals a vulnerability in 

the profession's identity. There needs to be fluidity to accommodate different personalities, knowledge, and 

interactions. Nevertheless, there is a risk in operating on the basis of an ambiguous “you get me” 

arrangement. Furthermore, the connections between individual and professional identity (Stets & Burke, 

2000) add variables which can broaden the range of professional behaviour and identity. 

 
So, then, how do those differences come together in a single profession? Being recognised for their skills 

and knowledge were regarded as building connections to the profession. P4 recalled an “ah ha!” moment 

when they felt acknowledged as someone with trusted knowledge, which reinforced their professional 

status and, consequently, their identity. P3’s ‘ah ha!’ moment was one of understanding the shared task of 

fighting the stigma and misperception of SW amongst those outside of the profession. What unites their 

experiences is the struggle to have their voices heard and positions recognised, and to be validated for their 

work and positions. 

 
Sub-theme Two - Stigma and Validation 

 
Humans need validation to thrive (Mezirow, 2003; Sicora, 2010). SW is not a role of selfless acts; rather, its 

work exists within a complex range of transactions. Recognising this challenge can increase collaboration 

and responses to vulnerable people (Weiss-Gal & Welbourne, 2008). It is essential to reject the notion that 

SW exhibit self-aggrandising behaviour when they seek affirmation (Huer, 1980). Unfortunately, the systems 

surrounding the participants are not always positive or benign (McLean & Pascoe, 2025) with stigma more 

evident than validation. P1 recalled being asked, “So you're gonna be a kiddie pincher”, when they entered 

SW. P3 recalled being compared to a “glorified carer”. These perceptions affected how they performed their 

roles. 

 
P5 rationalised the impact of stigma through their optimism for the profession, and what is essentially safety 

in numbers: 

 
I'm not the only person kind of having to [deal with this], I've got a lot of people around me who are 

doing the same…So there is absolutely safety. 

 
I am hesitant to share their optimism because challenging stereotypes requires a balanced and equitable 

approach in education, which, according to P5 and the literature (Cane & Tedam, 2023; Friedman, 2025; 

Ioakimidis & Sookraj, 2021), is not occurring. P1 and P2 spoke of seeking validation from their immediate 
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teams because, as a profession, it is lacking. Internal validation is common in SW (Murphy & Bedford, 2024), 

which I suspect is linked to stigma from the wider community and a lack of knowledge about the profession. 

 
One avenue for validation should be the SWRB as the professional body. However, the participants conveyed 

an ambivalence, and even a fear, about the SWRB's impact on the SW profession. P1 made specific reference 

to the high registration fee as a “real barrier [to their impact]”. The participants did not see the SWRB as 

validating their day-to-day work, although they agreed with the body in principle. For P3, it was quite the 

opposite and they expressed, “I don't know who's on the Registration Board, but I would be afraid……I’d get 

judged”. They expanded with reference also to the Children’s Commissioner and recalled an experience of 

them making, “[negative] judgment” based on case note review only. They were particularly aware of the 

impact of stigma as an OT SWs. 

 
The disconnect with the SWRB was evidenced by P1, P2, and P5’s references to SWs practising in 

questionable ways and “getting away with stuff” (P1). P2 felt the SWRB imposed on their role in a manner 

not reflective of the SW reality, but also added, “I have to have something guiding [my role]”, seemingly 

grasping at straws for direction. Aotearoa New Zealand Association Social Work (ANZASW) could be useful 

here. However, there was little mention of their professional development offer and role in advocacy. Nor 

was their reference to their public advocacy for SW, which P1 and P4 had connected to their sense of respect 

and worth. P3 was particularly concerned with the public perception of the role, which reflected their very 

person-centred, emotionally aware personality, and also their position as an OT SW, who realistically receive 

more than their share of scrutiny and challenge. 

The boundaries of SW practice were important to the participants, with P2 linking this to a way of managing 

stigma. Conversely, this impacted the validation they received. They could not, for example, promote a 

successful outcome for a whānau, a productive day in court, or even a pay rise. P1 saw a contrast with the 

medical professions and how they publicly expressed the injustices and successes of their roles. The sense 

that the participants held back their successes was striking to me, especially given our values and ethics, 

which promote self-determination. Not having your work and achievements celebrated, especially when 

observing other professionals receiving recognition, must be demoralising and, to some extent, amplifies 

the stigma experienced by the profession. According to Maddock (2024), these are among the small 

allowances made by SW that can lead to burnout and negatively impact the quality of care provided. I would 

also add that it impacts your sense of connection and value in your work. 

 
Sub-theme Three - Social Work Education (education) 

 
Each participant acknowledged the role of education in developing knowledge and social awareness, an 

awakening I observe in ākonga in my role as a kaiako. For P2 and P3, education provided them with an 



46  

evidence-based approach and earned them respect within the SW field, which their pre-qualification social 

care experience did not gain them. They highlight the need for a balance between theory and practical skills, 

a complexity common to my role and discussed by Fonseka and Béres (2024) and Hanley (2022). 

P3 discussed theory and the connection this gave them to their profession: 
 
 

There is a view that…I've been doing this for ages. I'm the same as a social worker…And I think 

probably they've got all the all the raw materials to be amazing… But I think understanding social 

policy, understanding equality…it did help me understand the way the world works…So I think it is 

the education and the slowing down and actually understanding the layers is what makes you a 

professional 

 
P5’s education experience was equally important in their professional journey: 

 
Initially, it was, I need to advocate for my voice…that’s when I was a student. I could tell that people 

would look at me and be like, she doesn't know anything…and then it's kind of transformed into 

advocating for the families that we work alongside. 

 
Education's role in professionalisation is emphasised by many authors (Beddoe, 2014; Kruegar, 2024; 

Morrison, 2015). The participants' view was that they were not sufficiently prepared for practice, especially 

during the transitions. P5 expected more “profound” learning, but this needs to be considered alongside 

their drive for specialist practice from the outset. However, it does have merit, and as Friedman (2025) 

observes, education has lost its way in cultivating concerned citizens with more than a working knowledge 

of their role. 

 
Completing BSW education did not make the participants professionals, nor did it give them the skills to 

transfer knowledge into action. Fonseka and Béres (2024) believe this lead to issues for practitioners in their 

use of professional power, aligning with the dominance of neoliberalism in social care (Hendrix et al., 2021). 

Honing professional practice in highly charged work environments is not for the faint-hearted, as recognised 

by several authors (Hay et al., 2012; Varzinskiene, 2009; Webb, 2017; Williams & Hastie, 2025) and my 

transition experience. There were many missteps in trying to decide whom to aspire to —or whether, in fact, 

I should just be myself. P5 experienced the transition process as a welcome challenge, with a supportive, 

similar-minded mentor to guide them. P1 was mentored by someone with very different values and 

approaches, which affected their autonomy and confidence —an experience shared by P4. This created an 

unwelcome vulnerability. 

 
Once in practice, professional development, in the form of education, became much narrower. While P5 
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utilised ANZASW for their professional development, the others relied on internal opportunities. Internal 

opportunities have limitations if we consider how cultures and the hegemony of SW practice are formed, 

and conversely, how SW can lose its objectivity and relevance. Ioakimidis & Trimikliniotis (2020) are a 

valuable point of reference when understanding the risks inherent in closed organisations and communities 

of learning. Recently, I have experienced a lack of access to practice frameworks and tools in OT, which gives 

rise to my scrutiny and frustration, exacerbated by their closed research approvals (Oranga Tamariki — 

Ministry for Children, 2019). These actions do not align with the profession’s commitment to transparency 

and social justice. They instead feel contrived and potentially profession-limiting. 

 
Of note are the life experiences and maturity that P1, P2, and P3 brought to their education and SW roles. 

The mature ākonga struggled with the transition from education to practice more than the younger ākonga. 

In the learning environment, P1, P2, and P3’s experiences were recognised and utilised in a supportive 

setting. Upon entering practice, they found themselves as juniors in the team, despite their age and life 

experience. This is not unique to the SW career pathways as discussed by Baglow and Gair (2019). It does 

talk to the relationship between self-identity and professional identity. 

 
P1’s reflections on education drew together some critical themes that need to be explored here: 

 
 

Because I think your professional identity is you, and having all of those letters behind your name, 

like getting a masters and all of that. It's all very pretty…We all know people that have lots of letters 

behind the name, but they can't relate to people. They sit in a little academic world and forget what 

it's like……they were nice people, but it felt like, when's the last time you sat in a whānau house? 

When's the last time you saw what social work was about because [the teaching] wasn't realistic to 

what we were going into. 

 
While, as an educator, this view jars with my experience and beliefs, it offers insight into SW practices’ view 

of SW academia. It spotlights the extent of the scrutiny across the workforce and the almost constant 

interaction with the SW problem of what and who is social work? For P1, being a social worker is intrinsic to 

the person, not something that can really be learnt. The challenge for academia to remain relevant is clear, 

as passionately expressed by Maylea (2021) and discussed by numerous other commentators (Jones, 2020; 

Nash, 1998a; Ritchie, 2008; H. Smith et al., 2022; van Pelt et al., 2013). 

 
Sub-theme Four - Transitions 

 
Transitions were a constant for the participants, and more than the move from study to practice, although 

this was the most impactful. P4 succinctly recalled, ‘It was a heck of a shock, and I felt really lost’. They added: 
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I came in with a lot of hope and wanting to change the world and look after the kids, make sure 

they're safe, and met with this level of cynicism…and that was so frustrating. 

 
I can understand the disappointment when, sometime later, P4 realised that not everyone in the workplace 

would work by the same standards and expectations: 

 
There are some I look up to and think ‘wow, I wish I were like that’, and others that I can’t help but 

ask how they even got a degree, never mind a job. I wouldn’t behave like that. 

 
I have a sense that education may be failing ākonga, recognising how we avoid or circumvent some of the 

harsher realities of practice. We gloss over these realities out of fear that ākonga may change their minds 

about a SW career, and we gaslight ourselves into believing that our own transitions in practice were not 

quite as bad as we recall. Beddoe et al. (2018) offer a helpful discussion on the role of organisations in 

supporting NQSW’s and make a sound argument for transition-focused programmes that are not the sole 

responsibility of education. One such programme is offered by ANZASW (2025a). 

 
However, such programmes do not appear to have made significant headway in aligning expectations. P1 

for example, commented: 

 
Most new social workers have a bit of imposter syndrome…and some of the ones that maybe don't, 

look a bit arrogant. 

 
For imposter syndrome (Addison et al., 2022) to be normalised, it suggests that it is common. It also 

highlights a discrepancy between the expectation of humility and readiness for practice in NQSWs, which 

presents a quandary for those finding their place in the field. Transition shock is regarded as a precursor for 

imposter syndrome and should not be normalised. There are opportunities that come from feeling like an 

imposter, like the emergence of imposter agency that reveals workplace inequity (Mullangi & Jagsi, 2019). 

There are also many impacts, especially for women, which, at the extreme, can result in trauma and mental 

illness (Tulshyan & Burey, 2021) and poor performance and high workforce turnover (Addison et al., 2022). 

 
Transition shock is not unique to SW; therefore, there are recommendations for responding to it. A gradual 

exposure to practice is one such recommendation (Belk et al., 2025; Clipper & Cherry, 2015; Hay et al., 2012; 

Hunt et al., 2016; Williams & Hastie, 2025). These are essential to adopt as the impact can be profound, 

especially on capability. Duchscher and Windey (2018) and Hunt et al. (2016) recognise the long-term impact 

of transitions on practitioners. Ibarra (1999) somewhat normalises this as a process of experimentation 

about the professional self, where individuals work to find the best fit between themselves and the 
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organisation. It is possible, Ibarra (1999) argues, that people have many versions of their professional self 

before finding professionalism. This resonates profoundly with me, especially now as an educator. It is 

essential to acknowledge that for SW, these trials and errors occur in highly stressful and emotionally 

charged environments, which are not always conducive to self-exploration; this is likely why I have seen 

burnout in colleagues before they are truly established. 

 
The participants managed their transitions to practice in various ways. P2 and P3’s life skills both mitigated 

and exacerbated the impacts. They were confident to name poor behaviour irrespective of their status, but 

also an overdeveloped sense of responsibility, as expressed by P3: 

 
If I stuff this up, it's going to end up in the media. And then I [bring] everyone into disrepute. 

 
P1, P2 and P3's responses to the transitions are best explained as personality traits, as well as clear SW 

values. In fact, the consistency across participants was a strong baseline, prioritising what was right 

regardless of the consequences to themselves. P4 noted the place of values when they recalled challenging 

their supervisor’s behaviour in the first few months of practice: 

 
I remember making a complaint about my first supervisor, because there was a lot of focus on KPIs 

in team meetings, but never really anything further around why we might need to meet those KPIs. 

 
I cannot stress enough how courageous such a step would be in a statutory organisation at that time, 

supported by the discussions of Evans (2009), Hunt et al. (2016) and (Astvik et al., 2020). This adds weight to 

the discussion on the importance of personal traits in sustaining SW practice. 

 
 
 

Theme Two – Ambiguity 
 
P3 – ‘We do stuff’ 

 
Ambiguity resonates throughout the findings and beyond. This was not immediately obvious, in part, I 

believe, because of the shared language I have with the participants, and SWs strive to remove ambiguity in 

their work. This was seen in the transcripts (Appendix F) and the convoluted route to an explanation, of 

which I am also guilty! 

 
I observed that ambiguity and fluidity of the profession served as a rationale for maintaining optimism as a 

coping strategy; the participants knew things would likely be different the next day or week, and had to be 

resilient in this. They also recognised they were different as a profession. P3 accepted that it was difficult to 
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explain the knowledge and skills of a SW. P2 argued that this should not take away from its value: 
 
 

I'm bringing what I can bring. Neither of that is more important than anyone else's contribution, you 

know, we have to be able to share [our knowledge], so that’s part of my identity…I find that really 

important for me. I need to be generous in my practice. 

 
P2 took responsibility for bringing their kete (basket) of knowledge and skills to inform the workplace 

practice and culture, and this was a pivotal part of their professional identity. In comparison, P5 sought a 

role in a specialist team, so that their position and knowledge base were well defined, which can have a 

profound impact on overall well-being and professional identity (Palma-García & Hombrados-Mendieta, 

2013; Wiles, 2013). P2 and P5’s recollections of being undervalued as professionals, expected to “make cups 

of tea” (P5) or “drive clients to meetings” (P2), demonstrated a confusion about their role from outside; this 

did not result in them having a clearer narrative about their work. 

 
SWs ability to be reflective and think critically about their work minimises the potential impact that 

ambiguity could have. SWs are adept at managing in roles that are challenging and destabilising, a view 

echoed by Mack (2021). Coupled with reflection, a strong values-based approach appeared to offer some 

safety in their practice. Values in SW are, after all, one of the things that are consistent and clear (ANZASW, 

2019; SWRB, 2016) and provide certainty of expectation, and to some extent, practice delivery. I was 

surprised, therefore, that the participants did not turn to the ANZSW and SWRB for clarity, as discussed 

earlier. P4 articulated this relationship well stating: 

 
[Unprofessional behaviour] would have possibly been tolerated……there is a reluctance within the 

social work profession to kind of “nark” on your colleagues. So I think the Social Work Registration 

Board can only do so much with what it knows. 

 
They also indicate an important inconsistency between values-driven work with clients and living the values 

in the workplace. P5 considered the role of the SWRB and whether their standard setting matters, noting: 

 
From a family's point of view, yes, from a social worker's point of view, you know, when we submit 

our competencies, we don't even need to back it up with anything. We can just say… I did this… and 

we're paying a lot of money for [it]. And so you do expect, if you are paying a certain amount, there 

are standards that are quite strict, and they're on you about it, and they're checking you especially 

because we work with vulnerable people, you expect it to be quite thorough… We know social 

workers who aren't doing great stuff, and yet they're still practising. 
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I noticed some cognitive dissonance in the responses around behaviours and the profession. For example, 

P5 did not make a connection between calling themselves a therapist and upholding the collective image of 

the profession. Nor did P1 recognise the irony of someone being ready for practice, but not too confident or 

knowledgeable, or else they would be deemed arrogant. Maylea (2021) and Wiles (2011, 2013) are helpful 

in recognising the consciousness and wider challenge of the professionalisation project, and perhaps giving 

support for a workforce strategy for SW. 

 
What is clear is that being a SW involves accepting a state of being that includes some measurable elements, 

such as outputs or achievements with clients, but ultimately remains an unquantifiable sense of self within 

the role and profession. 

 
Sub-theme Five - Values and Biculturalism 

 
It is clear that values permeate the data, informing how participants perceive themselves, describe their 

work, measure outcomes and explain the intersection of their personal and professional identities. P3 stated, 

“I'm proud to call myself a social worker”. P4 gave further insight into how their values inform their practice 

stating, “The moment I lose hope is the moment I need to rethink this career”. Their considerations were 

echoed by P1 and P3, who felt compelled to be SWs due to their values and beliefs, which also served as a 

means to measure their success and satisfaction in the role. P1 in particular, gauged her success, and 

professionalism, on her interactions and responses from clients. 

 
Participants were aware of the implications of working in a values-driven profession, including the risks of 

burnout and the importance of self-care. Reamer (2014) understands the challenge posed by the fact that 

ethics and values in SW are a moving target. While authenticity and integrity stemming from clear values, 

were of great importance to all participants, they were not naïve to how challenging this was. However, the 

struggle may be worth it. The literature stresses that shared values can help build common ground, even 

when prior experiences, cultures, and qualification pathways may differ (Christie & Kruk, 1998). Duffy and 

Raque-Bogdan (2010) recognise that this can result in greater career optimism, with improved SW-client 

relationships (Ingram, 2013). A commonality I have with the participants is the values we hold. There are 

some differences in delivery, but regardless of my English education and early career, we share the same 

foundations in our practice. 

 
Values in action were articulated in a few different ways. P5 spoke of their determination and work ethic: 

 
It's also kind of getting in and doing some of that hard work that should be, you know, life changing. 
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P3 articulated their awareness of power with clients and respect in their practice: 
 
 

I never put myself above the families I'm working with… this is where they are at the moment… that's 

not the whole person. 

 
This perhaps helps us understand why discussions on professionalism and professional identity can become 

convoluted and often vague. These experiences are all important parts of the narrative of the SW profession 

but require understanding and exploration for the nuances to be recognised. This is further emphasised 

when we consider the bicultural landscape of SW in Aotearoa New Zealand (AoNZ). 

 
There was a clear weaving of Te Tiriti obligations into the discussion on practice and identity. Relationships 

were central to their experience – from those with other ākonga to those with clients and their communities 

once they were qualified. Indeed, the interviews exemplified their relational approach, albeit with me as 

their perceived insider to the profession rather than a client. The participants understood their positions as 

ones of privilege, which P3 addressed by bringing softness to their practice alongside their professionalism, 

a way of engaging with people without compromising their work. 

 
The ability to translate values into action and reflect on this with humility was impressive. It positioned the 

participants in a safe space to examine the power dynamics within their roles, which is important when 

working with tangata whenua (A. Bell, 2024; Showden et al., 2022) and vulnerable people in general (Banks, 

2013; Drew et al., 2023; Golightley & Holloway, 2017). They recognised the power and authority they held 

as professionals, but also the systems (and power) that were exercised over them. P4 regarded those who 

understood and navigated the authority of the SW profession as highly professional, similar to P1, who 

reflected on their own power position: 

 
I've been able to prove that actually you can be a relationship type manager and still run a good 

team. 

 
The nuances of the SW profession in AoNZ, being one historically dominated by Western ideology and 

pedagogy, were not explicitly articulated by participants. However, the participants demonstrated 

behaviours and attitudes indicating awareness of decolonising approaches in the profession and practice 

aimed at reducing some of the impacts of colonisation, most notably P1: 

 
Thinking you know about the treaty is nothing compared to actually what it's about, and then 

implementing it in your everyday practice…that’s what I am known for…we're not a kaupapa Maori 

service, because it can't be, it's integrated throughout our work…That's why, as you walk in the door, 
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you get a cup of tea, by our Pou…I think that's helped me feel more professional because I know I'm 

one of the few that can do that, even as a pākehā… [and that is] really important for your 

professional identity. 

 
The depth of values-driven practice in AoNZ, compared to my experience in England, is notable, and I 

attribute this to the emphasis on our Te Tiriti obligations and a bicultural framework that champions holistic 

approaches over simply a scientific or theoretical foundation. This is more than honouring Te Tiriti 

obligations; there is plenty of evidence of this being a take it or leave it mandate across AoNZ (Ministerial 

Advisory Committee on a Māori Perspective for the Department of Social Welfare, 1986; H. Smith et al., 

2022). Nor is it a suggestion that theory and evidence are unimportant in practice here, but instead that 

practitioners have successfully navigated a praxis grounded in both values and theory. 

 
Sub-theme Six - Complexity and Context 

 
The participants understand the significance and complexity of their work. They recognise a duality of their 

roles, between building and maintaining relationships, while also firmly upholding boundaries and managing 

risks within organisational expectations. For P2, this transcribed to a feeling of pressure to meet these 

expectations and stated, “This is not enough. I need to fix everything”. Such high standards are unsustainable, 

and P4 reflected the impact as simple yet worryingly, “focused on my shortcomings”. In these scenarios, I 

anticipated a clearer boundary of professionalism and its identity; however, there seemed to be more 

ambiguity than anything, bringing to mind Sah (2022) and the counterproductive nature of 

professionalisation. 

 
Organisational culture impacted on participants' sense of professionalism. In the Police environment, P1 was 

an outsider, compared to Health where they held some status, albeit earned: 

 
Working at the hospital, there's a professional identity you have to have, and I've started to build 

that…and have been able to grow it…the team respect my opinions. 

 
P2 gave more detail on the health environment: 

 
 

It's an interesting place Health because you are bottom of the food chain...the doctor medical model 

is king…. So you kind of have to fight for your voice and your right to speak on behalf of the people 

you work for. 

 
Both had found a professional status through a struggle to establish their voice in a multi-disciplinary 
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environment. It is worth considering whether other professions experience similar struggles or are conferred 

status on arrival, as Monteiro (2015) explores. 

 
The participants described a lack of understanding about the SW profession, which resulted in poor oversight 

and underutilisation of their skills, especially in multidisciplinary teams. Fricker (2017) would regard this as 

a hermeneutic injustice that leads to discrimination. Cootes et al. (2022) identify the power dynamics as 

similar to those clients experience with SW practitioners. This is further explored by Lee et al. (2019). This is 

why small incongruences such as P1’s wanting to be valued in their role but not owning the SW title is 

especially important. These nuances can impact positioning, and as P2, P3, and P4 noted, pose a risk to their 

learning and development. For Cootes et al. (2022), the solution is epistemic resistance. This can foster 

ownership and a connection to roles, but does not come easily and, in my experience, can result in isolation 

and vulnerability. 

 
Workplace pedagogies influence the individual's experience of their role, and in turn, their professional 

practice, as explored by Malcolm et al. (2013). A complex jostling occurs between the official way of doing 

things and the principled narratives that individuals hold. P3 and P5 show an awareness of the tacit 

pedagogies at play with roles that are structured and organised, and even “governmentalised” (P3). The high 

challenge that comes with this, they reflected, did not result in high standards, again aligning with the 

aforementioned Sah (2022), and reminding me of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (Shabani et al., 

2010). 

 
In the workplace, managers were viewed as influential in the transition experience and setting professional 

behaviour, particularly for those in OT. For instance, P4 felt that their manager was professional and 

respectful, which resulted in a calm and safe environment, but they had also had earlier negative experiences 

of divisions. Conversely, P3 viewed their workplace as professional, but to an extent that it sometimes 

hindered them, leading them to consider adapting their behaviour that was deemed too emotional: 

 
With one supervisor, she always said to me, Look, hold it together, and then cry in a room. Don't cry 

at your desk. And I'm like, You know what? I'm just releasing it. If people are uncomfortable with me 

crying, then that's their problem. So that person said that I'm not strong enough, actually I think I'm 

stronger because I cry…and then I reset, and then I keep going, you know, I don't break. I haven't had 

a breakdown. I haven't had any time off for stress or anything like that, because I'm constantly 

releasing that stress. 

 
It takes confidence to be authentic in an environment where you are perceived as not aligning with the 

culture, especially as a Woman in a patriarchal system (Adisa et al., 2020). I reflected on the disconnects 
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between knowledge, practice, and expectations. This caused confusion and uncertainty about who I was as 

a practitioner and my capabilities. This relationship is recognised by numerous authors (Lawler & Bilson, 

2009; Sullivan, 2016; Tafvelin et al., 2014), and I considered the irony of a collectivist profession being 

anything but a collective at times. 

 
This must be considered within the context of the high burnout rate in the profession (Gómez-García et al., 

2020) and the prevalence of early-life trauma among SW (Newcomb et al., 2015; Ratcliff, 2024). Trauma 

itself is a complex and multi-layered issue. Trauma and being a SW is another issue entirely (Branson et al., 

2019), and one that the profession has a responsibility to address. While the response of P3’s manager, 

telling them when and where to cry, may seem callous, it could be seen as a necessary safety mechanism 

within the profession. P3 experienced this as inconsistency and ambiguity that was far removed from values-

led practice. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The interviews were insightful, challenging and affirming for me. They highlighted the dependency between 

the personal and professional self that occurs, all in the context of a culture of ambiguity. This created a 

challenge in the data analysis, but also a familiarity as someone from the field, well aware of the ironies and 

contradictions of the SW profession. There is no clear conclusion on what the profession's identity is. 

Nevertheless, there is an answer to what the experience of developing an identity in SW is: a complex range 

of experiences set on a framework of values. Monteiro’s (2015) sociology of professions, particularly that 

there can be trait, process and power approaches, was identifiable in the participants' explorations of their 

professional identities. With further exploration, this could give answers to some of the questions left 

unresolved in this research. 

 
Each participant expressed pride in their profession and achievements. These were not explicit comments 

on things they had done well; they were not moments of self-congratulation, but something much subtler 

in which they understood the challenge of the role and that not just anyone could turn their hands to it. 

Social work practitioners give the profession a purpose. Radey & Figley (2007) offer a helpful discussion on 

SW in a positive context, a process that requires us to reposition SW experience as one of flourishing rather 

than deficit and struggle. The participants in this research have certainly experienced struggle, and yet they 

are resolute in aligning themselves with the profession. To that end, considering SW identity solely from the 

position of it as a profession remains a Sisyphean task that will result in deficit and ambiguity. 

 
Thankfully, there is an open mind on the topic of identity. We understand that this is not a linear, beginning, 

middle and end process (Stets & Burke, 2000). While we acknowledge that humans grow and change, as a 
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profession, we are accountable to our clients and must maintain a stable and understandable outward 

image. For a profession to be successful, you could argue that it should be clear what its form and function 

are. Nevertheless, each participant conveyed successes in their work and a convincing and relatable detail 

about their practice. Here, I assumed I would hear more of the benefits of supervision and reflection (Bostock 

et al., 2019; Bruning et al., 2024; Mack, 2021). Instead, there were many smaller interactions and reflections 

daily that supported them to navigate their roles. 

 
The findings show that we should not assume we know the profession because we are part of it. Yes, there 

are shared understandings, matters on which we would agree and find common ground. But each context 

brought its own strengths and challenges. Every journey to SW, and post-qualification, was different, 

meaning that professional identity looked and felt different for each participant. There were no rights or 

wrongs in these experiences, and as such, we’re unlikely to reach the end of the professionalism journey. 

We at least share the commonality of values and ethics to guide us. In the next chapter, I consider the 

recommendations developed from these findings and discussion. 



57  

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Introduction 
 

In this chapter, I present six recommendations that have emerged from the findings and discussion. These 

recommendations are intended to address various aspects of the social work (SW) system and will be 

relevant to SWs, educators, academics, and the professional body. They support the advancement of SW as 

active agents of change with an established commitment to social justice through feminism and other 

conflict theories. They recognise the profession's constructivist pedagogy and ability to develop new 

knowledge through active engagement with its environment. The publication of a journal article on this 

research, including my ongoing involvement in this professional space, will provide opportunities for 

communication of these recommendations. 

 
The recommendations need to be considered in a climate of rapid change. Typical of social work, two 

significant changes occurred at the same time during the writing of the findings and recommendations. The 

SWRB published Te Pou Tūhono SWRB Education Standards (SWRB, 2025b), which will come into effect in 

January 2026, and the Sustainable Social Work Pathways | Tauwhiro Ararau Social Worker Workforce 

Strategy (SWRB, 2025a). The education standards will provide the framework for delivering SW education 

for several years to come. They offer a clear framework for meeting Te Tiriti obligations, but also a relaxing 

of parameters that leaves space for innovation. The workforce strategy is a much-needed response to a 

supply-demand imbalance. 

 
There are three Education Standards that are particularly relevant to the recommendations I will make. 

These standards are; 

 
3.1.2b. An understanding of the requirements of the SWRB Core Competence Standards and SWRB 

Fit and Proper Person Policy required for registration as a social worker under the Social Workers 

Registration Act 2003 

 
3.1.2p. An understanding of their regulatory obligations and contributions to the social work 

profession. 

 
3.1.3a. Integrate into their practice the SWRB Core Competence Standards, demonstrating an ability 

to practice in accordance with the standards and the fit and proper requirements of a registered 

social worker 

(SWRB, 2025b) 
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Three of the recommendations concern SW's professional positioning, and three concern social work 

education. 

 
 
 

Professional Positioning 

 
The SWRB needs to raise the professional profile of Social Work. There are three suggestions on how this 

may be achieved: 

 
1. Increased emphasis on what is fit and proper in the profession so that standards of behaviour in 

practice are clear from the outset of the learning journey. 

Profiles on fit and proper behaviours in practice, across a range of scenarios, should be developed to support 

the development of professional practice. In partnership with the Aotearoa New Zealand Association Social 

Work (ANZASW), SWRB should clarify 'fit and proper' rather than leaving this open to interpretation. 

 
SWRB should share the findings from any practice reviews they undertake. This can inform the expectations 

around the standards of practice and increase practitioner awareness of the roles and functions of the 

professional body. 

 
2. Robust competency assessment by the SWRB. 

There needs to be robust and transparent competency assessment pathways reflective of social work 

practice. This would support practitioners in viewing the regulatory functions of the SWRB with respect and 

credibility. Competency assessment needs to be dynamic and consider the grassroots of SW practice. This 

could be achieved through observations of practice and service user feedback, as opposed to written 

reflections on practice, which have potential for limited learning. 

 
3. Improved cross-sector professional development to build consistency in the field and the sharing 

of knowledge and skills. 

Creating a social care sector learning and development platform, such as a conference, provides 

professionals a platform from which to share knowledge and best practice. An example would be a 

conference on family harm that includes representatives from social work, the police, legal professions, 

education, paediatric and child medical services, and so forth. This would require partnerships across 

regulatory bodies, which could have a secondary impact on partnerships in frontline practice settings. 

 
There are already established agreements between agencies, such as Oranga Tamariki, the Police, and 

Health, that demonstrate the benefits of such partnerships. 
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Social Work Education 
 
 

Supported by the new Education Standards (SWRB, 2025b), education needs to strive to meet practice 

requirements. 

 
4. Supporting students to transition safely and effectively into practice. 

There should be a two-fold approach here. One is a minor amendment to SW education in the form of a 

prerequisite short course for emerging practitioners in managing expectations and navigating the workplace. 

There should be input from local employers and former learners to ensure this is not merely an academic 

discussion on transitioning. Some education providers may already offer this opportunity, providing 

examples of best practice. The second development would require a systemic change to SW education in 

the form of an assessed and supported year in employment, as is standard in the United Kingdom 

(Department for Education, n.d.). This provides additional learning opportunities while employed, and clear, 

measurable steps for progression to full registration. It also offers the opportunity for specialisms to form 

and enhanced service delivery. 

 
5. Developing the social work profession's research capacity 

Incentivising research or project work undertaken by SW practitioners brings practice and academia closer 

together and allows for the recognition of the vast skills on the frontline. Sharing knowledge has direct links 

to professional identity, connections and credibility. This should be a partnership between ANZASW, SWRB, 

education providers and employers with a particular emphasis on developing specialisms in practice. 

 
6. Offering tangible connections between social work and Te Tiriti o Waitangi 

Joint practice reviews with local service providers will offer learners the opportunity to understand best 

and worst practices with tangata whenua. SWs' progress in advancing the bicultural platform for practice 

is not reflective of the demands and needs of tangata whenua and belies the profession's long relationship 

with social justice. SW education should increase the opportunity for accurate and transformational 

learning. These learning opportunities should be offered in a manner that asserts that being a bicultural 

practitioner is part of the SW identity. Safe learning environments will be imperative for this. This links to 

the earlier recommendations on establishing expectations of fit and proper professional behaviour from 

early in the students' journey. 

 
Where to from here? 

 
Individual practitioners have a place in these recommendations, as much as the organisations and systems 

in which they operate. SW has a long history of advocacy and social justice. It is imperative that SW uses 
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these skills to progress their agenda as a valued and welcomed profession. The mechanisms are already 

available for them to do this. Utilising the annual SWRB surveys and participating in ANZASW platforms is a 

practical and impactful starting point. 

 
This research demonstrates the unresolved nature of the SW Project. For SW to be sustainable, the 

discussions need to continue as outlined above. It is imperative that this is inclusive of the broad range of 

individuals who make up the profession. 
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CRITICAL COMMENTARY 

 
“Without the meditative background that is criticism, work becomes isolated gestures, historical 

accidents, soon forgotten” - Milan Kundera. 

 
Introduction 

 
In this chapter, I will reflect on my MProfPrac journey. I will consider my personal and professional 

development and reflect on the learning outcomes I set for myself. I draw together the ideas woven through 

this work like golden threads to a point of reflexivity that will benefit my future practice. Reflexivity is a way 

that we can choose to think. As Joy et al. (2023) succinctly state, ‘reflexivity is the way we question who we 

are, and what we bring to research’ (p. 159). To be reflexive, I had to be present in the research. I had to be 

critical at each stage, while also being considerate in my approach and intentions. I was not a neutral party 

in this research, which is the nature of the MProfPrac, and it transpires, also of SW. Autoethnography 

(Boylorn & Orbe, 2021) is at the core of this research, effectively leading to this critical reflection. 

Autoethnography is especially useful in the SW field because it allows the researcher to remain congruent 

with SW values and aims (Witkin, 2022). However, it can reveal tensions in the insider–outer positioning 

(Murphy, 2023) and require a constant recognition and negotiation of systems and processes to achieve 

reflectivity (Leigh et al., 2021). In my case, this is the positioning with Te Tiriti and my role in sustainable SW 

practice. It is the rationale for using an ecological systems model, which helps reveal the layers of influence 

and impact that this thesis explores. 

 
In my ‘ah ha!’ moment while teaching, I recognised that my experiences in the MProfPrac could best be 

explained as interdependent processes that happened with, to, and around me. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory, as seen in Figure Three, posits that an individual’s development is influenced by a wide 

range of contexts, from the immediate microsystem of family and employment through to the macrosystem 

of societal norms and culture (Guy-Evans, 2024). These systems are not independent functions, or realms, 

in a person’s experience. Within each system we are influenced and behave in different ways. Systems 

theory is useful for this discussion because it can add clarity to complex scenarios. I use this framework to 

guide this critical commentary. My interpretation of this theory, with specific systems at each level providing 

sub-headings for the discussion, is demonstrated in Figure Four. 
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Figure Three 
 

 
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Original source: Simply Psychology. From ‘Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory’, by O. Guy-Evans, 2025, 

Simply Psychology https://www.simplypsychology.org/bronfenbrenner.html. Copyright 2025 by Simply Psychology. 

 
 

                       Image Redacted 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/bronfenbrenner.html
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Figure Four 
 
 
 

My Ecological Systems Model 
 
 

 
 

Note: Authors own, adapted from Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems model.  
                              (Original source details noted in Figure 3). 

 
 
 
 

 
Chronosystem - Keeping track of progress, 2003 - 2025 

 
According to Leo Tolstoy (1904), 'The two most powerful warriors are patience and time'. During this 

MProfPrac, time and patience have allowed me to reach a new level of understanding as a SW and kaiako. 

Reflection, critical reflection, and reflexivity are the keystones of effective practice, professionalism, and self-

care (Askeland & Fook, 2009; Morley, 2016), and require time to develop effectively. Interestingly, it is only 

with maturity and experience that I have come to understand the value of slowing down my thinking in 

practice and of sitting honestly and vulnerably in a reflective space, a practice I see as contributing to my 

professionalism. I was interested to see that recent changes by OT are encouraging ata in practice (Oranga 

Tamariki [OT), 2025), and the departure from the production-line processes that I vividly recall from my time 

on the frontline. It makes sense that we should take time with complex work, but the expectations were 

oriented toward quantity rather than quality. 
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Research and outcomes from serious case reviews have been more than damning about the SW profession 

across the decades (Laming, 2003; Munro, 2011; Oranga Tamariki, 2023b), making the findings on the impact 

of stigma unsurprising. Aotearoa New Zealand (AoNZ) in particular has more than its share of scrutiny in 

care and protection practices (Maung et al., 2024). Time, they argue, is of the essence when responding to 

harm. However, they also want the response to be critically considered and evidence based. It is a dilemma 

as old as the profession and one which I consider myself to have more confidence in managing now than I 

ever did in practice. Navigating the challenges of being a professional and forming an identity in this context 

is not for the faint of heart. I consider my professional identity to be established after several years of 

practice. As the research findings emerged, demonstrating a fluidity in professional identity, it was 

disconcerting but also essential to where I now find myself. I am not the SW I once was. I dare say that the 

profession equally finds fluidity a necessary evil. It has to evolve to respond to the systems that impact it. 

Nevertheless, a significant difference is that the individuals appear to respond to this change in a manner 

that the whole profession has not kept pace with. This ultimately leads to ambiguity, which is well covered 

in this thesis. 

 
The intricate weaving of SW the profession and SW the person is captured by Nash (2007) when discussing 

SW’s altruistic origin. This helps us understand, as I experienced, that the profession does not stand alone 

and there is a dependency between individuals and systems within it. This was often articulated by the 

participants in clear terms around shared languages and hidden ways of knowing. This undoubtedly means 

that SWs will be impacted by the shifts in the profession's landscape. Chapter Two highlighted some of these 

changes: the professionalisation of SW, title protection, the reorientation of education to a values and skills 

focus, working together mandates, and the move to a bicultural foundation in AoNZ. Throughout my 

relatively short yet long career, I have witnessed the emergence of family-centred and trauma-informed 

practices, the strong influence of neoliberalism, and technological advances. These changes have occurred 

at a pace that is disorienting and wearisome and could well support a view that SW will burn itself out rather 

than become a robust and sustained practice. It causes me to consider the risk of bringing the whole self to 

a role, as the participants discussed. If we accept that the profession is as much a part of us as we are of it, 

then we will be impacted. I recognise from this MProfPrac that the burden is not equally shared, which 

possibly means we are ahead of the profession in our learning and capability. It leads me to question why 

this capability is not leading to noticeable change. 

 
Again, change is at the centre of the discussion. Change, and its disorienting impacts, are not unique to SW 

(Prayogi, 2023). In our case, I believe it has led to an erosion of purpose rather than a clearer direction. I 

experienced this as a feeling throughout my MProfPrac that I cannot keep pace with the SW problem. We 

have not arrived at this position overnight. The motivation that led to the successful creation of a SW 

profession has erred or faulted somewhere, allowing ambiguity and doubt to creep in. Our role as agents of 
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change has allowed us to normalise change despite it bringing uncertainty and again, ambiguity. Change is 

both a friend and an enemy of SW. It has been essential for bringing about the start of the much-needed 

decolonisation of SW and the emergence of bicultural practices in AoNZ (Fitzmaurice-Brown, 2023; Garrett, 

2024). Change has also created a never-ending pressure to evolve and keep up, a sense that we do stuff, in 

the absence of being able to pin down what our profession is. But worryingly, it is producing apathy and 

burnout of our workforce (Mack, 2021), contributing to a global SW workforce challenge (Kim, 2024; SWRB, 

2025a) and ongoing mistrust and criticism from those outside of the profession. 

 
The pressures of change are not forgotten now that I am on the periphery of frontline SW practice. A 

challenge as an autoethnographic researcher was the resonance of the participants' stories with my own 

experiences. Prior to the MProfPrac, there have been scarce opportunities to scrutinise the impacts of 

change. The Review of Learning (Appendix B) provided an opportunity to reflect on how I had arrived at this 

point in my career. There have been events that have profoundly impacted me, both those I have navigated 

effectively and those I wish to forget; yet, ultimately, the journey continues. It is perhaps the ambiguity of 

what SW is and how we should express this, and the resulting curiosity, that causes us to keep going. 

Accepting that SW is an unfinished project does not negate the need for us to consider our sustainability. 

Even the hardiest need some certainty in their roles and responsibilities. We also must remember that 

vulnerability lies at the heart of our work, and people cannot be collateral damage in a process that requires 

patience and time. 

 
 
 

Macrosystem – Understanding the impact of England and Aotearoa New Zealand on my Social 
Work Practice and Teaching 

 
AoNZ is both familiar and alien to me after almost 16 years of being a resident here. At first glance, there are 

many similarities between my home and here due to colonisation. Yet, I am a product of the English 

education system, and my post-modernist worldview is shaped by the multicultural, but often very 

Westernised, systems in which I grew up. While some differences are nuances almost difficult to see, they 

do (still) cause hesitation or disrupt my thinking and actions. For example, true to its values, we refer to 

social work with children and families as care and protection in AoNZ, as opposed to child protection in the 

UK. The nationwide rigour around tea and lunch breaks, and long summer holidays, still causes me to smile, 

but they are reminders of my difference, and this ripples in my practice. 

 
I have had to make far more fundamental adjustments in my SW approach than taking regular tea breaks. 

Bicultural practice is central to SW, with growing significance since 2020. I discussed this in Chapter Two in 

terms of its importance to the SW professional identity and later in Chapter Four. I have had to be conscious 
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of my efforts to adopt this to my practice and amalgamate the aspects of my worldview and experience with 

one that is more relevant to the context and my position, namely that informed by Te Tiriti obligations. I 

recognise that this caused me some consternation in practice, particularly in the initial years, and still today. 

I was used to authoritarian practice, especially around protection from abuse. In AoNZ, I found liberal 

applications of the law and frameworks intended to protect and uphold rights. At best, I would view these 

as relaxed, but at their worst, I viewed them as negligent. Time has helped to shift my understanding of some 

of the experiences I have had. It has also confirmed what I see as a systemic issue with how SW is practised 

in AoNZ. This is far more complex than location. I see AoNZ as grappling with its intersectionality, which I 

believe has created the ambiguity discussed in Chapter Four, and a risk in practice. 

 
My BSW education plays a crucial role in helping me understand this. Although the research participants did 

not place much emphasis on education in their professional journey, it has undoubtedly reinforced the 

ideologies and worldviews that they bring to practice, just as my BSW has. From the outset of my BSW, we 

were clear that we were entering a profession of significance and importance, and our actions should reflect 

this. Our values and ethics mattered, but so too did accountability as learners, which grew into accountability 

in practice. We were learning in an era of significant change in SW and public responsibility for vulnerable 

children, as discussed by Parton (2004, 2006). Education, as I experienced it, was clear and certain in its 

delivery. It has undoubtedly instilled in me a sense of responsibility around my practice and an expectation 

of the profession, both of which I brought with me when I migrated to AoNZ, and now as a kaiako. 

 
Integration of my experience and expectations to my role as a kaiako is proving far more complex than the 

adjustment to daily life in AoNZ. In some ways, the MProfPrac has been a test of how much I have 

accommodated AoNZ, mainly Te Tiriti obligations, into my thinking. This became especially evident when I 

completed the KTO process (Appendix E). It affirmed what I understood and was capable of concerning my 

Te Tiriti obligations. It was also a reminder that, regardless of how closely I align with or agree with my 

obligations, there must be a conscious effort to demonstrate and uphold them. This is quite different from 

the natural, understated way in which the participants expressed the weaving of Te Tiriti into their SW 

practice. I would be lying if I said I was not envious of this uniqueness in their practice. However, I was also 

eager to understand how what I know and what they know could be brought together into something akin 

to a SW utopia. 

 
It is no surprise that the profession's identity struggles when the rich tapestry of its individuals is considered 

in more detail. I understand why simply drawing best practices from overseas would not be a solution for 

SW here. I can see how stark a contrast this could be to the AoNZ way of doing things. What I once considered 

something akin to tall poppy syndrome on a national scale (Kirkwood & McNaughton, n.d.), I now understand 

as a championing of being different, and I think rightly so. The difficulty, as I see it, is doing the right thing 
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while preserving the context's uniqueness. In this case, it is protecting vulnerable people within a bicultural 

framework with a backdrop of colonisation. We must accept that identities will be challenged, some will be 

affirmed, and others will be rejected during this process. Although SW is trying to distance itself from 

reactionary practices (Murphy et al., 2024; Parton, 2006), the scrutiny mentioned in this chapter and 

elsewhere means we do, sometimes dramatically, respond at times of crisis or pressure and make broad 

sweeping changes (Boshier, 2020; NZ Herald, 2019). Invariably, this leads to decisions lacking insight and 

depth, and I would argue that it results in yet more ambiguity. These transitions rarely pass without collateral 

damage. The participants spoke of transition shock; the profession also has a history of this. 

 
 
 

Exosystem – The Professionalisation Project 

 
Now, over 20 years on from the Social Work Registration Act 2003, I see that the transition of SW to a 

profession is not fully resolved. Early in this research, I was frustrated by the lack of response to an invitation 

for participants. There are, of course, many reasons why there was a low response, and it caused me to 

reflect on my expectations for my profession and whether these could be realised. I considered whether this 

mirrored the profession's journey and if it was striving for unachievable expectations. The SW 

professionalisation project is well-discussed in this thesis, and on a theoretical level, it can be argued to have 

been effective, as evidenced by the existence of laws, policies, frameworks, and output measures. However, 

my experiences have shown me that there is a lack of drive for systemic change, to actually step back from 

our daily grind and consider how we can influence and shape the future of SW, or, in other words, 

professionalise our profession. For me, the lack of even an email response from our local statutory agencies 

to participate in the research was disheartening and evidence of the disconnect between the frontline and 

broader forces that can impact this. I am not alone in this frustration, and many call for a better connection 

between academia and practice (Dunleavy & Lacasse, 2023; Maylea, 2021; Reisch, 2013). In true exosystem 

form, the professionalisation project is occurring outside of our direct influence. 

 
A possible reason for the lack of impact the profession is having on professionalism could be related to the 

challenge of aligning SW's values to professional practice. In Chapter Four, it is clear that the foundations of 

SW practice in AoNZ are rooted in values, but this does not necessarily permeate the profession. While 

anecdotes of direct interactions with clients were value-laden, this was not as evident in wider settings. For 

example, the choice regarding the use of the SW title or the relationship with professional bodies 

demonstrated some discrepancies between theory and practice. This reminded me of a historical complaint 

I previously managed. Some 10 years prior, a judge had ordered corrections to be made to the spelling of 

whanau names in an SW report. This never happened, and I vividly recall the distress this caused the now-

adult children viewing their records as the only document of the decisions to separate them from their 
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parents. There was so much care taken to protect the children from harm that it did not make sense for the 

changes to remain undone. I could attempt a serious case of cognitive dissonance and argue that I would 

never do such a thing. However, I know that to be untrue and recognise that, at some points in our practice, 

as professionals, our decisions will falter and our standards will fall. The dichotomy of having strong values, 

high standards and expectations while being fallible is not lost on me. I recognise that there is a risk here 

that I am not clear on how the professionalisation project has been effectively addressed, and it requires 

more thought than I can unpack in this thesis. 

 
It does beg the question, why would we ever choose SW? This thesis presents that it was not the idea of 

being a professional; there are far more glamorous professions to choose from. Professor Ironsides' quote 

below (Ironside, 1962, as cited in McDonald, 2014), presented at the Social Workers Study Conference in 

Dunedin in 1962, talks of a deeper connection of the individual to the role: 

 
Why did you choose to be a social worker? The motive was not purely altruistic. We select our activity 

because of the things that go on deep down within ourselves and of which we are not fully aware. A 

social worker may have problems which involve feelings of helplessness, and the want to be helped. 

By helping others (in the precarious round about way we human beings are adept at) she helps 

herself. Anyone involved in social work should have experience of herself as a client. 

 
In what other professions would this Freudian thinking be considered as a motivation to undertake a role? 

Can you be both an experienced client, helping yourself, and a professional SW? Can you be a wounded 

healer (Golightley & Holloway, 2017; McInnerney & Wayland, 2022)? What would your whole self-look like 

in a role working with trauma? SW actions born from a place of emotional transference, vicarious trauma, 

and burnout are unlikely to be effective (Ratcliff, 2024). AoNZ potentially has an answer in its strong, ethical, 

and values-driven practice, but this would require a greater connection between the practice and the 

profession. 

 
Dissemination 

 
Dissemination has been a key part of the MProfPrac journey, and you will see evidence of this in Appendix 

I. Early in my journey, I presented some developments in my teaching at the EIT Ngā Hau e Whā Teaching 

and Learning Conference in. I experienced a shift in my identity as a kaiako, as the conference focused on 

academia. This resonates with the participants' experiences of transitions and their own identity journeys. 

Like them, I did not lose my SW identity as I developed as a kaiako. Instead, I was building a richer and 

broader professional image, knowledge base and identity. Nevertheless, it was still disorientating and I was 

reminded of my experience at the conference when exploring transition shock in Chapters Two and Four.  
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This thesis presents my contribution to the exosystem, the professionalisation project. Indeed, an important 

role of a profession is its ability to contribute research and evidence to the field (Flynn & McDermott, 2017), 

which I have not always found easy. Presenting my emerging findings has created feelings of imposter 

syndrome (Mallon, 2022) and worry that I am somehow wrong in my learning. I see this as a clear hangover 

of practising within dominant discourses for an extended time. At the Work Integrated Learning New Zealand 

(WILNZ) Conference in April 2025, I was in a context where I understood the discourse but felt underqualified 

to contribute to the conversation. I was sitting in a space of expertise, as a SW, a novice as an educator, and 

then a learner as akōnga on MProfPrac. The power dynamics around me mattered to my professionalism at 

that time, and I am certain similar experiences occurred in my SW practice. They certainly resonated in the 

research through the participants' narratives. My reflections focused on my positioning and the SW 

hegemony, more so than the feedback to my presentation. I sensed a ‘sameness’ at the conference, where 

ideas that bucked the trends may not have been well received. As a relative outsider, I perhaps could see 

what those more involved could not. This is much the same way that being distanced from, and on the 

outside of, SW practice has allowed me to see now what I could not see then. It highlights the consciousness 

needed in the professional practice discourse. 

 
The next opportunity to share my research at EIT’s Te Kai a te Rangatira helped clarify the importance of my 

research journey to the overall aims of the thesis. As an early-career researcher, the audience was interested 

in my experience of researching, rather than the subject. I found Zavala's (2013) conversation on the 

entwining of the researcher with their subject helpful here. Although they speak in relation to decolonising 

research methodologies, I see similarities in my experience of stripping back my relationship with the 

concepts of professionalism and professional identity, and, of course, SW. This further resonated with Blom's 

(2009) discussion on unknowing in the process of building robust evidence bases in SW. This has occurred, 

and continues to be, in the context of the complex landscape that is bicultural AoNZ. It is apt that a pivotal 

part of SW is its reflective practice, a skill that is also critical in addressing colonialism (Taha, 2018). What 

remains unclear to me is whether unknowing and reflection are impacting the SW profession, and if there is 

awareness at the practitioner level of the need for greater criticality in everything from bicultural practice 

to implementation of law and policy. 

 
Individual Influence on the Professionalisation Project 

 
The lack of a clear definition for SW professionalism has caused me disappointment and challenges. Coupled 

with the powerful hegemony in SW in AoNZ, evident in the way proponents of the professionalisation project 

have continued to influence its design, implementation and review, could result in despondency. But, SWs 

do still have influence. This is evident in the participants' discussion on how they have upheld their ethics 
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and values in practice, as well as their ability to identify unprofessional behaviours. As a kaiako, one of the 

most fulfilling aspects of the role is being able to influence the profession. As my ITP undergoes the 

disestablishment of Te Pūkenga (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2025), the changes could weaken the 

role of tertiary education in society. Nevertheless, alongside the relaxed standards from the Social Work 

Registration Board (SWRB, 2025b) there is an opportunity to rethink how we deliver our BSW and build 

radical, engaged practitioners. 

 
A webinar hosted by Aotearoa New Zealand Association Social Work (ANZASW) (Howells & Watson, 2025) 

(Appendix I) is precisely the discourse that needs to be taking place in SW. In this case, it involved paid 

placement for students. More radical calls for action in the profession are made by the likes of Briskman 

(2017), who advocates for the introduction of ‘radical’ back into our regular SW lexicon, unsure why we ever 

moved away from this term. Challenges to SW locally and nationally (Oranga Tamariki, 2023b) remain the 

powerful driving force on practice, as discussed in Chapters Two and Four. According to Renau et al. (2023) 

a lack of knowledge about the impacts of neoliberalism is to blame. What I have experienced in this thesis is 

subtler and links back to the ambiguity of the professional world they are in. Mixed messaging, such as that 

by SWRB on the importance of professional development, compounds the confusion, which is especially 

important because, for Simons and Ruijters (2014) this is exactly the task that demarks a profession. The 

ambiguity of what exactly the SW profession is remains reminding us again that the professionalisation 

project is not complete. 

 
Mesosystem – A powerful joining of worlds 

 
The influence on each of my microsystems is Education. Informed by political and economic forces, as well 

as societal narratives, education has the potential to be a “practice of freedom” (hooks [non-capitalisation 

is author's own], 1994, p. 207). It is the ideal place to foster progressive thinking and learning (Cowden et 

al., 2020). As discussed in Chapter Two, there is progress needed here, especially in how we support 

transitions to practice. Education must address the impacts of neoliberalism, which, given the current 

government's dabbling with the system, is challenging (Roper, 2024), but not insurmountable. The 

collectivism expressed by the participants is a direct challenge to neoliberal ideologies but can reinforce the 

SW hegemony mentioned earlier. As my kaiako role develops, I see less of the transformative education I 

experienced in my BSW and more of a process focused on meeting industry demands. I am well aware of 

the pressures of short staffing on the frontline. To some extent, this drives the motivation to help people 

complete their studies and transition into the field. However, this compromises the integrity of the 

programmes, the educators, and the profession. Importantly, it undermines the profession's values. 

 
It was striking to recognise, prompted by P1’s dismissal of SW Academia, that there is a narrative that rejects 
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the value of SW education. I never had this view of my educators, and I still hold them in high regard today. 

I would argue in support of the view that education must set its own agenda, creating curious and critical 

learners who can transfer these skills to practice. Education should peel back our layers of identity and 

support us in rebuilding them within a SW perspective. It should not promote a production line of learning 

with an end goal of professional practice but rather embed principles of lifelong learning. As someone who 

enjoys learning, I was challenged by the participants' disenchantment with the education process, and that, 

for all except P5, they made only the most tenuous of links to practice. I had to question what it is that 

Education is afraid of. Why are we holding back in pushing forward an improved agenda for the SW 

Profession? Why is it that a SW referred to their role as doing “stuff” (P3) and not a complex discussion of 

their knowledge and responsibilities? Internationally, the profession is leaning into the challenge of building 

robustness, especially when indigenous groups are impacted (Ioakimidis & Sookraj, 2021). I sense in AoNZ, 

our hesitance has much to do with the layers of experience that occur before SW Education starts, and as I 

mentioned earlier, the unique culture that is AoNZ. 

 
Microsystem – Small parts make up the whole 

 
We are comprised of many experiences and interactions, some of which are personal relationships with 

others. In contrast, others are more structured and formal, such as interactions at work, school, or in the 

community. Identity is all about the meanings we have given to these different experiences (Stets & Serpe, 

2013). The extent to which the participants could bring an awareness of this to their discussions varied. What 

was consistent was that who they are is an integral part of their professional identity, which P2 captured 

when they said, “In social work, you’re kind of told to bring your whole self”. I understand this clearly. A 

short time away from SW in 2015 provided a puzzling insight into the cutthroat business world, which had 

no space for a critical-thinking empath. Before this point, I had not fully appreciated that SW was very much 

part of who I am and how I engage with the world. P4 was especially articulate in the joining of her personal 

and professional self, and her emphasis on integrity in this positioning was striking. I began to understand 

that I have expectations about who and what a SW is. I thought I valued a whole range of people in SW 

practice, that there is space for both the creative and academic. What is more accurate is that I see there is 

a place for all types of practitioners in the SW Profession, but there should be greater discretion about who 

fits where. I am clear on what the SW profession should be, and what the identity that comes with this should 

look like. What I do not have is the same clarity about where this ideal originated. 

 
On reflection, I think it was somewhat erroneous to seek a point in time where the participants could identify 

a shift in their identity. When I reflect on my own experiences on this journey, which is not yet finished, 

many moments come to mind. My high school education was pivotal in instilling a strong work ethic and 

moral values. As students at an all-girls school, we were encouraged to have a voice and use it effectively. 
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This made an impression on me as my family's diversity meant we were often voiceless in the systems around 

us. I do not accept Professor Ironsides' position on the concept of wounded healers, who heal whilst caring 

(Ironside, 1962, as cited in McDonald, 2014). However, there is more than an empathetic understanding of 

our clients' needs. There is a closeness that comes from lived experience, which helps us articulate a person’s 

needs. When the participants spoke of pride in their work and professions, I shared that pride because of 

the somewhat magical ability to connect with a person, their family, or whānau in a way that other 

professions cannot. However, we must recognise that being caring and empathetic is no longer sufficient for 

the SW profession. There has to be more rigour and intent in our field. 

 
Cheryl – and then there was one of many 

 
In the Review of Learning (Appendix B), I concluded that I was growing to understand, ‘so much of who I am 

and what I stand for is entwined in what SW achieves’. This has not changed during the MProfPrac, and if 

anything, I have become further emmeshed in the profession's identity, but now from the position of 

academia. My learning outcomes are externalised goals for this thesis and do not capture the personal 

journey that was required. I have had to be critical of my practice, and I will have to continue doing so if I am 

to be an effective kaiako. My teaching pedagogy (Appendix K), completed in 2023 as part of the New Zealand 

Certificate in Adult and Tertiary Teaching, offers a useful reflection point. There was already an alignment 

between my SW and kaiako values. The criticality required to undertake this thesis means I can recognise 

the emergence of a new professional identity, one that, at times, is not overly optimistic about the 

professionalisation project, as is evident in my writing. 

 
My raised consciousness and criticality mean that the findings are somewhat lacking for me. In seeking clarity 

on my professional identity, I was searching for certainty. Instead, there was the ambiguity I had experienced 

in my own practice. What the research has confirmed is that this is more than just my experience. I am one 

of many; we are collectively experiencing a state of ambiguity. Now a kaiako, this is not sufficient for shaping 

robust academic practice and education. This MProfPrac provides several reasons why we should bring the 

professionalisation project to a conclusion, and I am motivated to contribute to this. But what am I preparing 

akōnga for? An autoethnographic approach was a help and a hindrance to this study. As I discussed in the 

opening of this chapter, times have changed. The current SW climate differs from the one in which I trained 

and practised in my early years. Then, I had hope and anticipation that the professionalisation project would 

bring clarity and answers over time. This research indicates that this has not happened. However, this has 

meant that practitioners are circling back to what is certain and controllable, namely the values and ethics 

of practice (Featherstone et al., 2017) with an increasing emphasis on approaches that support 

decolonisation (H. S. Bell, 2006). 
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So, what is next for me as an educator? I was intrigued by the idea of a deliberate professional, as discussed 

by Trede and McEwen (2013) and how it resonated with my experiences and expectations as a kaiako. I 

want, and I believe SW needs, professionalism for us to be sustainable. However, this MProfPrac is shining 

a light on a facet of the SW project that is somewhat lost. A deliberate professional is an individual educated 

in an epoch of change who understands that the context in which they are learning does not define the 

broader context in which they will practice. Crucially, especially in relation to SW, the individual learns to be 

a critical thinker and hone an identity that blends their personal, professional and political selves. Their goal 

of being a professional is a conscious process supported by curiosity. This does not seem an unreasonable 

task, and in fact, the participants gave some indication of experiencing some of this in their learning journeys. 

 
However, we must be aware of the unresolved position of SW Education and the Profession, which dates 

back to the 1920s (Flexner, 2001), with more recent contributions by Maylea (2021) and Brockmann (2024). 

They all plead for coherent theoretical foundations, amongst other things. Meanwhile, Russell (2020) rejects 

professionalisation entirely, and is not alone in somewhat revolutionary thinking about SW’s future (O’ 

Donoghue, 2024). Suppose we accept the current position of SW as a profession as much a criticism of 

Education as it is of the practitioners and employers it concerns. In that case, we have a better chance of 

addressing the issues. I am privileged to be able to influence these narratives and shape the future 

generations of SW practitioners and thus have a new appreciation for the power I hold as a kaiako. I am not 

unique in this positioning, and I consider it imperative that all SW academics encourage debate on what it is 

to be a SW, offering effective critical challenges to emerging practitioners, a similar argument to that posited 

by Kim (2024). Our history as agents of change should be maintained, with pride taken in the collective 

progression of the profession. 

 
Ultimately, what has sustained me is curiosity, which has become my buzzword in my SW and academic 

practice and why Trede and McEwen (2013) are of particular interest to me. If I can inspire curiosity in others' 

practice, I believe we can build robustness in the profession. This research revealed moments of curiosity in 

the participants' journeys, but also a stagnation. The literature review supported this further, highlighting 

just how long we have been working on the professionalisation project. So, this reaffirms my determination 

to encourage curiosity and intent in my akōnga. Ideally, we would also see this on a broader scale across all 

education, recognising its potential for critical consciousness, as discussed, many decades ago by Freire 

(1973); however, this should not detract from the influence that a single kaiako, or indeed a SW, can have 

on outcomes. 
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Conclusion 
 
Finally, where do I find myself now as a SW Kaiako? Professionalism matters to me, to SW's sustainability, and 

credibility. Being able to champion our progress is important to the collective, and the individuals within this, 

myself included. As I develop a career as an academic, I have an avenue to seek validation for my work, with 

examples of this included in Appendix L. However, SW practice requires others to recognise and congratulate 

their successes, as this clearly links to their sense of identity in the role. We must reject the fallacies of 

puritanism, which equate a single error or failure with overall inadequacy (Friedman, 2025) and build 

mechanisms more influential than the stigma within social media and the community. There are many things 

the profession does well and on which we can build a strong public and personal image, which I can support 

from my position in the academic world. 

 

The MProfPrac has blessed me with time to meaningfully reflect and form a critical understanding of the 

SW profession in a manner that is not possible while on the hamster wheel of practice. I recognise that I 

have not been as forgiving of SW as it has been of me. Mistakes are made, and identity takes time to 

form. My perspective has shifted as a result of this research. I have clarity about the impact of being a 

migrant to AoNZ on my practice, my expectations, and, of course, my worldview. I aim to bring this 

awareness to my kaiako role through transformational learning and critical practice, just as I did when I 

was an emerging social worker almost 20 years ago. 
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