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EXPERIENCE OF VIOLENCE OF SOCIAL WORK STUDENTS IN FIELD 
EDUCATION: A CRITICAL REVIEW 

 Natasha Mariette 1 and Rita Dhungel  Phd2

Social workers work with clients who are distressed, have unmet needs, or have complicated 
psychosocial issues (substance abuse, homelessness, a health-care crisis, intimate partner violence, 
etc.). The purpose of this critical analysis is to critically evaluate what is known about social work 

2) what training and education are required to respond to violence experienced by social work students 

and safety training. A critical study, such as participatory action research with social work students 

advised. Furthermore, social work students must receive occupational health and safety training so 

Abstract

Keywords : 

1.1 Introduction
Western social work is a profession that began with roots 
in England in the 19th century during the industrial 
revolution (Pierson, 2022). Female (often religious) 
volunteers served those experiencing poverty (Pierson, 
2022). According to Jennissen and colleagues (2011) social 
work in Canada can be traced to local citizens responding 
to the needs of the community, particularly European 
immigrants. With industrialization came changes to the 
family structure resulting in the creation of child support 
agencies such as the Society for the Protection of Women 
and Children in Toronto in 1881 (Jennissen et al., 2011). 
Social work originally was connected to charities and 
religious institutions (Jennissen et al., 2011). As social 
work evolved into an academic profession, social workers 
are now found in a variety of settings including health 
care, correctional facilities, child welfare, and community 
agencies (Canadian Association of Social Work [CASW], 
n.d.). According to CASW (n.d.), in 2018 there were 
approximately 52,823 social workers in Canada.    

Social workers serve clients who are experiencing distress, 
unmet needs, and complex psychosocial concerns 

(substance use, homelessness, health care crisis, intimate 
partner violence, etc.) (Lee et al., 2021). Populations 
being served often view social workers as gatekeepers to 

al., 2021) or as representatives of unwanted authorities 
instead of helpers (Choi & Choi, 2015; Spencer & 
Munch, 2003). Services are often provided outside of an 

facilities, or hospitals (National Association of Social 
Workers [NASW], 2022). 

Social workers experience a higher rate of violence in the 
workplace than most other professions (Lee et al., 2021; 
NASW, 2022; Newhill, 1996). Social work is considered 
to be a gendered profession with the majority of social 
workers identifying as female (Jones et al., 2018; Norris, 

made up of mostly females (Moylan & Wood, 2016). 
According to Statistics Canada (2022), in 2016 8,670 of 
social workers were male and 49,195 were female. There 
are no known statistics on LGBTQ2S+ social workers. 
The high rate of females in the social work profession 
makes violence against social workers, and social work 
students, not only a professional issue but a gendered one 
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as well (Fawcett, 2023; Moylan & Wood, 2016). Females 
most often occupy front line social work positions while 
males are more often promoted to managerial positions 
where they are less exposed to direct or indirect violence 

of violence, including types and prevalence, identify that 

Sicora et al., 2022). Underreporting can be due to fear 
of retaliation, normalizing experiences of violence, the 
socialization of the profession, or thinking the incident 
was not severe enough to report (Tully et al., 1993; Shier 

Soest & Bryan, 1995). 

Social work in Canada requires the completion of an 
accredited educational program (CASW, n.d.). There are 

(Canadian Association for Social Work Education 
[CASWE-ACFTS], n.d.). Students completing a bachelor 
of social work (BSW) program are required to complete 

(CASWE, 2021). Students completing a Master of Social 
Work (MSW) program and who have completed the 

practicum or a thesis. MSW students without a BSW must 

(CASWE, 2021). 

Field education is a core component of social work 
education in Canada (CASWE, 2021). It allows for 
students to integrate theory with practice in a supervised 
setting, developing skills crucial to the social work 
profession (CASWE, 2021). Completing the required 

delay or prevent graduation from a social work program 
(Tully et al., 1993). Little is known about social work 

settings as well as ways in which social work students are 
prepared for the potential of violence within the profession 
(Tully et al., 1993). Therefore this review is conducted 
to bridge the gaps in scholarly activities and create 
knowledge by synthesizing existing literature on violence 

by The Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and 
Safety (2024). It is described as any act of abuse, threat, 
intimidation, harassment, or attack on another person, 
including physical, verbal, written, and sexual harassment 
and violence.

Research Question and Research Objectives

The purpose of this critical analysis is to critically evaluate 
what is known about social work students' experiences 

synthesizes the existing literature on the experiences of 

The objectives of this review are as follows:

1) What types of violence do social work students 

2) What training and education are needed to respond to 

The Hypothetical testing question is:

1.2 Research Methodology
 To meet the objectives, a critical literature review was 
completed using Medline via EBSCOhost, Psycinfo, 
PubMed, Social Work Abstracts, CINAHL, and Google 
Scholar databases. An initial search was done to determine 

search terms used were (social work student OR social 

) AND (violence OR aggression OR hostility OR violent 
OR anger OR aggressive behavior). Due to the paucity of 
research on social work student experiences of violence no 
date or region limitations were used. The search resulted 
in 13,792 results. However, most search results were 
irrelevant, not referencing social work as a profession 

education. Two articles were deemed as meeting the 
search criteria but could not be retrieved. One result was 
eliminated as it was a conference presentation abstract. 
Six articles in full were retrieved. The reference lists of 
the six articles were reviewed to locate any additional 
relevant articles. Five additional articles were recognized 
as relevant to this literature review but only one could 
be retrieved.  Using a thematic lens they artciles were 
analysed.We do not claim that this is a systematic review; 
rather, it is a critical analysis of the literature.

Theoretical Framework

This review analysed literature through a postmodern 

of feminism (third wave feminism, Black feminism, 

Postmodern feminism emerged in the late 20th century as 
a third wave feminism.It distinguishes itself by rejecting 
standard feminist ideals and embracing postmodern 
philosophy.Postmodern feminism rejects the idea of 
gender as a naturalized reality and instead views gender 
as a social construction (Fawcett, 2023). It dismisses an 
essentialist understanding of feminism and recognizes that 
the experiences of women vary depending on intersecting 
factors such as culture, spirituality, age, and nationality 
(Fawcett, 2023). Postmodern feminism was an important 
lens to apply to this review as social workers are not a 
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singular group. Individuals entering social work come 
from diverse backgrounds and have varying worldviews 
they bring to the profession).

1.3 Results
 All seven of the resulting articles are based in the United 
States of America (USA) (Criss, 2013; Dunkel et al., 
2000; Lee, 2005; Moylan & Wood, 2016; Reeser & 
Wertkin, 2001; Star, 1984; Tully et al., 1993). Five articles 
were research studies (Criss, 2013; Lee, 2005; Moylan 
& Wood, 2016; Reeser & Wertkin, 2001; while one was 
a literature review (Star, 1984) and one was a literature 
review resulting in a risk reduction model (Dunkel et al., 

are arranged thematically, and they include: (a) social 
work as a gendered profession; (b) types of violence 

violence prevention and safety.

 Five of the seven articles resulting from this literature 
search completed research that included BSW and/or 

Moylan & Wood, 2016; Reeser & Wertkin, 2001; Tully 

percentage of female respondents than males. Criss 
(2013) had 88.2% female respondents and 11.4% male 
respondents. Lee (2005) had 83.4% female respondents 
and 16.6% male respondents. The study by Moylan 
and Wood (2016) included 90.6% female respondents. 
Reeser and Wertkin (2001) had 72% female respondents. 
Respondents for the study by Tully et al. (1993) were 

known of the social work profession which is that the 
majority of social work students and professionals are 
female (Fawcett, 2023). The study conducted by Moylan 
and Wood (2016) was the only study that referred to 
LGBTQ2S+ populations, identifying LBGTQ2S+ 
(Moylan & Wood, 2016 refer to LGBT) populations 
experienced more sexist hostility than sexual harassment. 

of what constitutes violence (Lee, 2005; Tully et al.1993). 

education settings  and they include bullying and 
harrassment, verbal abuse, , physical assaults,  threats 
and damage to personal and professional property (Criss, 
2010; Dunkel et al., 2000; Lee, 2005; Moylan & Wood, 
2016; Reeser & Wertkin, 2001; Tully et al., 1993). One  
study reported social work students experienced bullying 

Moyland & Wood, 2016; Reese & Wertkin, 2001; State, 

1984; Tully et al., 1993) andone study reported sexual 
harassment was experienced by social work students in 

studies reported that social work students experienced 
physical assaults (Criss, 2013; Reeser & Wertkin, 2001; 
Tully et al., 1993), and experienced of threats was reported 
by three studies (threat of lawsuit, threat of physical 
harm) (Lee, 2005; Reeser & Wertkin, 2001; Tully et al., 
1993). One study reported that social work studenets furt 
damage to personal and professional property (Criss, 
2013). 

such as how to recognize triggers, violence prevention, 
and how to respond to violence, was not an integral part 
of their social work education (Criss, 2013; Dunket et 
al., 2000; Lee, 2005; Moyland & Wood, 2016; Reese & 

their studies (Dunkel et al., 2000; Lee, 2005; Moylan & 
Wood, 2016; Star, 1984; Reeser & Wertkin, 2001). Three 
studies reported that inadequately preparing students prior 

work (Dunkel et al., 2000; Moylan & Wood, 2016; Tully 

Moylan & Wood, 2016). Underreporting can be caused 
by fear of how one will be perceived by peers and by their 
supervisor (Dunkel et al., 2000; Moylan & Wood, 2016; 
Tully et al, 1993), resistance to perceiving themselves 
as victims (Dunkel et al., 2000), and the modelling of 

does not report or respond to violence incidents, the 
student is then socialized to accept this as a requirement 
of the profession (Dunkel et al., 2000; Moylan & Wood, 
2016). Dunkel and colleagues (2000) recommend a risk 
reduction model for social work education programs 
which involves the development of school policy and 
procedures, classroom instruction for students, training 

to agencies to understand the agency safety programs. All 

specialized content be included in social work curriculum 
(Criss, 2013; Dunkel et al., 2000; Lee, 2005; Moylan & 
Wood, 2016; Reeser & Wertkin, 2001; Star, 1984; Tully 
et al., 1993).

1.3.4 Implications

violence can lead to anxiety, depression, and posttraumatic 
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illustrated the dearth of research in this area. There is a 

is a lack of diverse voices. There is a lack of data on 
LGBTQ2S+ populations, Indigenous perspectives, and 
how racism and discrimination contribute to this issue. 
An intersectional feminist approach to research is needed 

ways in which these students are prepared  (Criss, 2010; 
Moylan & Wood, 2016). Students need practical skills 
for preventing and responding to violence within the 
social work profession (Moylan & Wood, 2016; Star, 
1984). Only 12% of programs had formal written policies 
on student safety (Reeser & Wertkin, 2001). Therefore, 
“Research must be pursued to provide the basis for the 
development of professional social work education 
curricula and agency training programs to address the issue 

1995, p.6).The implications and recommendations of 
this literature review are best summarized by Tully et al. 
(1993): 

if we as social work educators are to face the issue of 

what has been done to combat the increase in violence in 

currently is being done either in social work agencies or 
in schools of social work to confront violence (p.198). 

This quote from Tully et al. is from 1993 and yet the 

Therefore, it is crucial to carry out a participatory action 

placement in order to critically understand the violence 

inform occupational policies and programs that address 
the violence experienced by social work students.
Understanding how frequently violence is experienced 

most typical situations in which it occurs and how it 

important. It is further advised to do a community-based 

the violence that social work students encounter while 

The social work profession experiences on going 
incidents of violence. Therefore, it is imperative that 
social work students are prepared (Tully et al., 1993). 

part of preventing violence. However, not all acts of 
violence are predictable or avoidable. If not properly 

Social work education problems need to implement 

well as integrate safety training into social work education 
curriculum. This includes de-escalation techniques, crisis 

1.4 Conclusion/Discussion 

continues to be under researched. The scant literature 

violence sillustrates there is little to no inclusion of safety 
and violence prevention and responses to violence in 
social work education curriculums. “Looking inward to 

settings is critical to ensuring safety and workplace 

& Wood, 2016, p.416). Social work education is meant 
to prepare students to enter a career in social work. 
Neglecting to include safety training and violence 
prevention within social work curriculum sends students 

without key skills. 

Feminism cannot be and should not be a women-only 
movement (Hooks, 2015). 

“...all of us, women and men, have been socialized from 

xii). Students studying social work are indoctrinated to 
believe that violence against women is normal in the 

against social workers is accepted when it is accompanied 
with violence against women. Allowing this educational 
gap in social work to persist means that social workers 
will continue to be indoctrinated to expect and tolerate 

is considered a gendered profession (Criss, 2010; Lee, 
2005; Moylan & Wood, 2016; Reeser & Wertkin, 2001; 
Tully et al., 1993). 
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