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 When you're trying to work with somebody, and you're creating that safe space with the 

 language you use, that's going to be the way you build that rapport. That's going to be the 

 way that the client's like, okay, this is a safe space for me. 

Language as action was present in inter-professional conversations, conversations with clients to 

build rapport and connection, as well as in explaining paperwork and forms. Explaining forms is 

often critical for clients to access services. Michael shared how language is a social justice action 

in this way: 

 Usually what I do is, when I use any kind of form with anybody, I literally go through 

 usually write my language in and then I'll explain if they have questions. Do you 

 understand what this means? Then if they don't, then I'll put it I guess in layman's terms. 

 This is what this means. And so yeah, that's usually what I try to do. 

All participants shared how paperwork is often a barrier for their clients and that most paperwork 

feels very sterile in nature. Using language to describe paperwork in a way that clients can 

understand is a crucial action for social workers. Through hearing participants’ stories, they 

described how language is used in advocacy, validation, inter-professional conversations, and 

connection with clients. Language is foundational for these actions.  

Language as the Client’s Experience 

 Participants shared many examples of how certain terms, words, and agency paperwork 

can influence multiple aspects of the client’s experience. Each participant had several examples 

of how language is a foundational concept for how a client feels when receiving services, feeling 

empowered to make changes, and understanding the process. Several examples from the 

interviews demonstrate this connection. 
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  Katherine noted some very tangible ways that using the word survivor instead of victim 

can influence her clients: 

 So, especially with survivor, it kind of leads them down a path that they are, I think that 

 just giving them the word survivor makes them feel like they’ve done something and that 

 they can continue to do things.  So, I guess, just changing their mindset to the point that 

 they’re worth more, which is something that a lot of victims don’t understand when they 

 come out of the situation. That they’re worthy of respect and they deserve to continue to 

 have that and demand that from people. 

Vanessa also described this for her organization. In a position of leadership, she pays particular 

attention to her organization’s mission and values: 

 Our language reflects our organization's values. That allows us to live our values. And 

 when we live our values, we're able to fulfill our mission. Which from a director, that's 

 what I want. That's why we exist.  

Vanessa has found that choosing language for agency mission and values is critical because it 

can influence all of the clients who access recovery services through her agency. Sharon, who 

also works with those in recovery from substance use, reported how her clients might have 

painful memories associated with some words and she navigates this with honesty and 

genuineness: 

 It starts with breaking associations with some words. A lot of people have feelings and 

 emotions with some words, it’s a no go. We don't want to talk about that, we don't want 

 to deal with that … it's painful, and sometimes it's uncomfortable, and there's that 

 vulnerability piece, and that shame, and having to talk about that can be very difficult. 
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 But I'm not going to try to be  dishonest in a way, or sugarcoat things. I'm going to be as 

 genuine as possible with my language. 

While the participants work in several different agency settings, the idea of choosing words 

carefully, being honest and genuine, and helping clients navigate the hoops of accessing services, 

were nearly universal across agency settings. One challenge clients experience is bureaucratic 

paperwork. Agency paperwork was a salient concept throughout the interviews, particularly as a 

major hurdle that social workers help clients navigate. Ashley, who works in a mental health 

setting, said it this way: 

 So I think that you really just have to think on your feet because if I were to just read my 

 treatment plan format right off of the computer screen and not customize it for whoever 

 I'm working with or whatever family I'm working with, it's going to turn them off for me 

 as a clinician because they aren't able to relate to anything that I'm saying. And so even 

 just to start, I'm like, this is not what it's normally going to be like. I just have to get this 

 out of the way first session and the next time will be whatever you want it to be. So I try 

 to say that this is out of my control. I have to do this, like we're just going to set some 

 goals today. 

Michael also works in a mental health setting and shared his experience in paperwork with his 

clients: 

 Some of the things feel really repetitive and I know some things are repetitive for a 

 reason, but other things are repetitive and it sucks asking and I always preface with, I 

 apologize. I know this feels repetitive, but I've got to ask you this again. 

He went on to say, “I'm a licensed professional and there are things in our DA [diagnostic 

assessment] process that I look at and go, what the heck does that mean?" The difficulty for 
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social workers to understand some of the terminology on paperwork was not unique to Michael. 

Other interviews also gleaned this information; in addition, some participants even shared some 

frustration with the questions they needed to ask and why. Jamie, who works with clients who 

identify as GLBT and many times are also in recovery, shared: 

 There was paperwork that really had to do with the drugs and alcohol and I had to do that 

 with people that were in one of the recovery houses we have. And it had to be someone 

 who had just recently overdosed, or someone who was on heroin and I had to talk to these 

 people and I could see why a social worker needed to administer the questions because, I 

 mean, it almost triggered me and I was asking them like how many times did you think 

 about this? How many times did you do this? And the one sat down and just cried. And 

 I'm like, why? Why do we have to ask these? I mean, why do they want this information? 

 And so I got so I could soften that blow and then we sat and talked  about it and it made it 

 a little bit better. 

In Jamie’s role, she often uses paperwork that is necessary for grant funding, designed by third-

party organizations, specifically for those funders. Her narrative here demonstrates how strongly 

questionnaires and assessments can impact the client’s experience. In addition Vanessa also said: 

 I try not to use words that they would hear in other organizations. The forms other places 

 feel bureaucratic. These words are an agency thing but that's not how we talk to people in 

 real life. We've done a pretty good job of cleaning up our forms, taking a lot of that stuff 

 out of our new and improved policies and stuff. 

Vanessa is in a director role and has the capacity to make changes to paperwork as she finds this 

necessary. Many other participants do not have this same privilege in making necessary changes. 

Regardless of position, all participants shared the sentiment that agency paperwork influences 
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their relationships with their clients starting from the very first interview. Some participants 

shared that they had little power to change the forms, the language used on the forms, or the 

processes clients must go through in order to get the help they need. Paperwork and forms were 

common threads among participants as they shared about their client’s experiences. This theme 

also showed up in other ways. Ruth shared about how she uses certain words to signal her role as 

an ally for GLBT persons in a setting where they may not always be accepted and affirmed: 

 We talk a lot about pronouns and how important those are, recognizing that obviously 

 things aren't always as they seem. Reconciling spirituality and sexuality is something that 

 is very common in my work. We have a Christian university and sometimes there's a lot 

 of struggle between the spirituality and sexuality issue for people. I think just various 

 kinds of, when we talk about safe space, just recognizing identities can be all over the 

 place, and that there's not any one specific term for that, and the terminology changes 

 consistently, always, constantly. Just because you're part of the community doesn't mean 

 you know all of the rules, and the words, and the proper language to utilize. I talk about 

 that we can't guarantee that, but we try to make it better. Being an advocate, being an 

 ally. 

Ruth’s account of her work and her use of language demonstrate how language and social justice 

are intricately connected and can profoundly influence the client’s experience when receiving 

needed help.   

Language as Empowerment 

 The idea of empowerment is central to the field of social work and integral to the work 

social workers do. This theme was reoccurring time and time again throughout the interviews. 

Hannah shared, “I think that it really comes back to empowering our clients and that whole 



THE LANGUAGE OF SOCIAL WORKERS  73 
 

mindset of our clients are the experts in their lives, we are not.” In Hannah’s work with older 

adults, this is especially important for her communication and advocacy with her clients. Corey, 

who also works with older adults, shared a similar thought, “So I think that when I think about it 

where I'm at, to me, that looks like just empowering our clients and letting them be that guiding 

light. We're there to help recharge the batteries.” Corey and Hannah were both keenly aware of 

the lack of control many of their clients had over their own lives, and their language was a way 

to empower their clients.  

 Another form of empowerment also comes back to the paperwork the agency uses. Ruth 

shares:  

 On our forms they have used me as a consultant to talk about how to create forms that are 

 more inclusive, I don't like the other category for gender. Instead of having a checkoff for 

 male, female, or other, it's just how do you identify with an open area for them to write 

 in. Also given name, preferred name, is important, especially for trans people. 

She continued: 

 

 Because we are billing insurance, oftentimes the insurance will recognize people for their 

 given or birth name and not their preferred name. It's important that when we're 

 addressing them as clients, we're able to talk to them in the name that they prefer. 

Ruth discussed how empowering it is for her clients when they get to decide how to define 

themselves or see themselves represented even in small ways. Other participants also talked 

about labels and names for their clients. Ashley said it this way: 

 Some of the challenge is helping people kind of transcend the labels that were always put 

 on them, because it's that box. So that's probably the biggest challenge, is having kind of 

 like transcending conversations with folks about identity and what that means. Helping 
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victims of crimes; mental health; or substance use agencies connect with social justice?” In 

addition, “How does language affect the interaction between the social worker and their clients?” 

The author used a qualitative, narrative inquiry approach for this study. Through conducting 

interviews and analyzing the data from each, the themes of language as action, language as the 

client’s experience, and language as empowerment were identified as salient concepts in 

participant stories. These themes emerged as ways that language and word choice are connected 

with social justice and worker-client relationships in the social work field. Implications of the 

findings, ideas for future research, and the strengths and limitations of this study are discussed 

below. 

Implications  

 This research study adds to the literature already available about language in social work. 

Previous researchers stated that language could improve or hinder the helping process, that using 

outdated or non-inclusive language could be harmful and, that language is not neutral (Eliason, 

2014; Harrison, 2006; Madziva & Chinouya, 2017; Richan, 1972). Participants in this study 

shared stories that aligned with the literature. Some examples from participants are using the 

term survivor rather than victim in working with people who have experienced domestic 

violence or using the phrase aging population rather than elderly population. These simple word 

changes can be more inclusive. Participants in this study shared frequently about how using this 

inclusive language allows clients to feel connected to their social worker and empowered to 

make changes. These concepts have implications for social work education and social work 

practice.  

 

 



THE LANGUAGE OF SOCIAL WORKERS  79 
 

Implications for Social Work Education 

 Social work education is guided by the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) core 

competencies. These competencies are meant as a way for social work students to integrate and 

apply the knowledge, values, and skills of the social work profession to promote well-being at all 

levels of practice (CSWE, 2015). As participants shared that language underpins connection and 

that language can help build rapport, this connects firmly with students being able to demonstrate 

the second competency, which is their ability to engage diversity and difference in practice 

(CSWE, 2015). It connects with competency six as well, which is the ability engage with 

individuals, families, groups, organizations, and communities (CSWE, 2015).  

 The ability to work and engage with a diverse range of people requires an understanding 

of theories, an understanding of self, the use of empathy, as well as the ability to see clients as 

the experts of their own lives. If language is included in this content in the classroom, it can be 

seen as a more tangible tool for social work students. While conversational skills are 

foundational in social work courses, there is no clear guideline about appropriate language 

choice other than concepts related to person first language. Even small discussions about person 

first language are not enough to help students learn inclusive ways to talk with all people. Course 

content needs to be specific and connected with multiple courses. Social work classrooms should 

include course content that covers specific terms with the aging population, victims of domestic 

violence, the GLBT population, people in recovery or using substances, as well as many others. 

An example from a study participant was that the phrase died by suicide is more appropriate than 

saying committed suicide. When the phrase committed suicide is used, it can lead to a belief that 

suicide is a sort of crime and affects the way in which people seek and receive help. Social work 
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students should should be familiar with what the letters in GLBT stand for and ways to converse 

with this population that can be comforting and empathetic.  

 To have this information available for students in classrooms, faculty must also be 

educated on inclusive language. Trainings and continuing education events need to be widely 

available for faculty about changing language in the field in order to best teach students. Faculty 

can model life-long learning for their students and encourage students to read and research 

current and relevant information.  

Implications for Social Work Practice  

 In addition to social work education, this study may be helpful for the social work 

practice setting as well. The narratives that participants in this study shared continued to show 

that clients are the experts in their own lives, and social workers can help provide more inclusive 

language or terminology for clients, but ultimately, clients can define themselves as they wish. 

Ensuring clients continue to have this power is critically important as clients access the services 

they need. One participant shared how some of her clients do not want to use the words dirty or 

clean in relation to their substance use, but would rather be a person in recovery. This same 

participant shared that some clients still want to use the words dirty or clean. An important 

implication from this study is that social workers give clients the power to define themselves 

how they see fit. This is an example of how language evolves over time and language will 

continuing evolving.  

Providing this information in accessible ways to help social workers continue to learn the 

most up-to-date practice behaviors could continue to strengthen the field of social work. If social 

workers are able to attend trainings about the evolution of language in the field and learning 

more person first language, these trainings need to be conducted in a safe way that allows social 
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workers to ask questions without judgment. Trainers should not assume that all social workers 

enter the learning space with the same level of knowledge or experience about language.  

Particularly, in relation to providing information in accessible ways and with the 

understanding that language is not neutral, the use of social media is an important aspect for 

future implications. Social workers can use social media in a way that provides advocacy 

information and education for others. Using social media in this way can set a standard for the 

way social workers engage with and use social media for the common good. Social media and 

online platforms are part of daily life for many people which makes this part of the environment 

and influences all other parts of a persons’ environment as well. When thinking about social 

media in this way, it includes discourse with other people, expressing opinions, and the 

information that is shared through online platforms. All of these components relate to language 

and the ways social workers can use language as advocacy.  

Another implication for social work practice from this study is that a deeper 

understanding of agency culture and agency paperwork are foundational for the client experience 

in receiving help. Participants shared time and time again that the amount of time they spend 

going over paperwork and explaining it in a way that clients can understand is exhausting. 

Participants reported that this hinders the level of help they can provide for their clients. The 

notion that paperwork is not friendly or easy to read presents many issues, including the ability 

for a client to truly give consent for services which is foundational in social work ethics (NASW, 

2017). The implication that paperwork could be written in a way that all reading levels could 

access the information could free up more time for social workers to spend their time meeting 

client needs rather than hours explaining forms. Paperwork across all settings should be at an 

eighth grade reading level or lower. Paperwork should also be consolidated as much as possible 
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to lessen the burden on both social workers and clients. If all aspects of social work practice were 

accessible, the doors would open wide to help more people. Participants shared time and time 

again about how the client’s experience in the agency setting is intricately connected paperwork 

as well as with the language the social worker uses. The exchanges that occur between the client 

and the social worker pave the way for connection and for the client receiving the help they need.

 Many practicing social workers do not have access to peer reviewed publications so it 

will be critical to disseminate this information through continuing education events and 

community trainings. Providing the results of this study as a way for social workers to hear 

stories from fellow social workers could allow for meaningful conversations and professional 

development. These trainings should include information on language at all levels of practice 

from government programs and grant applications to one on one conversations. Included in these 

trainings should also be terminology for each of the populations identified in this study as a 

starting point and continue expanding. This is not a quick endeavor, but necessary as social 

workers provide critical services for people in need. 

Strengths and Limitations 

 Strengths of this study include parts of the design including member checking with each 

participant, having peer support and debriefing as the researcher with a colleague and an adviser, 

as well as keeping a detailed audit trail of study tasks and decisions. Including these specific 

tasks as part of the study design serves to strengthen the findings. It is also important to note that 

three themes emerged from the data and all three of these themes were mentioned by all 10 

participants, demonstrating salience in these themes. The themes also connected back to the 

literature that was used as a foundation for study design, which serves to strengthen the results 
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found here. Ultimately, this study adds to the body of knowledge about the importance of 

language in the social work field.  

 In terms of limitations, it is important to note that a second coder was not used. The data 

also were not triangulated. Future studies could benefit from gathering multiple types of data. An 

example might be observations of social workers or specific forms or paperwork each agency has 

as additional data points. Additionally, prolonged engagement was not used with participants 

which may be beneficial for the future. Interviewing each participant multiple times may elicit 

more robust narratives from social workers. The sample size was also limited to 10 participants, 

and geographically proximate. A broader geography and larger sample size could also strengthen 

the results. It is also important to note that qualitative data is not meant to be generalizable but 

rather, transferable to other contexts (Padgett, 2017).  

Future Research 

 Based on the design of this study and the findings, future studies could expand on this 

information in a few ways. This study could be a starting point for others to join this 

conversation and continuing researching how language is critical in social work education and 

ultimately, social work practice.  

One idea is for future studies to specifically explore each of the identified practice 

settings for more in depth data in each of those settings setting. Completing a study with only 

social workers who work with the GLBT population as an example, could produce more data 

about the experiences of social workers in that specific setting. It is also important to continue 

this research in other geographical locations. While this study was specific to northwest Ohio, 

social worker narratives may differ based on geography. Exploring more fully how language 

influences co-worker relationships within agencies and how this differs from language with 
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clients could be highly beneficial. It is also pertinent to study more specifically the use of 

language through online mediums for advocacy purposes as well. Other considerations could be 

studying this topic from the clients’ perspective or from students’ perspectives. Studying the 

language social workers use in relation to client reading levels, client level of education, and the 

clients’ native language could also shed some light in terms of how language influences the 

experiences clients have in social work settings. 

Conclusion  

 As this study explored how language is connected with social justice and the ways 

language influences relationships, it is important to go back to the definition of language. 

Language consists of the words, “used to establish membership of a group and conversely to 

restrict access to outsiders; to indicate allegiance to a cause; to establish, and sometimes coerce 

into, a position; to restrict communication and the type of communication; to influence the 

construction of a situation” (Gregory & Holloway, 2005, p. 38). As participants shared, the very 

words they use when speaking with clients and the design of agency paperwork can restrict 

access to their services or instead, it could offer access and inclusivity. Our language and social 

system structure could offer a space where clients are welcomed. This study is the beginning of 

the urge to pay attention to the small details and to examine the systems and processes in place as 

clients attempt to access services in multiple areas of the social work field. Social workers have 

the unique ability to see a whole person as they are, in the entirety of their environment, and 

offer a welcoming chance for every single person to get the help they need.   
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Participant Pseudonyms License Education Agency Setting 

Katherine LSW BSW Crime Victims 

Aaron LISW MSW Crime Victims 

Vanessa LSW MSW Substance Use 

Ashley LSW MSW Mental Health 

Sharon LSW MSW Substance Use 

Michael LSW MSW Mental Health 

Hannah LSW BSW Older Adults 

Corey LSW MSW Older Adults 

Ruth LISW-S MSW GLBT 

Jamie LSW BSW GLBT 

Note. LSW is licensed social worker; BSW is bachelor social worker; LISW is licensed 

independent social worker; MSW is master social worker; LISW-S is licensed independent 

social worker with supervision designation. LSW, LISW, and LISW-S refer to license; BSW 

and MSW refer to degree level. 
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Appendix A: Glossary of Key Terms Related to this Study 

Client: an individual who receives professional services; a service user; a collaborator in social 

service work (Heffernan, 2006). 

Field: the environment the social worker practices in including the larger institutions and the 

culture of the agency and community (Saleebey, 1994).  

Language: the words, “used to establish membership of a group and conversely to restrict access 

to outsiders; to indicate allegiance to a cause; to establish, and sometimes coerce into, a position; 

to restrict communication and the type of communication; to influence the construction of a 

situation” (Gregory & Holloway, 2005, p. 38).  

Social Justice: equitable distribution of goods and resources; the consideration of social 

construction of power and oppression; structural change is a way to eliminate inequality; and 

eradicate discrimination, oppression, and poverty (Hudson et al., 2017).   

Narratives: the stories people tell and the way people think about their experiences (Clandinin, 

2006).  

Social Worker: a person with a four year bachelors degree in social work; or licensed as a social 

worker in the state of Ohio; or who has completed a masters degree in social work; or who is 

licensed independently as a social worker in Ohio. Participants may meet one or all of the above 

criteria. 
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Appendix B: Interview Guide 

The Language of Social Workers: Narratives of Social Justice from the Field 

1517284-1: Interview Guide 

Megan Gonyer, MSW LISW-S 
1. For the purposes of confidentiality, would you like to choose your own pseudonym for 

yourself and the agency?  

2. Tell me a little more about your role at this agency. 

i. Probe for completion: can you tell me about the agency culture? 

3. Can you tell me about the general characteristics of the clientele who receive services 

here? 

4. In your work with clients, can you tell me about some of the common words or phrases 

you use most often? 

i. Probe for correctness- are clients called “clients” in your agency? 

5. When you think about the forms used here, can you tell me more about what the language 

on the forms is like? 

ii. Probe for completeness- in what ways does the language you use with clients 

match the forms you use? 

iii. Probe for completeness- in what ways does the language you use with clients 

NOT match the forms you use? 

6. When you hear the words social justice, can you describe what this means to you? 

7. Can you tell me about some ways that you may be working for social justice with your 

clients? 

8. Can you describe for me how the words you use with your clients can affect the work you 

do with them? 

9. Can you describe any connections you may find with language and social justice in your 

agency? 

10. Can you tell me about any challenges that may arise in your work with clients in this 

agency? 

i. Probe for completeness- can you tell me about any challenges that may come up 

in relation to the language used in the agency? 

ii. Probe for completeness- are there any connections with self-care or self-

preservation? 

11. Can you tell me about any personal rewards in working with the clients in this agency? 

iii. Probe for completeness- can you tell me about any professional rewards? 

12. Is there anything else you think I should know that I did not ask about today? 

 

General Probes: 

Can you tell me more about this? 

Do you have any specific examples you may be able to share with me? 

That sounded interesting, can you expand on this topic a little more? 
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Abstract 

The way social workers speak is part of their daily practice and can be transformative in working 

with clients. Social workers often discuss the use of person first language but rarely talk about 

the ways that language can be a social justice practice with the ability to erase people or include 

people. Language is a central part of membership of social groups and it is the core skill social 

workers use every day. This presentation discussed some research as well as skills for social 

work educators as they lead the next generation of social workers with appropriate language. 

This presentation shared examples of how language is part of social justice, specifically when 

thinking about it through the ecological perspective and in light of CSWE competencies, 

specifically: engage diversity and difference in practice; engage in practice-informed research 

and research-informed practice; and then ultimately engage, assess, intervene, and evaluate 

practice because all of those competencies require the use of language and connection with 

clients. Some conceptual information was shared and participants could think more critically 

about their own language and word choice in their daily lives.  

 Keywords: social justice, language, empowerment, client experiences, social work 

practice 
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The Language of Social Workers 

This presentation was one of three products as part of a banded dissertation. The 

presentation was developed as a result of a qualitative research study that explored the research 

question, “How does the language and terminology associated with social work agencies that 

serve older adults; the gay, lesbian, bi-sexual, transgender (GLBT) community; victims of 

crimes; mental health; or substance use agencies connect with social justice?” In addition, “How 

does language affect the interaction between the social worker and their clients?” was also 

explored. 

The acceptance of this presentation was for the Baccalaureate Program Director 

Conference (BPD) in Birmingham, Alabama in March 2020. Unfortunately, due to COVID-19, 

this conference was cancelled. The preparation of this presentation included a general overview 

of literature, an explanation of the ecological perspective as a conceptual framework, an 

overview of the research study, and implications for social work education. At the time of this 

presentation, the data from the research study was not yet analyzed. Having more concrete 

results available would have significantly contributed to the information included in the 

presentation, however, some beginning points were included.  
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