
Sacred Heart University Sacred Heart University 

DigitalCommons@SHU DigitalCommons@SHU 

School of Social Work Faculty Publications School of Social Work 

2022 

Factors Influencing the Political Activity of Social Workers: A Factors Influencing the Political Activity of Social Workers: A 

Comparative Study Among Swiss and United States Social Comparative Study Among Swiss and United States Social 

Workers Workers 

Tobias Kindler 
Eastern Switzerland University of Applied Sciences 

Jason Ostrander 
Sacred Heart University, ostranderj@sacredheart.edu 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/socwk_fac 

 Part of the Civic and Community Engagement Commons, and the Social Work Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Kindler, T., & Ostrander, J. (2022). Factors influencing the political activity of social workers: A 
comparative study among Swiss and United States social workers. Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, 
49(1) pp. 148-173. 

This Peer-Reviewed Article is brought to you for free and open access by the School of Social Work at 
DigitalCommons@SHU. It has been accepted for inclusion in School of Social Work Faculty Publications by an 
authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@SHU. For more information, please contact 
lysobeyb@sacredheart.edu. 

http://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/
http://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/
https://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/
https://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/socwk_fac
https://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/socwk
https://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/socwk_fac?utm_source=digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu%2Fsocwk_fac%2F76&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1028?utm_source=digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu%2Fsocwk_fac%2F76&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/713?utm_source=digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu%2Fsocwk_fac%2F76&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:lysobeyb@sacredheart.edu


VOLU
ME XLIX

NUMBER 1

March, 2
02

2



Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare • March, 2022 • Volume XLIX • Number 1 

148

Factors Influencing the Political
Activity of Social Workers:

A Comparative Study Among Swiss
and United States Social Workers
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Eastern Switzerland University of Applied Sciences (OST), 
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Jason Ostrander
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Various international and national social work ethical principles call social 
workers to participate in politics, yet not much research exists in the field of 
a political social work. Little is known about the actual voluntary political 
engagement of social workers as well as factors influencing their political 
activity. Especially, few studies with an international comparison focus 
have been conducted. Consequently, this study used cross sectional survey 
design to better understand the factors influencing the political activity 
of social workers in Switzerland (n = 1242) and in the United States (n = 
3033). The results indicate that the political activity of social workers is 
strongly associated with the political influence of parents, with membership 
in a professional social work association, as well as with political efficacy. 
There are some differences between Swiss and U.S. social workers, mainly 
concerning the influence of memberships in trade unions. As one of few 
international practice comparison pieces, this article aims to further stim-
ulate the discourse on social workers’ political activity. For this purpose, 
implications for social work education, practice, and research are outlined 
in the final section.

Keywords: civic participation, international comparison, macro social 
work, policy practice, political participation, political social work
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Introduction

Social work and politics have always had a close interaction. Po-
litical processes shape the organizational contexts and social con-
ditions within which social work operates, and it is social workers 
who, in their everyday practice, implement measures decided by 
social policymakers. Social work always acts as an authority down-
stream of social policy: it fills gaps in the system retrospectively and 
contributes expertise at the grassroots level, drawing attention to 
new social problems and structural deficits (Lane & Pritzker, 2018). 
This reality can and should be leveraged to enable social work to 
act as an authority upstream of social policy. Social workers have 
the practical knowledge and social justice motivation to make them 
ideal participants in the political process.

The tense relationship between politics and social work has 
existed since social work’s inception. The commitment of social 
workers’ political involvement in Switzerland can be traced to the 
women’s movement and its influence in organizing against poverty 
in the 19th century. In 1896, for example, more than 5,000 women’s 
associations of over 100,000 women worked assiduously to promote 
charitable giving at the individual level (Epple & Schär, 2015; Matter, 
2011). This trajectory parallels the development of Charitable Orga-
nization Societies in the U.S. (Stern & Axinn, 2017). While the tra-
jectories for the development of direct services are similar between 
the two countries, Switzerland lagged behind the U.S. in joining the 
international settlement movement. In the U.S., the charitable giv-
ing and settlement house arms of social work both began in the late 
19th century and were shaped by significant social, economic, and 
political contexts, including the Gilded Age, both World Wars, The 
New Deal, McCarthyism, and the Civil Rights Movement (Stern & 
Axinn, 2017). Switzerland’s foray into the development of settlement 
houses and social reform as complements to individual services and 
advocacy for the professionalization of social work training began 
after the First World War. While few of the Swiss Settlements have 
existed since, the commitment of social workers to social reform is 
evidenced by its enshrinement in their professional code of ethics 
(Epple & Schär, 2015; Matter, 2011). 
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The Swiss professional association of social workers, AvenirSo-
cial (2010), includes a call to initiate and accompany political pro-
cesses among its ethical principles. This position is in line with the 
attitude of the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) 
(2014), which explicitly understands “policy formulation and anal-
ysis and advocacy and political interventions” as social work tasks. 
The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) in the Unit-
ed States, for its part, illustrates this political understanding of so-
cial work in its Code of Ethics by demanding that “social workers 
should engage in social and political action” (2017, p. 30). The grow-
ing consensus in professional ethics discourse that social work has 
a political mandate brings another question to the fore: To what 
extent is this political mandate proclaimed by academics and rep-
resentatives of professional associations and accepted and carried 
out by social workers at the grassroots level? This question has so 
far received little attention in empirical social work research, so that 
corresponding discussions tend to take place on a normative level 
and lack an international comparative perspective. The present ar-
ticle addresses these gaps with the two studies from Switzerland 
and the United States. The samples are compared with each other, 
particularly regarding the extent of political participation by social 
workers and the explanatory power of different factors influencing 
political activities.

In this study, political activity is understood broadly as the vol-
untary political participation defined by Verba et al. (1995) as all ac-
tivities that have:

 
the intent or effect of influencing government action—either di-
rectly by affecting the making or implementation of public poli-
cy or indirectly by influencing the selection of people who make 
those policies. By voluntary activity we mean participation that 
is not obligatory—no one is forced to volunteer—and that re-
ceives no pay or only token financial compensation. (pp. 38–39) 

Accordingly, this study does not focus on policy practice—un-
derstood as the policy engagement of social workers as part of their 
job (Gal & Weiss-Gal, 2015)—but examines the voluntary political 
participation of social workers.
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In order to identify factors affecting the political activity of social 
workers, this study draws on the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) 
developed by Verba et al. (1995) as a methodological framework (see 
also Schlozman et al., 2018). The CVM assumes that political activ-
ity is influenced by the following three central factors: (1) available 
resources in the form of time, money, and knowledge influence 
whether and how easily a person can become politically active; (2) 
the degree of political engagement in the form of political efficacy, 
political interest, or political ideology influences how a person wants 
to participate in policymaking; and (3) “triggering factor[s]” (Verba et 
al., 1995, p. 273) from recruitment networks, which act by encourag-
ing people to engage in political activities or by providing them with 
important skills and knowledge on policy processes.

Literature Review

Since its development in 1995, the CVM has been validated 
across many studies. Political social work researchers use and ex-
tend this standard explanatory model to further understand social 
workers’ political engagement and political attitudes (e.g., Gal & 
Weiss-Gal, 2015; Kindler, 2021a; Schwartz-Tayri, 2021). Previous em-
pirical studies on political social work drawing on the CVM can be 
divided into the following three different research focus areas: the 
political commitment of social work students; social work practi-
tioners; and social workers who serve in an elected capacity.

Much research focuses on the political commitment of social 
work students. These studies show that students agree to a great 
extent with the political mandate of the profession, are strongly 
left-wing oriented/liberal (Kindler & Kulke, 2022; Kulke & Schif-
fert, 2018), and are more involved in politics than the overall pop-
ulation (Lane et al., 2018). Like professional social workers, social 
work students primarily participate in passive activities not re-
quiring significant time, energy, or resources rather than in active 
forms of political engagement. Macro-oriented students tend to be 
more involved in policy than their micro-oriented fellow students 
(Ostrander et al., 2018). Pre-post-design studies indicate that poli-
cy practice training programs and social welfare policy seminars 
are helpful in increasing political interest (Bernklau Halvor, 2016), 
developing a sense of both internal and external political efficacy 
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(Ostrander et al., 2017), and bolstering the planned future political 
activity of the participants (Lane et al., 2018).

Studies focusing on trained social workers consistently show 
that they are more involved in politics than the overall population, 
especially in conventional forms of participation such as voting 
(Hamilton, 1998). However, it appears that in their political involve-
ment, social workers tend to carry out activities that require less 
time, energy, or resources, which means that they are more in-
volved in passive (e.g., reading the news) than in active (e.g., tak-
ing part in demonstrations) engagement (Ostrander, 2016). Most 
studies show that social workers are politically left-wing oriented/
liberal and agree to a high extent with a political mandate of the 
profession (Kindler & Hobi, 2021; Kulke et al., 2022; Ostrander et al., 
2021). Several factors have been analyzed in terms of their influence 
on political engagement, such as: years since graduation and age 
(Hamilton, 1998), membership in political and professional organi-
zations (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; Ritter, 2006; Weiss-Gal & Gal, 
2020), political interest (Kulke & Schmidt, 2019), political courses 
throughout social work training (Kohlfürst & Kulke, 2019), internal 
and external political efficacy (Ritter, 2006), political knowledge and 
skills (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016), strength of identification with 
a party or ideology (Hamilton, 1998; Ritter, 2006), agreement with 
political social work (Kindler, 2021a), organizational support of po-
litical engagement, and professional status (Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2020).

A third focus of previous CVM-based scholarship has been on 
social workers who are engaged as elected politicians. However, 
these studies are less frequent than studies on the political commit-
ment of social workers in general. This can be attributed to the fact 
that very few social workers run for office. For example, out of 2,821 
elected officials at the state level in Switzerland, only 40 (1.5%) have 
a background in social work (Amann & Kindler, 2021a). So, how 
might this proportion be increased? Studies have found that social 
work training is crucial to potential candidates. Sixty-three percent 
of the politicians surveyed by Lane (2008) said that their academic 
studies prepared them well for a political career. The support and 
the mobilization of professional and political networks also influ-
ence the pursuit of elected office (Amann & Kindler, 2021b; Binder 
& Weiss-Gal, 2021; Lane, 2008). In addition, most elected officials 
who are social workers come from families of origin in which policy 
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was frequently discussed. In addition to the nuclear family, other 
role models and/or politicizing events (e.g., queer-feminist move-
ments) significantly influenced social workers in their political so-
cialization. Furthermore, it could be shown that a commitment at 
the party-political level is only possible with experience over time. 
The surveyed politicians reported that it is not always easy to rec-
oncile party—political obligations and professional activity without 
sufficient time to address both. In some cases, loyalty conflicts arise, 
especially when a political commitment is explicitly not approved 
by superiors (Amann, 2017).

Purpose of the Study

 Although existing studies provide meaningful insight into so-
cial workers’ political activity, the literature review reveals essen-
tial gaps in this area of research. While social workers have been 
characterized as more politically active than the overall population 
by extant research, passive forms of political activity are clearly 
preferred over active political engagement. This can be seen in the 
minimal involvement of social workers running for and holding 
elected office (Kindler & Amann, 2022a). Thus, the question aris-
es of how this passivity can be transformed into activity. In this 
context, it makes sense to delve more deeply into existing research 
findings and closely examine factors influencing political activity.
 A further research gap exists in international comparative re-
search that examines influencing factors. Most published work 
on the political activity of social workers in different countries is 
descriptive and focuses on individual countries in Europe (Gal & 
Weiss-Gal, 2013, 2017; Kindler, 2021b). Gray et al. (2002) published 
the only known cross-national comparative article on political 
participation in Australia, South Africa, and New Zealand. Only 
one study (Ostrander et al., 2021) was found that compared social 
workers in Switzerland and the United States, but it did not address 
the factors influencing their political activity. This article aims to 
fill this gap by identifying factors impacting political participation 
among Swiss and U.S. social workers. Therefore, the purpose of this 
study is to consider the differences between Swiss and U.S. social 
workers’ political activity and the differences concerning the vari-
ables affecting that political activity. To measure these differences, 
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the following three research questions based on the assumptions of 
the Civic Voluntarism Model will be addressed:

1. To what extent are Swiss and U.S. social workers
    politically active?

2. Which variables influence the political activity of
    Swiss and U.S. social workers?

3. Are there any differences between Swiss and U.S. 
    social workers concerning variables affecting their
    political activity?

Methods

The data described here were collected from Swiss and U.S. so-
cial work participants through two separate voluntary self-admin-
istered, self-report online surveys that included scales and items 
that could be used for comparison. Institutional review boards at 
both institutions approved the studies.

Research Instruments

The instrument used to measure political engagement consists 
of a 14-item scale adapted from Rome and Hoechstetter (2010) and 
further developed by Kindler (2019) and Ostrander et al. (2017). 
This overall Political Activity Scale (PAS) consists of an Active Sub-
scale that includes “active” behaviors such as contacting an elected 
official, working for pay or volunteering for a political campaign, 
or civil disobedience. The PAS also consists of a Passive Subscale, 
including “passive” behaviors such as voting on local, state, and 
federal levels, donating money, or discussing current policy. Par-
ticipants were asked how often they have participated in each of 
these activities, with the following possible responses: never (0), 
rarely (1), sometimes (2), often (3), very often (4). The Political Ac-
tivity Scale (α = .851) is comprised of 14 items with a score range of 
0–56. The Active Subscale (α = .788) has 7 items with a score range 
of 0–28. The Passive Subscale (α = .748) is comprised of 7 items with 
a score range of 0–28.
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To operationalize internal and external political efficacy, the 
survey included a four-item scale developed for the American Na-
tional Election Survey (ANES), later refined by Niemi et al. (1991). 
The internal political efficacy scale consisted of two items (α = .61): First, 
“How well do you understand the important political issues fac-
ing our country?” Response options were: not well (0), slightly well 
(1), moderately well (2), very well (3), extremely well (4); second, “I 
feel I could do as good a job in public office as most other people.” 
Response options for this second item were: strongly disagree (0), 
disagree (1), neither agree nor disagree (2), agree (3), strongly agree 
(4). The external political efficacy scale consisted of two items as well 
(α = .56): “How much do public officials care what people like you 
think?” and “How much can people like you affect what the gov-
ernment does?” For both items, response options were: not at all 
(0), a little (1), a moderate amount (2), a lot (3), a great deal (4). For 
the internal and external political efficacy scale, the two respective, 
above-described items were added together to form a total score 
ranging from 0 (low) to 8 (high political efficacy).

The study used three items to measure the political influence 
of parents during the youth of respondents. First, participants were 
asked how often they had political discussions with their parents 
during their youth. Possible answers were never (0), rarely (1), often 
(2), and very often (3). Second, participants were asked whether the 
mother was politically active during the youth of the participant, 
and third, the same question was asked concerning the father, with 
only two possible answer categories: yes (1) or no (2).

To measure the membership in mobilization networks, respon-
dents were asked to indicate their memberships in a trade union 
and a professional social work association. Possible answers were 
yes (1) or no (0).

A dichotomous item was used to determine the extent to which 
respondents were stimulated to engage in political activity as part 
of their studies. Participants were asked the following question: 
“Would you say that during your social work education, you were 
encouraged to be politically active?” Response options were yes (1) 
or no (0).



156 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Data Collection and Sampling

The first author developed the Swiss questionnaire in 2017 and 
2018 based on a broad review of the literature and after several con-
sultations with the second author. The questionnaire consisted of 77 
closed- and open-ended items and was offered in the official Swiss 
languages of French, German, and Italian. In Switzerland, social 
workers do not have the opportunity to get a license. In addition, 
there is no reliable data about the actual number of social workers 
working in the country (Avenir Social, 2017), but the number is esti-
mated at about 90,000 (Kindler, 2019). As a result of having no list of 
social workers in Switzerland, random sampling could not be used 
as a data collection strategy. Instead, convenience and snowball 
sampling methodologies were used to distribute the questionnaire 
through employers, professional associations, universities, alumni 
organizations, Facebook groups, and personal contacts. An estimat-
ed 40,000 social workers have received the invitation to participate 
(Kindler, 2019). Of the 2,245 individuals who started the survey, 
1,824 participants (81%) finished the questionnaire between May 
and July 2018. For this article, all students and other participants 
who did not hold a bachelor’s degree in social work were excluded; 
1,242 social workers remain in the sample.

The second author developed the U.S. questionnaire in 2017 based 
on findings from his dissertation work, a review of the literature, and 
modifications by political social work experts. The questionnaire 
consisted of 85 closed- and open-ended questions and was offered 
in English. In 2017 and 2018, the professional boards of all 50 states 
and the District of Columbia were contacted, and a data file includ-
ing the email addresses of social work licensees was requested. In 
the end and after multiple inquiries, 24 states (approximately 221,327 
licensed social workers in total) provided data files. After cleaning 
the list of erroneous email addresses, 133,656 were identified as eligi-
ble to participate in the study. Using a random number generator in 
Microsoft Excel, one-third of these licensed social workers, or 44,552, 
were selected for the sample. These email addresses were organized 
into panels of 5,000, and every member of the sample was emailed 
on four separate occasions between June and October 2018. For this 
study, 3,033 licensed social workers participated.
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To compare the political activity and the corresponding influ-
encing factors between U.S. (n = 3,033) and Swiss social workers (n = 
1,242), both above-described datasets were merged in the Statistical 
Package SPSS (Version 28). For the 4,275 participants, the mean age 
was 46 (M = 45.7, SD = 14.1), and the sample was predominantly fe-
male (76%). Ninety-eight percent of U.S. social workers are registered 
to vote, and 96 percent in the Swiss sample are Swiss citizens, which 
entitles them to vote. See Table 1 for more demographic details.

Variable   Swiss sample  U.S sample 

   n %  n %

Gender    
Male   424 34.14  400 17.03
Female  810 65.22  1,916 81.57
Other    8  0.64    33  1.40

Age    
<31   364 29.31  220 9.54
31–40  383 30.84  557 24.15
41–50  213 17.15  469 20.34
51–60  224 18.03  460 19.95
>60    58  4.67  600 26.02

Membership    
Trade union  246 19.81  351 14.82
Professional  608 48.95  976 32.18
    association 
No memberships 552 44.44  1,205 50.89

Table 1. Descriptive Demographic Data
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Data Analysis

 In order to answer research question 1, descriptive statistics 
were used to describe the extent of the examined social workers’ 
political participation on the Political Activity Scale and on the Ac-
tive and the Passive Subscales. To compare Swiss and U.S. social 
workers’ political activity, independent sample t-tests were con-
ducted. As for research question 2, correlation analysis was applied 
to explore the correlation between the Political Activity Scale and 
all independent variables (see ‘Research Instruments’ section and 
Table 3). To test how much of the variance in political activity can be 
explained by the influencing factors, a hierarchical multiple regres-
sion analysis was conducted, each for the Swiss and the U.S. sam-
ple separately. Finally, to answer research question 3, the regression 
analyses’ Beta- and standardized Beta-coefficients were compared 
and interpreted.
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Results
Political Activity

Political Activity   Swiss sample U.S. sample 

    M SD M SD

Active Subscale     
Contacted elected  1.00 1.24 1.56 1.05
    official 
Volunteer with  0.95 1.36 1.36 1.15
    interest group 
Participate in political  0.96 1.17 1.32 1.10
    rallies, protests 
Voice opinion to  0.49 0.96 0.98 1.12
    media markets 
Volunteer for a  0.69 1.09 0.80 1.02
    political campaign 
Civil disobedience  0.23 0.71 0.62 0.93
    political campaign 
Work for pay for a  0.04 0.27 0.13 0.52

           political campaign
Passive Subscale     

Vote federal   3.31 1.16 3.75 0.74
Vote state   3.27 1.14 3.45 0.97
Vote local   3.21 1.17 3.19 1.14
Discuss current policy  3.22 0.85 2.46 0.97
Boycott products  1.49 1.41 2.31 1.05
Donate money  0.90 1.15 1.21 1.19
Use social media to  1.04 1.27 1.09 1.25 
    engage in politics

Note. 0 = never, 1 = rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = very often

Table 2. Political Activities of Swiss and U.S. social workers
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 There was a statistically significant difference in overall po-
litical participation measured on the Political Activity Scale (Range 
0–56, M = 23.0, SD = 8.8). U.S. social workers (M = 24.2, SD = 8.5, n 
= 2,372) have been found to be more politically active than Swiss 
social workers (M = 20.8, SD = 8.9, n = 1,242), t(3612) = 11.308, p < .001. 
There was a statistically significant difference in political partici-
pation measured on the Active Subscale (Range 0–28, M = 6.0, SD = 
4.8) as well. U.S. social workers (M = 6.8, SD = 4.6, n = 2,446) have 
been found to be more politically engaged in active behaviors than 
Swiss social workers (M = 4.4, SD = 4.6, n = 1,242), t(3686) = 15.005, p 
< .001 (see Table 2 for single activities). There was also a statistical-
ly significant difference in political participation measured on the 
Passive Subscale (Range 0–28, M = 17.1, SD = 5.0). U.S. social workers 
(M = 17.4, SD = 4.7, n = 2,415) have been found to be more politically 
engaged in passive behaviors than Swiss social workers (M = 16.4, 
SD = 5.3, n = 1,242), t(2247) = 5.606, p < .001 (see Table 2 for single 
activities). Levene’s test indicated unequal variances (F = 27.758, p < 
.001), so degrees of freedom were adjusted from 3655 to 2247. 

Influencing Factors

Correlation analysis reveals that all analyzed predictor vari-
ables are positively and significantly correlated with political ac-
tivity. Table 3 shows that the strongest correlation exists between 
internal political efficacy and political activity (r = .52, p < .001). An-
other strong relationship has been found between political discus-
sions with parents and political activity (r = .27, p < .001).
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Table 4 shows the impact of internal and external political ef-
ficacy, political discussions with parents, mothers’ and fathers’ 
political activity during youth, union and professional association 
memberships, and educational encouragement on social workers’ 
political activity. The examined independent variables in the re-
gression models explain 43 percent of the variance of political ac-
tivity in the Swiss subsample (F(8, 1169) = 108.88, p < .001) and 27 
percent in the U.S. subsample (F(8, 2146) = 100.40, p < .001).

For the Swiss respondents, the findings reveal that internal po-
litical efficacy (β = .50, p < .001), political discussions with parents 
during youth (β = .12, p < .001), union membership (β = .15, p < .001), 
professional social work association membership (β = .16, p < .001), 
and educational encouragement (β = .08, p < .001) positively predict 
their political activity. For the U.S. respondents, the findings reveal 
that internal (β = .38, p < .001) and external political efficacy (β = .13, 
p < .001), political discussions with parents during youth (β = .15, p < 
.001), and professional social work association membership (β = .12, 
p < .001) positively predict their political activity.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables

    n           M         SD           1
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Comparing Swiss and U.S. Social Workers

Table 4 allows a comparison of the Swiss and U.S. subgroups of 
social workers concerning the variables predicting their political 
activity. Internal political efficacy is the strongest predictor for po-
litical activity both in the Swiss (β = .50, p < .001) and the U.S. sub-
sample (β = .38, p < .001). External political efficacy generates con-
tradicting results: While in the Swiss group this variable negatively 
predicts political activity (β = -.05, p < .026), it positively predicts the 
political activity of U.S. social workers (β = .13, p < .001). Political dis-
cussions with parents during youth is another important influenc-
ing factor of Swiss (β = .12, p < .001) and U.S. respondents’ (β = .15, p < 
.001) political activity. While union membership positively predicts 
Swiss social workers’ political activity (β = .15, p < .001) this variable 
has a non-significant effect on U.S. social workers. Professional so-
cial work association, however, is positively predicting both Swiss 
(β = .16, p < .001) and U.S. social workers’ political activity (β = .12, p < 
.001). Educational encouragement for political activity only predicts 
the actual political activity of Swiss (β = .08, p < .001), while not that 
of U.S. respondents.

Discussion

The impetus for this article was to understand how a relatively 
young social work profession in Switzerland with an ethical man-
date to engage in politics would compare to a more mature U.S. 
profession. As the authors suspected, U.S. social workers engage 
in political activities at significantly higher levels than Swiss so-
cial workers. When considering the political engagement activi-
ties deemed “active” and “passive” (Ostrander et al., 2017; Rome & 
Hoechstetter, 2010), U.S. social workers are more engaged in both 
categories than their Swiss colleagues. The only activity that Swiss 
social workers engage in at a higher level is discussing current pol-
icy. This result could be related to the controversial presidency of 
Donald Trump and the polarizing nature of U.S. society when the 
survey was administered in 2018. The socio-political atmosphere in 
the U.S. could make people feel less comfortable discussing their 
ideas and beliefs for fear of negative interactions with friends, fam-
ily, and colleagues (Dimock & Gramlick, 2021).
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In line with previous research (Binder & Weiss-Gal, 2021; Ham-
ilton, 1998; Kohlfürst & Kulke, 2019; Kulke & Schmidt, 2019; Ritter, 
2006; Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2020) the findings of this study indicate that 
the political activity of social workers is strongly influenced by the 
political influence of their parents during youth, membership in a 
professional social work association, as well as by strong internal 
political efficacy. Comparing these factors affecting Swiss and U.S. 
social workers’ political engagement two differences can be identi-
fied. U.S. social workers are not significantly affected by education-
al encouragement through social work education and union mem-
bership. According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (2021), union membership was higher in Switzer-
land (14.4%) as compared to the United States (10.1%), which could 
help explain why this variable was not significant among U.S. social 
workers. Also, social workers overwhelmingly work in micro prac-
tice and lack collective bargaining opportunities in the U.S. Unions 
have been replaced by a multitude of professional associations and 
groups that support and reinforce a micro practice orientation. In 
the United States, it is well documented that macro-oriented schol-
ars, for example, have accused social work education of neglecting 
macro practice and focusing its energies on micro training (Os-
trander et al., 2021; Schwartz-Tayri et al., 2021; Specht & Courtney, 
1994). This may provide further evidence why educational encour-
agement was not significant among U..S social workers.

The findings of this study have implications for social work ed-
ucation as well as social work practice. For social work educators, 
it is interesting to see that political efficacy, as found by this study, 
has the strongest impact on social workers’ engagement in politics; 
therefore this may be an area where social work education can have 
the most significant impact. When higher levels of political efficacy 
are present in social workers, studies report greater engagement in 
voluntary or paid activities that directly impact the political system 
and, by extension, policy actors. There is limited research conduct-
ed on current students and graduates of social work programs to 
understand better how social work education can affect students’ 
political participation, although some knowledge about this topic 
can be found in research conducted with social work faculty (Gal 
& Weiss-Gal, 2017; Pritzker & Lane, 2014; Wolk et al., 1996). These 
studies report meager participation in policy or political work when 
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surveying field-based faculty. Also, similar barriers were identified 
in this body of scholarship: Students request political field place-
ments to a low extent. Additionally, field faculty and students ques-
tion whether political placements meet accreditation requirements 
and help students to find a job in the field of social work after grad-
uation. To tackle these uncertainties, a concrete social work accredi-
tation standard for political content should be defined and included 
across program levels and options in social work curricula. Exist-
ing teaching material on policy practice and political participation 
in social work (e.g., Burzlaff, 2022; Jansson, 2018; Ritter 2019) can be 
used to strengthen the political focus of the profession in curricula, 
and supports can be offered to students to develop political efficacy, 
knowledge, and skills required to successfully engage on the polit-
ical level. 

This study identified that membership in social work associ-
ations as an important factor influencing the political activity of 
social workers in both Switzerland and the United States. Profes-
sional associations and employer organizations should take this as 
a starting point to think about possibilities to further strengthen 
and support the political engagement of their members and em-
ployees. Although professional organizations have been identified 
as relevant political recruitment networks by previous scholarship 
(e.g., Kindler & Amann, 2022b; Kindler & Kulke, 2022; Weiss-Gal 
& Gal, 2020), there is still little knowledge on how they actually 
help their members to participate on the political level (see Beimers, 
2015; Hartnett et al., 2005; Scanlon et al., 2006). Accordingly, future 
research should go beyond the examination of individual political 
behavior and analyze organizational strategies in facilitating their 
members’ and employees’ political engagement. Finally, it seems 
promising to broaden the scope and to not only focus on the vol-
untary political activity but also on policy practice—understood 
as policy engagement of social workers as part of their job (Gal & 
Weiss-Gal, 2013)—as well as on the link between political activity 
and policy practice.

Study Limitations

The study is constrained by several limitations. While the sam-
pling process in the U.S. study has been randomized, the Swiss 
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group consists of a non-probabilistic convenience sample. In addi-
tion, the U.S. sample is twice the size of the Swiss sample. While not 
all U.S. participants answered every question, the Swiss participants 
were forced to answer all questions in the survey. The second major 
limitation of this study is using a cross-sectional self-report measure. 
There may also be reliability challenges that could be attributable 
to the political environment of the 2018 mid-term election when the 
U.S. survey was administered. The 2018 midterm cycle was strongly 
impacted by the 2016 Presidential election and ran counter to the ex-
pected outcome based on polling. In addition, the former president’s 
unconventional approach to policy commanded media cycles and 
the electorate’s attention. This included engaging many who would 
typically not be as attentive to political commentary and processes 
and developing hyperawareness for those who would otherwise en-
gage normally with politics. Finally, there is a potential limitation in 
comparing and interpreting the U.S. to Swiss participants’ political 
participation because of different electoral systems, cultures, and po-
litical structures (Norman & Hintze, 2005). Likewise, variation exists 
in requirements for social workers to be licensed and in the norma-
tive understanding of social work practice.

Conclusion

Political activity is an integral part of the social work profession 
in Switzerland and the U.S. and is embedded in both professional 
Codes of Ethics. This study adds to the few studies that compare 
social workers’ policy engagement internationally. Further, this 
study highlights the importance of political influence of parents, 
membership in a professional social work association as well as po-
litical efficacy as significant factors influencing social workers’ po-
litical activity. Additionally, it is critically important to impart the 
skills and tools necessary to engage in the political sphere through 
social work education and activities of social work organizations. 
This is paramount, because social workers have the power to influ-
ence policies that impact service users’ lives. Social work programs 
should therefore offer opportunities to educate students and prac-
titioners on basic civic knowledge and require building political 
engagement skills. Both micro and macro social work practitioners 
and students should learn these critically important skills, which 
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would effectively socialize them to the professions’ foundation of 
the social justice mandate and prepare them to engage not only in 
individual casework but also to bring about change on the structur-
al level.
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