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ABSTRACT 

 

Spirituality is an elemental part of humanity and the plethora of material emerging in 

the social work profession reflect the growing awareness of the importance of its 

place in social work practice.  

 

While social work roots are undoubtedly firmly in religious soil, over recent years 

the emphasis has widened to include a more inclusive definition of spirituality that 

seeks to mirror the diverse society we now live in. 

 

How social work responds to this increasingly complex environment is a matter of 

concern for social work educators, practitioners and academics, who all share the 

same aim of developing the most effective ways to deliver services to the client. 

 

The evidence-based practice movement is an evolving response, seeking to offer 

quality research based solutions to be implemented in practice. 

 

Missing in the equation to date is the ability to capture the spiritual aspects of 

practice both for practitioner (in terms of ‘use of self’) and client ( in relation to 

spiritual assets that assist them). 

 

To this end this qualitative study conducted semi-structured interviews with eight 

Christian practitioners as examples of spiritually motivated social workers. The 

research sought to explore how a Christian perspective contributed to a sense of 

effectiveness in social work practice. 

 

The findings produced discoveries that concurred with the literature and revealed 

insights from the participants about the ways in which they sought to practice that 

were consistent with their most valued beliefs. 

 

Using the findings and the literature, practical applications are suggested as a way 

forward for the inclusion of spiritual aspects in evaluating effective social work 

practice. 



ii 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

My sincere thanks to: 

• The study participants whose input was generous and enlightening. 

• My supervisor, Associate Professor Mike O’Brien who patiently guided me 

through the research process. 

• My husband Rod, along with family and friends who encouraged and 

supported me each step of the way. 

• Leanne Menzies for her gracious help in formatting the document. 

• My God and Saviour who motivated, inspired and sustained me in this project. 

 

 

 

 

Jenny Hare 

November 2010 



iii 

 

CONTENTS 

 

Page 

ABSTRACT.................................................................................................... i 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ..................................................................... ii 

CONTENTS ................................................................................................. iii 

 

CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION..........................................................1 

Definition of Terms.................................................................................1 

Spirituality, Religion and Christianity ..................................................1 

Background to the Research Project...................................................2 

What Constitutes Effective Practice......................................................3 

Research Rationale .................................................................................5 

Professional and Personal Reasons for Research ..................................5 

Overview of Chapters.............................................................................6 

Conclusion.................................................................................................7 

 

CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW ...........................................9 

Christianity’s Place in Social Work ....................................................9 

Use of Self ...............................................................................................12 

Religion, Spirituality and Faith ..........................................................14 

Transpersonal Theories .......................................................................16 

Spiritual Assessment ...........................................................................19 

Effective Practice...................................................................................21 

Conclusion...............................................................................................26 

 

CHAPTER 3:  THE RESEARCH PROCESS .................................28 

Applying Literature to Research........................................................28 

Research Strategy ..................................................................................30 

Choosing a Qualitative Approach .......................................................31 

Personal Bias .......................................................................................31 



iv 

 

Identifying a Research Sample............................................................34 

Conducting the Interviews ..................................................................35 

Ethical Considerations..........................................................................37 

Confidentiality.....................................................................................37 

Analysis....................................................................................................38 

Verifying the Data ...............................................................................40 

Limitations to the Methods Employed .............................................40 

Conclusion...............................................................................................41 

 

CHAPTER 4:  SPIRITUAL MOTIVATORS FOR  

PRACTICE...................................................................................................43 

Introducing the Participants ................................................................43 

Current Work Setting and Faith Orientation .......................................44 

Communication with God ...................................................................47 

Personal Prayer....................................................................................47 

Prayer for Difficult Situations .............................................................48 

Communal Prayer................................................................................49 

Prayer for Clients ................................................................................51 

The Bigger Picture ................................................................................51 

Image of God ..........................................................................................54 

Conclusion...............................................................................................55 

 

CHAPTER 5:  APPLYING SPIRITUAL MOTIVATORS TO 

PRACTICE...................................................................................................56 

Beliefs and Values that contribute to the Therapeutic  

Alliance ....................................................................................................56 

We’re all Equal....................................................................................56 

Non-Judgementalism...........................................................................57 

Empathy ..............................................................................................59 

Compassion .........................................................................................60 

Hope ....................................................................................................61 



v 

 

Spiritual Motivators for Practice and Sense of Effectiveness ....63 

Effectiveness and Spiritual Sensitivity.............................................65 

Conclusion...............................................................................................67 

 

CHAPTER 6:  DISCUSSION ................................................................68 

The Importance of Spirituality ...........................................................68 

For the Practitioner..............................................................................68 

For the Client.......................................................................................74 

For the Social Work Profession ..........................................................78 

Conclusion...............................................................................................80 

 

CHAPTER 7:  PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS AND 

CONCLUSION ...........................................................................................81 

A Possible Way Forward .....................................................................81 

Spiritual Self Assessment Exercise .....................................................83 

A Proposed Spiritual Assessment Model for the Social Work  

Practice Setting....................................................................................84 

Final Remarks.........................................................................................87 

Recommendations ...............................................................................88 

Conclusion...............................................................................................89 

 

TABLE 1 

Parallel Spiritual Development Model .......................................................85 

 

APPENDICES 

Appendix A:  Participants Letter................................................................91 

Appendix B:  Participants Consent Form...................................................92 

Appendix C:  Interview Questions .............................................................93 

Appendix D:  Ethics Approval Letter.........................................................94 

 

REFERENCES............................................................................................95 

 


