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Title: THE USE OF SELF-DETERMINATION AND CONFIDENT-

IALITY IN CASEWORK AND GROUP WORK PRACTICE: AN

EXPLORATORY STUDY

This study is the seventh in a series begun in 1957 to relate

social work theory to general systems theory. The pu~rpose of this

study was to assess, through the judgment of professional social

workers, the use of the two concepts, self-determination and

confidentiality, in casework and social group work situations.

The two concepts were operationalized by construction dffive

practice principles for each concept. An instrument was developed

in which a critical hypothetical situation exemplified each principle

for both methods with a forced choice of four actions evidencing

the degree of self-determination and confidentiality. Forty random-

ly selected trained social workers in the Portland area answered

the questionnaire. Three propositions were tested. The first pre-

dieted that workers' judgments of the use of the two,concep~swould be



significantly influenced by the unit of treatment. The second predicted

that there would be a higher correlation on self-deterITlination between

casework and group work situations than on confidentiality between the

two ITlethods .. The third predic ted that five variables would be signifi

cantly related to differential judgITlents of workers of the two concepts

in both ITlethods .

Findings:

Proposition I was partially substantiated. The unit of treatITlent

was significant for the use of self-deterITlination, but not for the use of

confidentiality.

Proposition II was not subs tantiated. Evidence showed, however,

that the exact opposite of this proposition had occurred. There was a

significantly higher correlation on confidentiality between the two

ITlethods than for self-deterITlination.

AITlong the five variables s elec ted for tes ting, group work exper

ience proved to be statistically significant in the use of confidentiality

in casework situations. The variance in the scores of those respon

dents having group work experience was over twice as large as those

respondents having no group work experience in workers I judgITlents of

the use of confidentiality in casework situations. In addition, years of

social work experience showed a significant positive correlation in the

use of self-deterITlination in casework situations. There was no



statistical significance as far as professional education in group work

method, other types of training in the two methods, and preference

for either casework or group work.

Though not statistically significant, it was found that those

respondents with graduate education in group work showed more vari

ance in their judgments compared with those respondents without 'such

education, indicating that education in more than one method broadens

the perceptual set of the worker but that actual experience in group

work is more significant than is academic education. When years of

social work experience were compared, it was found that more self

determination was allowed by those respondents with more years of

experience, perhaps indicating that increased experience increases

the personal security of the worker.

The respondents' reasons for their choice of actions indicated

that they were largely guided by practice principles relating to each

concept but there was an overlap among these principles. The data

also showed that other concepts such as the social work relationship

and the worker's responsibility to society guided some workers'

choices of action.

The significance of this study is that it provided eclectic defini

tions of the two concepts from which practice principles were opera

tionalized, thereby contributing to theory building; illustrated that



perception theory can be used for research in social work practice;

identified areas for curriculum planning and staff development; and

pointed to areas for future research.
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THE USE OF SELF-DETERMINATION AND CONFIDENTIALITY
IN CASEWORK AND GROUP WORK PRACTICE:

AN EXPLORATORY STUDY

CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The Probletn and Its Significance

During the past ten years, attetnpts have been tnade to

develop a unified theory of social work practice. The stitnulation

for such a theory evolved from both the beliefs of the general

systetns theorists as well as the denlands of social work practice

for a more integrated approach to tnethod since social workers are

expected to have HOnle competence in work with individuals,

fatnilies, and various peer groups. If a unified theory of social

work practice is to be built, then the parts: casework, group work,

cotnrnunity organization, and adnlinistration must be examined for

their use of overlapping referents.',

The purpose of this current exploratory study is to assess,

through the judgments of professional social workers, the use of

two concepts, self-determination and confidentiality, in casework

and social group work situations. It has been assunled by this

study group that self-determination and confidentiality are over-

lapping referrents in casework and group work practice. The
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community organization and administration methods of social work

have been·omitted from. this study in order to limit the focus to the

two methods of social work practice which provide direct service

to clients. Subsequent studies may focus on examining the use of

these two concepts or other overlapping referents in community

organization and administration methods.

It is recognized that not all social workers believe that a

unified theory of social work practice exists or that the profession

should be seeking to establish such a theory. Sallie Churchill

(1966) recently suggested that specialization was a prerequisite for

professionalism and asked whether the attempt to locate and teach

a general theory of social work was compatible with social work's

current struggle for professional recognition. This is a'pertinent

question and lllerits at least an attempted answer. This study

group, borrowing from the medical profession, has taken the

position that social workers should be trained first as general

practitioners and that specialization should follow.

The Review of Studie s

This study is the seventh in a series which began under the

guidance of Dr. Gordon Hearn while he was teaching in the School

of Social Welfare at the University of California at Berkeley in

1957. Dr. Hearn subsequently accepted the position as Dean of
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the Scho01 of Social Work at Portland State College, and this series

was resumed at Portland State College under the guidance of Dr.

Frank Miles. Dr. Florence Clemenger joined the faculty of Port

land State College in 1965 and is the advisor of this current study.

This series of studies has been based on general systems

theory as postulated by Dr. Hearn (1958) in his monograph entitled

Theory Building in Social Work. It is his belief that there should

be a general theory of social work practice, and that research

should be undertaken and continued toward the development of such

a theory. This is not a new suggestion. It appeared as long ago as

1929 when the American Association of Social Workers published a

report, quoted in part by Kendall (1959), which pointed out the

need for research to show that there was a body of knowledge which

was fundamental to all methods of social work. Perhaps due to the

demands made upon social workers during the depression of 1929

,and later by the Second World War, the recommendation of 1929

was not followed in social work.

Since the Second World War, there has been an increasing

interest in the establishment of a general theory to encompass

the knowledge of disciplines other than social work. Bertalanffy

(1962) became dissatisfied with the study of biology as a'discipline

which sought to reduce organisms into parts and partial processes.

He believed that they should be studied as organi'zed things. Using



physical chemistry, kinetics, and thermodynamics, he evolved a

theory of open systems and steady state s which he felt might later

be expanded into a general systems theory which would be appli'"':' .

cableto all sciences, including the social sciences.

Ackoff (1963) supported Bertalanffy's desire to unify science

and increase communication between, its various disciplines, but

felt that this unification could not be accomplished with Bertal

anffy's :method which Ackoff felt was based more e>n empirical

reasoning than on quantitative measurements. Ackoff favored

approaching unification of science through interdisciplinary re

search, using controlled inquiry to gain; an ever increasing body

of knowledge. To, Ackoff, the unification is in the method and

activity of the inquiry, not in its resultant concepts, symbols,

and laws.

McBroom (1956) noted that biology had identified periods of

high imprintibility in organisms which provide opportunity for

repatterning. She suggests that similar periods might be identi

fied in the human organism such as the role transition periods of

birth, weaning, adolescence, and marriage. McBroom felt that

the science of human behavior has lagged behind the physical

sciences and advocated research to narrow this gap. If stages of

high imprintibility could be identified in man and it could be

established that these stages correspond to those stages in

4
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bio.logical> C?.rganis.ms thi.s would be a contribution toward general

systems theory.

Hearn (1958) has been among the leaders of the renewed in

terest in establishing a general theory of social work practice; and

the work of the research groups which began this series under his

direction at the School of Social Welfare, University of California

at Berkeley, merits consideration.

The first research group (Carlson et al., 1957) attempted to

lay a foundation for the series by providing a philosophical base for

social work. The philosophical statement said that social workers

help their fellow man because man is a thinking, knowi:q.g being who

has mastered the environment and guides the destiny of civilizatio:p.

or, more briefly, social workers help man because he is man.

There were dissenting statements which felt that the philosophical

statement should have included social work's values, man's

divinity, and the limit to man's ability to know.

The 1958 research group (Cutler et al. ) reviewed social work

literature to determine how the word "generic" had been used in

respect to social work practice methods. They found that Some

social work concepts such as acceptance, relationship, and diag;o.:

nostic prob1em- solving had been thought of as generic to casework,

generic to group work, and generic to community organization; but

none of these concepts had been used in a way which would indicate
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that the user had felt these concepts were generic to all methods

of social work practice.

The 1960 research group (Brill et al. ) attempted to establish

that social workers reacted in similar ways regardless of the

method that was being employed. This group was not able to show

a similarity which was statistically significant and felt this failure

was due to the use of records for data. They found it difficult to

extract data from records because of difference in the amount of

detail which was included by some workers but omitted by others.

The goal of the 1962 research group (Bolter et al. ) was to

construct two models to illustrate that there is a common basis

upon which to describe human relationsh~ps. This group did not

include statistical research in their thesis but felt that their models

could serve as useful guides to a practitioner but that no model

could substitute for the worker's judgment in individual situations.

The model used· by the current study group is a simplification of

one qf the models which was constructed by the 1962 research

group.

The first project in this series to be done at Portland State

College School of Social Work (DeCri stoforo etal., 1965) attemp·~

ted to relate three methods of social work practice: casework,

group work, and community organization to the general systems

theory by making stati stical compari sons of the reactions of .
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professional social workers to. 427 social work, concepts. This study

.did not produce significant similarities. It was felt that the use of

phrases provided the respondents with cues as to the response.

This study did furnish a reference base for subsequent studies.

The following research group (Armstrong et al., 1966) tried

to avoid the error of providing cues by using action words alone as

concepts. A questionnaire was formulated and sent to professional

social workers requesting them to respond as to the clarity of the

word, how frequently it was used in their practice, and how

important it was felt to be. to their practice. This study found that

professional social workers responded in a significantly similar

manner to 66 percent of the concepts on the questionnaire and felt

that they had made a beginning step toward a general theory of

social work practice.

This current study group reviewed professional publications

for additional studies which have attempted to establish a general

theory of social work practice but none were found.

In this first chapter, we have briefly stated the problem with

which this study is concerned and our belief that it is a pertinent

problem for study in the profes sion at this time. However, we

recognize that this belief is not shared by the entire profession.

We have reviewed the previous studies which have been concerned

with the establishment of a general theory of social work practice.
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The chapter that follows will discuss the theoretical considerations

. basic to this study.



CHAPTER II

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

In view of the purpose of this study, the concepts of self

determination and confidentiality were examined theoretically and

for their use in casework and group work practice. We will dis

cuss this examination by looking at each concept individually in

regard to its historical development and its appearance in current

social work literature. We shall begin with the concept of self

determination.

Felix Biestek (1951) made a detailed study of the concept of

self-determination as it appeared in the literature from 1921 to

1950. He found that the term itself was not used during the 1920' s

but that, during that decade, there was some recognition of the

principle in the use of such terms as client participation, client

responsibility for planning, client self-help, client self-direction,

and client self-expression. Biestek felt that there was not general

agreement about the degree of self-determination that these early

writers were proposing.

His studies showed that from 1931 to 1940 the term self-

determination became quite common in social work literature and

was considered es sential to the establishm.ent of a meaningful

worker-client relationship. In the decade from 1941 to 1950, he
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found that self-determination was advocated to help the client see

the different choices that were available to him, to evaluate

realistically the possibilities of each, and arrive at a sound

decision. The social worker's task was to assist the client to do

this and to lend support to the client's decision. Self-determination

was considered important because it worked in individual problem

solving and also because of the value placed upon individual freedom

.by a democratic society. In this later period, there was more

agreement upon the underlying philosophy. but, even so, Biestekfelt

that there were still differing degrees of self-determination per

mitted. This factor resulted, in part, from differing evaluations

of the client's capacity to make decisions as well as a feeling in

the profession that self-determination was an idealistic theory

which could be used in some agencies but was not possible in others.

The positions taken by recent authors in social wo:rk litera

ture reflect the philosophy which was stated by Bartlett (1958) that

the individual is of first importance in a democratic society.

Konopka (1963) emphasized that throughout history democratic

societies have been characterized by increased hope and decreased

fear while tyrannical societies have brought suspicion, anger, and

bitterness. If this is true of societies, it should also be true of

individuals. Therefore, social workers who provide self-deter

mination for clients will inspire hope and motivation while
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authoritarian .so.cia! wo.rkers will contribute fear and withdrawal.

Freidlander (1958) believed self ... determinat'on to be essential for

a client to win back lost self respect. Perlman (1965) felt that

man's sense of choice is what builds in him his sense of responsi

bility and self-worth.

Further reading concerning self-determination revealed that

Perlman (1957) viewed it as an individual right but expected case

workers to be more authoritarian when dealing with clients whose

capacities were in some ways limited. Hearn (1958) believed self

determination to be a basic principle to all social work methods as

far as was possible. Hollis (1964) called self-determination a basic

value limited to what the client was able to do. Biestek, (1951) saw

self-determination as a right limited by client capacity. Bisno

(1952) limited self-determination to the normally competent person.

Hamilton (1956) felt self-determ.inationto be a right which must

not follow uncontrolled im.pulse. All of these authors were writing

aboufthe casework .method except Hearn who was including, all

social work methods.

In the group work literature, Konopka, (1963) said that self

help was fundamental to group ,work but added limitations where

behavior would be harmful to others or destructive to property.

Trecker (1955) believed that groups can only learn to behave

responsibly when given the opportunity to behave responsibly. He
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saw self-determination as a right limited, as is any right, by

responsibility, and believed that the worker must consciously

judge the amount of responsibility that a group is capable of

assuming at anyone time. Wilson (1956) felt that self-determin

ation was one of the principle s of group work but looked to the

worker to help the clients use it within the limits which are

necessary in relation to the welfare of the community.

There is general agreement in the literature that se1f

determination is to be considered a right of all individuals, 4-t

least in a democratic society. It is also a helping technique

because helping the client to solve a problem for himself gives him

increased confidence in his ability to solve additional problems as

they arise. Self-determination is, however, not absolute and

should be limited when it may be harmful to the individual or to the

rights of others.

Turning now to the concept of confidentiality, it was found to

appear in the writings of Mary Richmond (1922) who said that the

social worker-client relationship was the most confidential re1a

tionsh~p that existed. As a general rule, the courts of the United

States did not agree. Alves (1959) reported that the re was an

occasional court decision which was favorable to the confident

iality of information given to social workers, but the majority of

such court decisions held that theinform.ation given to social
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workers by clients was not privileged communication.

In the ea:r1y 1930' s, i~he New York School of Social Work

(1933) published a bookintended to guide teachers of social work.

This book indicated that there were mixed feelings about confi

dentiality at that time. It was recqgnized that personal infor

mation was given by the client with the expectation of receiving

help, from the social worker, and that there was an implied com

mitment that the information would not be shared with a third

person. If sharing the information with a third person was, in

the judgment of the social worker, the best means of providing

the help, should the worker then share the information with a

third person without the client's permission or pressure the

client to give permission? There was no mention of the client's

right to refuse help under these conditions, and this might in

dicate that the emphasis was mOre on the worker's help to the

client than on the client's help to himself. The book did not answer

the question that it had posed. The answer 'was left to the judgment

of the worker in each individual situation, with the admonition that

it was a point of kindness and justice not to take advantage of those

whose misfortunes gave the worker the power to harm.

More recently, Joseph Alves (1959) interviewed 48 practicing

social workers about their use of the concept of confidentiality.

Two-thirds of his respondents based their belief in this concept
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on the individual l."ights of each man which exist under natural law.

One-third of his respondents regarded confidentiality only as a

tool to be used to gain information from a client.

Current social work literature evidences less agreement

about the concept of confidentiality than is shown for self-deter-

mination. Joseph.Alves (1959) found that ne~rly all of his res-

pondents said that the concept of confidentiality was confused and

needed clarification. He felt that ,this stemmed from frustration

due to the desire to practice confidentiality but being unable to do

it because courts have required that social workers I records be

brought into court and used as evidence. Alves quoted from Dean

Wigmore who has written about the legal aspects of privileged

communication. Dean Wigmore believed that, to be considered

privileged, communication must meet four criteria which can be

summarized as: (1) There must be intent that the communication

will be held confidential. (2) Confidentiality must be essential to

the relationship. (3) The relationship must be considered by the

community as one which ought to be fostered. (4) The injury

caused by disclosure of information must be greater than the

i

benefits of such disclosure.

Alves (1959) believed that the social work relationship ful-

fills the requirements of the above first two points but that a

public poll would probably return a negative re suIt regarding point
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three. As to the fourth point, he believed that it would be very

difficult to establish legally that the harm from any disclosqre

would outweigh the benefit and suggested that social workers be

given more training in philosophy to equip them better to make

such a determination independently. Thus, social w'orkers would

be able to promise complete confidentiality to clients limited only

when the benefit to the client is outweighed by harm to others.

The confidentiality of personal information is important to

free communication between client and worker and this conimunica-

tion is essential to treatment. Perlman (1957) felt that talking

brings the human experience into consciousness where it can be

managed and is, therefore, a major tool in social therapy. It is

important that the client talk to give information to the social

worker but it is more important that the client talk to give infor

rn,ation,. to hims elf.

Hamilton (1956) felt that confidentiality is one of the most

important ethical considerations in work with individuals· and with

family groups but added that it should be limited when the client is

ill, psychotic, or a menace to society. Weingarten (1958) called

confidentiality a basic right of every person served by a social

agency, but felt that the worker should evaluate each situation and

use the degree of confidentiality which would most benefit the client.

Group work writers were reviewed but all did not include a
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discussion of confidentiality in their writings. Slavson (1954) wrote

that a therapeutic atrnosphere depended upon complete freedom of

communication with no barriers to the flow of thought and feeling.

Konopka (1963 ) felt that the client could rely on confidentiality in a

casework situation but that confidentiality could not be guaranteed

in group work. She believed that, in group work, confidentiality

could only be established by the rnutual effort and agreernent of all

of the mernbers of a group. Whitaker and Lieberman (1964) also

felt that confidentiality in a group could only be established by

agreernent arnong the group members. Trecher (1955), Powder

maker and Frank (1953), and Wilson and Ryland.(1949) were

reviewed but it was not found that these authors discussed con ...

fidenticilffy iIi relation to group work practice.

The Iiterature reviewed pointed out that there are four points

in which the two concepts, self ... determination.and confidentiality,

are essentially similar. These are: ,(1) Both concepts are con ...

sidered to be rights of individuals in, a democratic society.

(2) Both are considered to be instrumental social work values'.

(3) Both are considered as techniques by which a client is helped.

(4) Both concepts have limitations; neither is considered as abso-

lute.

The above evidence lends support to one of the basic as sump

tions of this study, that the concepts of self-determination and
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confidentiality are generic to both cas:ework and group work prac-

tic e. The following model (figure 1) illustrate s thi s assumption.

Model of the as sumption that self
determination and confidentiality
are generic to both casework and
group work practice.

Figure 1. Self-determination and confidentiality are two over
lapping referents and lie within the shaded area.

From the reading of the literature and for purposes of this

§tudy~ w@ he/v@ eel@ctieally c1@!i:n@d the two concepts being §hidied.

1ft order to operaH6naHze the concepts fbl' study, We us~d th@

method devised and used by Lydia Nolan (Greenwood, 1963) in her

studies at the University of California at Berkeley. She and her

research groups operationalized the abstract concepts by selecting

the how, the why, and the what of the concept and writing these
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WORKER'S USE OF CONFIDENTIALITY

1.13

Number---

You are a worker who has establishedcontactwith a gang of teen
ageboys and are holding regularmeetings in a local community
center. During one of thesemeetings, a memberrevealsthat the
gang has beeninvolved in a seriesof recentstorebreak-insin
the neighborhood. This information is not known to the local
police and if they becomeawareof it, the boys may incur a severe
penalty. Chooseone of the following actionsyou would most likely
take.

o Encouragethe boys, during the meeting, to revealtheir in
fractions to the police and volunteerto accompanythem to
the police stationto assistin any way possible.

o Inform the police about this situationas �s�o�o�~ as the meeting
is over.

o

o

Tell the group they have a week to correctthe situation. If
they do not, you may have to turn them over to the police.

Take no action unlessthe police shouldquestionyou concern
ing this situation, then be cooperative.

What is your reasonfor the abovechoice?

You are a worker who is meetingthe first time with a group of
motherswhosechildren are having problemsin school. They are
hesitantto discusspersonalyet pertinentinformatlonabouttheir
family situations. Chooseone of the following actionsyou would
mostlikely take.

o Inform the group it is alright if they discusswhat is said
in the group with their spouses.

o Inform the group they may discussthe contentof the g\t"oup
meetingwith whomeverthey want sincemost parentshave
similar problemswith their children and they would under
stand.

o Inform the group they can feel free to discusspersonal
mattersduring their meetingsfor what is said in the meet
ings must remainwithin thegroup setting.

o Inform the group they may discusswhat is said in the meet
ings with spousesand friends who may help with their advice.

What is your reasonfor the above choice?
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WORKER'S USE OF CONFIDENTIALITY

Number

114

You are a worker who finds it necessary to refer your client to
another agency where more specialized treatment for his problem
is available. However, you are not sure to what degree the
confidentiality of the information concerning your client will be
respected by the receiving agency. Choose one of the following
actions you would most likely take.

o Refer your client to the agency and forward all pertinent
information to their staff.

o Contact the agency to determine how the personal information
about your client will be handled before making your decision
of referral.

o Withhold personal information. about your client.

o Mark all personal information with a confidential stamp and
forward it to the agency.

What is your reason for the above choice?

You are a worker in a county welfare department working with a
group of ADC mothers. During a group discussion, several of the
members mention having participated in group marriage counselling
at mental health clinics in other cities. This information was
previously unknown to your agency and you would like to have
summaries of clinic contacts with these women. Choose one of the
following actions you would most likely take.

D Convene a subgroup of those with the prior marriage consel ...
ling experience and ask their permis sian to write for the
summari e s .

o Write for the summaries and discuss their implications with
the clients later if pertinent to treatment.

o Privately ask each client if you may try to obtain a summary.

o Ask the group to decide if summaries should be obtained
about the members concerned.

What is your reason for the above choice?
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WORKER'S USE OF CONFIDENTIALITY

Number

115,

You are a wOl:ker in a family service agency who has just completed
an interview with a client who is having problems with her marriage.
As you review your notes, you discover this client has been known
to a particular state mental hospital. Choose one of the following
actions you would most likely take.

o Wait a week until the next interview and then ask the client
if you may write the hospital for information about her.

D Phone the client to ask if you may write the hospital for
information about her.

o Send the client a letter telling her you are writing the
hospital for information about her.

o Write the hospital requesting information but do not mention
this to the client.

What is your reason for the above choice?

You are a worke:r in a juvenile correctional institution who has been
working with a group of adolescents, all of whom have been released
within the past thirty days. You are visited by a worker from'a '
social agency who is now working with this group. He requests all
the information you have about his clients. Choose one of the
following actions you would most likely take.

o

o

o

Give the worker access to all the information in your files.

Give the worker access to the files about members of the
group after being assured all information will be kept
confidential.

Give the worker acces s to the information if he has a release
signed by all the group members.

Tell him your files are confidential and you can give him
no information about the group members.

What is your reason for the above choice?
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WORKER'S USE OF CONFIDENTIALITY

116

Number---

You are a worker in a welfare agency. During a regularly sched
uled visit with you, a client reveals she recently overheard her
brother and a friend planning a bank robbery. The client cannot
decide whether to inform the police or to do nothing and run the
risk this crime will be committed which will endanger both her
brother and the community. Choose one of the following actions
you would most likely take.

o

o

o

o

Keep this information private and within the confines of the
worker-client relationship.

Take no action unless the police should question you con
cerning this situation and then be cooperative.

After the client leaves the interview, pick up the telephone
and notify the police of this situation.

Try to convince the client she must notify the police of this
situation but if you are unsuccessful, notify them yourself.

What is your reason for the above choice?

You are a worker in a settlement house. One of your clients is a
neighborhood gang leader who has been referred by the school.
After several interviews, he is still quite resistant. You know he
has called other boys "si s sy" for corning into the s e ttlernent
house. One afternoon, while a basketball game is in progress, you
notice this boy covertly looking in through a window toward your
office which opens off the basketball floor. You are aware he has
family problems and may need someone to talk to. Choose one of
the following actions you would most likely take.

o

o

o

o

Take him to a nearby coffee shop and talk to him there.

Go outside, talk to him briefly and invite him to return
after the other boys have gone.

Gently maneuver the boy through the gymnasium and into
your office for a private chat.

Callout and invite him in.

What is your reason for the above choice?



TELEPHONE MESSAGE TO PROSPECTIVE RESPONDENTS

1. Identify yourself by naITle as a student fromPSC SSW.

2. MeITlber of a research project for MSW and have drawn
randoITl saITlple froITl NASW directory. Your naITle was
included in the saITlple.

3. We would appreciate your taking the tiITle to re spond to a
questionnaire. The time for pre-test group was between
35 and 65 minutes.

4. If agreed, then will deliver to your horne or office.
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