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I. The aim of the thesis, outline of the topic 
 
According to the global definition of social work, “social work is a practice-based profession 

and discipline that promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the 

empowerment and liberation of people” (IFSW 2014). Social work is a specific professional 

activity, action, intervention process and fieldwork, the theoretical framework of which is 

provided by scientifically grounded disciplines. A social worker is a professional support 

worker who supports clients in line with their individual needs and goals; however, their role is 

not limited to the level of individual intervention, but they are also capable of playing a 

significant role in bringing about social change.  

This dissertation examines the profession of social work, with particular regard to the coexisting 

processes of professionalisation and deprofessionalisation.  The research is based on the 

premise that social work is both a practice-based profession and an academic discipline, 

intervening at both the macro and micro levels in the management of individual and social 

problems. Its interpretation as a profession is not merely a question of history and 

institutionalisation, but can also be understood in terms of dimensions such as professional 

identity, autonomy, or prestige.  

Within the broader issues of professionalisation in social work, this research focuses on a more 

narrowly defined area: the field of school social work. School social work is an intersectoral 

field operating at the interface between the child welfare system and public education. This 

unique field, with its dual institutional embeddedness, is well-suited to exploring how school 

social workers interpret their own professional status, role and autonomy within the process of 

professionalisation; and which factors in fieldwork strengthen or erode the profession.  

The conceptual framework of the dissertation is defined by the concepts of professionalisation, 

profession, deprofessionalisation and semi-profession. The doctoral thesis examines the issue 

of professionalisation from a theoretical perspective, including a historical approach to 

professions and an interpretation of the international and domestic discourse on social work.   

In the first chapter of this thesis, I examine theories of the profession, briefly summarising the 

history of the emergence and development of professions. In the second chapter, I outline the 

most significant events in the international history of social work that have shaped and built the 

profession, focusing on the British and American contexts. In the third chapter, I present the 

significant events in the development of the profession in Germany. The international historical 

overview provides a frame of reference for interpreting the history of the profession in Hungary, 

which is the subject of the fourth chapter. The theoretical approaches are concluded in the fifth 

chapter, which discusses the place of school social work within the profession. 
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In relation to the emergence of professions, I examined the characteristics of the Anglo-Saxon 

and continental models. In the Anglo-Saxon model, market orientation influenced the 

development of professions, whilst in the continental model, the influence of universities was 

evident (Sciulli 2005; Németh 2005; Pokol 1991; Magos 2017; Nóbik 2019). The two models 

interpret the criteria and essential elements of professional status differently. According to the 

Anglo-Saxon model, the characteristics of the profession are a high degree of expertise, a 

monopoly on knowledge, autonomy and ethical awareness; whereas, according to the 

continental model, the profession is characterised by state regulation, institutional 

embeddedness, links to the welfare system and more limited professional autonomy. 

To distinguish between the various schools of thought in professional theory, I used Krisztina 

Nagy’s (2009) dissertation as a starting point; she identified four dimensions of professional 

analysis: the profession-criterion-oriented approach (Hesse 1968, Bock 1980), the function-

oriented approach (Parsons 1954, Etzioni 1969), the self-interest-oriented approach (Freidson 

1973, Larson 1977), and the professional identification approach (Carr-Saunders and Wilson 

1933; Kairat 1969; Schön 1983, 1987; Jones and Joss 1995). For the examination of the social 

work profession, I have taken the functionalist paradigm of professional discourse as my basis. 

According to functionalists, professions have high social functions and perform important 

social tasks. They are activities that enjoy high prestige and state support. The knowledge 

required to practise the profession is acquired through training; their operation is framed by 

ethical rules, and they are supervised by professional bodies. In relation to interpretations of the 

profession, I have also presented conflict theory (Larson 1977, Abbot 1988) and neo-Weberian 

approaches. Alongside definitions of the profession, the theoretical approach to semi-

professions also provided an important conceptual framework in the dissertation. According to 

Etzioni (1969), semi-professions have specific characteristics that only approximate those of 

true professions. For example, the content of professional training is shorter, and the body of 

knowledge also falls short of that of true professions; he believes that knowledge is merely 

communicated rather than applied. Their professional autonomy is also much weaker, as is the 

social legitimacy of the occupation. Etzioni includes social work in this category, as well as the 

professions of teachers and nurses. In studies of deprofessionalisation (Duyvendak, Knijn, 

Kramer, 2006; Friedson 1986; Kleisz 2005, Fónai 2012), the focus has been on changes in the 

autonomy of professions and the process of the devaluation of the profession. 

I examined the stages in the development of social work as a profession through Anglo-Saxon, 

German and Hungarian models. The historical chapters aimed to demonstrate how social work 

developed in societies with differing circumstances, its institutional structure, how the 

profession itself changed, and what status it attained in each society.  
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The discussion of theoretical approaches concluded with a focus on a narrower subfield of 

social work: the positioning of school social work within the profession (Herczog 1994; Allen-

Meares 2010; Máté 2018; Tanító 2019; Budai 2020).  The detailed presentation of models and 

the historical development of school social work served to make the professional practice, role 

interpretation and institutional embeddedness of school social workers comprehensible within 

the appropriate context. 

Child welfare and child protection systems are characterised by a shortage of professionals, 

high staff turnover, and underpaid professionals (Rácz-Sik 2020). Service shortages are evident 

not only in the shortage of professionals but also in the social, educational and health sectors 

(Bihari-Rácz-Sik 2022), which also have a significant impact on the functioning of school social 

work. Findings from studies conducted following the introduction of the service have shown 

that the success of school social work is significantly influenced by how the professional 

integrates into the educational structure; at the same time, it acts as a hindrance if school staff 

are unclear about the specific duties performed by the school social worker (Kalocsai-Pátkai-

Tisztl 2020). Homoki’s (2018) earlier research also supports this. 

Experiences of introducing school social work as a service, factors affecting the professional’s 

ability to perform their duties (Kalocsai et al. 2020, Kutyifa 2020, Szecskó 2022), and the 

practical implementation of service provision (Kopasz-Balogh-Kiss 2025; Csók 2025) are 

important factors in the professionalisation of school social work. 

 

My research focused on the emerging professional field of school social workers, examining 

whether there are factors that disrupt the process of professionalisation and, as a 

deprofessionalising effect, instead contribute to the erosion of the profession.  

My research questions included: what factors influence the direction of professionalisation and 

deprofessionalisation in practical fieldwork; whether a profession that bears the hallmarks of 

deprofessionalisation can be considered a profession; and whether it is possible for a profession, 

in this case school social work, to undergo both professionalisation and deprofessionalisation 

simultaneously? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 4 

II. The methods used 
 
The research aim of this doctoral thesis is to examine a specialist area of social work that has 

existed within its current operational framework since 2018, embedded within the structure of 

basic child welfare services. In this service, which can be defined as an external model, the 

school social worker is an employee of the family and child welfare centre, and the place where 

they carry out their duties is the public education institution. In my research, I approached 

school social workers working in district centres with the aim of examining more closely what 

changes have accompanied the field since the introduction of the role. During the research, I 

also sought to determine whether school social work in its current form can serve as a means 

of strengthening the profession, or whether it is characterised by deprofessionalisation; 

furthermore, I endeavoured to find answers to the question of whether there are elements within 

the field that exert influence in both directions simultaneously, and which of these are most 

characteristic, as well as what impact they have on shaping the professional image.  

A further aim of the research was to explore the professional identity of school social workers, 

and to examine how professionals working in the field interpret their own professional situation 

within the broader domestic child protection system, as well as within the narrower context of 

school social work. 

The research was conducted with the involvement of professionals from nine counties, 

including social support professionals working in nursery and school settings at district family 

and child welfare centres. The criteria for inclusion in the sample were the possession of a basic 

higher education qualification in social work and employment in a nursery or school social 

work role.  

The selection of interviewees was carried out using a snowball sampling method. The 

professionals recommended further interviewees from their own professional networks. I 

endeavoured to ensure that all types of settlements representing the locations where they 

worked were represented in the sample. The interviews took place at the professionals’ homes, 

workplaces, and online. Eleven people did not consent to the interviews being recorded on a 

dictaphone, so notes were taken of our conversations; I had audio recordings available for the 

analysis of 14 interviews. I produced verbatim transcripts of these. I anonymised the transcripts 

and handwritten notes, assigning them code numbers, and referred to them using these 

identification codes during the analysis. I employed content analysis in the analysis of the 

interviews.  

In the first stage of the analysis, I processed the interview transcripts by reading them through 

several times, with the aim of identifying recurring themes, key statements and professional 

patterns. I then broke the text down into units according to the main dimensions— —and 



 5 

grouped dimensions that were conceptually related into categories (e.g. professional image, 

prestige). These categories partly reflected the preliminary theoretical focuses of the research 

and partly revealed the specific patterns that emerged. I examined which questions the 

interviewees answered in a similar manner. The analysis focused on exploring how the 

interviewees interpret the current state of school social work, and which factors, as revealed by 

the analysis of the narratives, point towards professionalisation and deprofessionalisation. The 

logic of the analysis drew both on the preliminary theoretical framework of the research 

(deductively, derived from theory) and on the meanings that emerged inductively from the 

interview transcripts. 

During the research, I conducted 25 semi-structured expert interviews, which were recorded 

between September 2024 and May 2025. The average age of the professionals was 42.5 years; 

the youngest participant was 25 and the oldest was 63. The professional with the least time in 

the profession has been working for 1 year, whilst the professional with the most experience 

has been working in the social sector for 32 years.  

The sample thus integrates the experiences of several generations, making it possible to 

understand the perspectives of both early-career professionals and those with greater 

professional experience. Regarding the gender distribution of the sample, the majority of 

participants were women (n=22), whilst the number of male interviewees was significantly 

lower (n=3). 

The majority of interviewees (n=13) have been working in the field for more than 10 years. 

With regard to the role of social workers in nurseries and schools, 13 people have been working 

in this capacity since the role was introduced in 2018, whilst one professional had already 

worked as a school social worker in the pilot programme in 2017. Of those surveyed, they have 

been working in the field under review for the longest period (n=8).  More than a quarter of the 

professionals have less than five years’ work experience in school support work (n=7). In terms 

of qualifications, the majority hold a degree in social work (n=12), followed by those with a 

qualification in social pedagogy (n=10). Two individuals hold a qualification in 

sociology/social policy, and one holds a qualification in special needs education/psycho-

pedagogy. In terms of place of work, the number of professionals working in large cities (n=9) 

is the highest. They were followed by professionals working in medium-sized towns (n=4), then 

those in small towns (n=5), and finally those working in villages (n=7). 

 

The main dimensions of the interviews focused on (1) professional career, (2) professional 

image, (3) professional activities, and (4) prestige.  
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Questions relating to the professional career (1) dimension covered the professionals’ 

qualifications, the length of time spent in the profession, changes in field of work and job roles 

during their career, and their motivation for entering the profession. Fundamentally, the aim in 

this dimension was to explore the process of becoming a professional, touching upon a factor 

important from the perspective of social work: understanding the motivation for entering the 

profession. I broke down the questions relating to the professional image (2) into further sub-

dimensions, which concerned the macro- and micro-level care systems. My questions focused 

on how they view the current state of child welfare in Hungary, what they think of the place of 

school social work within the child protection system, and how they assess the micro-level 

situation in their professional field. During the examination of the professional image, I focused 

on a closer examination of one important element: how the professionals assessed the 

receptiveness of public education institutions, their knowledge of social work, and the initial 

cooperation when the activity was introduced. I believe that their lived experiences shaped their 

professional image. I also looked at how this professional image has developed over the past 

seven years, whether it has changed, and if so, in what direction, and what professional image 

the professionals hold today.  

 

The third dimension of professional activities (3) concerned the actual performance of 

professional duties. I sought to highlight how the dual mandate of school social workers (their 

employer is the family and child welfare centre, but the setting for their work is the public 

education institution) takes shape in practice, and what kind of professional identity can thus 

emerge between these two spheres. I also touched upon the importance of the child protection 

reporting system, as public education institutions constitute one of the largest bases for the 

reporting system and have a duty to report once a risk has been identified. My questions focused 

on how professionals can facilitate the work of the detection and reporting system, and whether 

they are able to uphold the professional and ethical principles of social work in their practice. 

During the interviews, another objective was to explore the factors shaping the position of social 

workers in public education and how this affects the professionalisation of the profession. The 

specific professional activities, individual/group/community activities, and the presentation of 

the professionals’ work provide a suitable framework for identifying the potential elements of 

professionalisation and deprofessionalisation at the level of specific activities.  

In this case, I associated the dimension of prestige (4) with the professional’s own workplace 

and the system of relationships within the public education institution (subjective experience of 

prestige), rather than with the social esteem of the profession. In my research, I also examined 

what opportunities professionals believe they have to strengthen and shape the profession in the 



 7 

field of school social work .  From the professionals’ narratives, it is primarily the dimensions 

of professional image (2) and professional activities (3) that best highlight the processes of 

professionalisation and deprofessionalisation.  

 

III. Results 

 

1. The professional career paths and motivations of school social workers  

 
With regard to professional career paths, two distinct factors emerged concerning the 

motivation for entering the profession. I classified helping motivations into two types. One was 

the internally motivated helper; I included here those professionals who, as children, had 

themselves been affected by social problems. This experience fundamentally shapes the 

professional’s identity and is characterised by a high level of motivation. I termed the other 

type of helping motivation the externally motivated helper. In their case, their career choice 

was determined by external factors, such as the idea of working with people and helping others 

(Fónai-Pattyán-Szoboszlai 1999). However, the dominance of external factors also means that 

they possess a different kind of professional identity, which may entail lower emotional risks. 

The risk of burnout is lower, and empathy operates within more regulated frameworks. My 

findings show that the motivational background of school social work is not built on a uniform 

motivational basis, but is organised along different entry pathways.  

One sub-dimension of the examination of professional career paths was the characteristics of 

acquiring the qualifications required to perform the role. The narratives revealed that 

professionals described their training as an important identity-forming element, where they 

acquired theoretical and practical knowledge that provided them with a solid foundation for 

their subsequent fieldwork. In practice-oriented professions, a balance between the theoretical 

and practical knowledge acquired during training is essential (Hellmann 2008). Practitioners 

almost unanimously emphasised training, the development of their knowledge and keeping it 

up to date, with the criterion that the knowledge to be acquired must keep pace with the 

identification of new problem areas caused by social changes and the mastery of methods for 

addressing them (Budai 2024). When the activity was introduced, there was no requirement for 

professionals to participate in training that would have made the acquisition of specialised 

knowledge a prerequisite. I interpreted  the factors identified by professionals as gaps in 

knowledge or missing methods as indicators pointing towards  deprofessionalisation.   
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2. Professional image 
 
My questions focused on the professional identity held by school social workers, how this is 

interpreted within the macro-level child protection framework, and how it is understood at the 

micro-level of their own practice. I identified that social workers’ professional image is shaped 

by both external and internal factors (Kairat 1969), and that self-image is a defining factor in 

professionals’ identity (Joss-Jones 1995, Nagy 2009). I found that following the introduction 

of school social work in 2018, the profession was characterised by an uncertain, fragmented 

professional image. The narratives of the interviews revealed that unclear role expectations, the 

questioning of professional identity, the lack of professional autonomy, the need to justify 

legitimacy, and the delayed development of professional knowledge all contributed to the 

deprofessionalisation of a vocation seeking to meet professional criteria during the early years. 

I have endeavoured to place the factors related to the image of the profession, which point 

towards deprofessionalisation, not in an individual but in a structural context.  

The professional image emerging at the macro level points to a situation where the prestige of 

professionals is low and the sector in which they work is underfunded. Professional knowledge 

is not primary, nor does it hold a monopoly; rather, it is an area that is increasingly being 

converted into an administrative and control function. It is crucial how the professional image 

of practitioners develops within the larger child protection system, as this defines the formal 

framework within which and in what manner their profession must operate.  

The micro-level professional image is determined by interpersonal relationships, interactions 

and the care activities themselves. An important factor is how the professional positions 

themselves within the public education structure, and whether a hierarchy exists at the 

interpersonal levels (school psychologist–social worker, teacher–social worker). The presence 

or absence of professional autonomy fundamentally determines the trajectory of 

professionalisation or deprofessionalisation. It becomes clear how the formal frameworks 

established at the macro level are reflected in day-to-day activities: will the professional become 

an expert with independent professional autonomy, or a professional with an executive role 

defined by the formal framework? The professional image of these specialists is thus shaped at 

these two levels, so deprofessionalisation can truly be understood through the interaction of 

these two levels.  

A key factor is that, when the activity was introduced in 2018, elements were already evident 

that were driving deprofessionalisation (“who is the social worker” (Szoboszlai 2014)); and this 

factor forced the professional into a state of constant defence, providing explanations and 

justifying their actions. Thus, professional autonomy and the monopoly on knowledge could 

not be upheld. Shortcomings in communication between sectors, as well as in the preparatory 
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work of the sector, also forced professionals into a defensive position; the lack of system-level 

coordination fell on the individual, which may initially have resulted in high staff turnover in 

the field. This is further supported by the fact that, as mentioned in the interviews, the 

professional initially had no designated role within the public education institution. If taking up 

a physical position was not without obstacles, then fulfilling the role could also encounter 

difficulties. 

It can be said that the structural shortcomings of the domestic child protection system were also 

reflected at the level of public education institutions.  

 

3. Professional activities 

 

In the analysis of the professionals’ narratives, this dimension also involved an examination of 

professional relationships with public education institutions, which serve as the setting for task 

performance. I categorised these institutions into ‘receptive’ and ‘wait-and-see’ types. Within 

these two types of institutional structures, the professionals’ professional identity, professional 

autonomy and professional ethics are not interpreted in the same way. In the case of inclusive 

schools, the criteria necessary for school social workers to practise their profession were able 

to be realised; their knowledge was not interchangeable and formed an important part of the 

institutional culture. In the case of the non-residential school type, professional autonomy was 

not interpreted clearly and unambiguously, and the professional’s monopoly on knowledge did 

not confer high prestige upon them. In these institutions, factors tending towards 

deprofessionalisation were the main drivers shaping the development of the profession in the 

early years.  

I considered it important to capture an interpretation of the professional image that adequately 

reflects a profession operating at the intersection of structures, which I termed the ‘professional 

image caught in a double bind’.  

On one side of this dual-constraint professional image, the school social worker is a professional 

who works within the field of public education, yet is not an integral part of the educational 

structure; they perform their duties as an external professional. They are often expected to 

provide immediate solutions and take action in crisis situations; at the same time, due to 

structural shortcomings in the education system, they are occasionally entrusted with tasks that 

extend beyond the limits of their competence. This factor alone represents a much greater 

workload than what the professional signed up for. Their professional identity is shaped by 

public education professionals’ perceptions of the profession, the institution’s welcoming or 

reserved attitude, and their approach to social and child welfare issues. Alongside this, there 
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exists another professional image framed by child welfare. They are influenced by the structural 

shortcomings of the system, which in turn shapes their identity. Their specific position within 

the family and child welfare system is also evident, as they are neither family support workers, 

nor case managers, nor case coordinators; they do not possess direct decision-making authority 

regarding the direction of social support work. However, they are directly affected by the 

experiences of teachers if the institutions do not perceive immediate and effective change in 

relation to a child or family. Teachers may hold them accountable for the outcome of the support 

process, and they may even be forced to bear the brunt of the teachers’ frustration. In this 

situation, the school social worker is confined to a mediating role, where their authority in case 

management is limited, yet their responsibility is all the greater. I believe that this double bind 

erodes professional autonomy and results in a professional identity shaped simultaneously by 

the educational institution and the social and child welfare system.  

 

4. Prestige 

 

At the outset of the profession, the prestige of social workers was not a constant factor within 

public education institutions. The initial position carried lower status, influenced both by the 

introduction of school social work as a new field within public education and by society’s 

perception of social work. Over the years, change has been brought about by increasing 

professional autonomy, a high level of adherence to professional ethics, clearer boundaries of 

competence, and the recognition of a knowledge monopoly, as a result of which professionals 

who have been working as school social workers for several years report higher levels of 

respect. 

 

Summary 

 

Based on the research findings, the practical work of school social workers is shaped by parallel 

processes that simultaneously strengthen the profession whilst also showing signs of 

deprofessionalisation. Factors contributing to professionalisation are most evident at the micro-

level, within the settings of their work and in the realm of interpersonal relationships. 

Factors contributing to deprofessionalisation can be identified at the macro level. The macro-

level system, child protection and the structural situation of basic child welfare services have 

been shown to work against the profession. Constant changes in legislation, seemingly 

persistent problems with human resources, high staff turnover, the erosion of professional 

knowledge, a lack of social recognition, and the failure to adjust pay create an environment for 
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professionals in which the profession’s standing is undermined, even when professionals’ 

efforts towards professionalisation are evident.  

Based on my findings, school social work exhibits both signs of professionalisation and 

tendencies towards deprofessionalisation. I did not necessarily view these as contradictions, but 

rather as structural characteristics of how school social work operates.  

According to my answers to the research questions, the field of school social work is not a 

profession undergoing linear professionalisation or deprofessionalisation, but rather a unique 

operational structure where professionalisation can be constructed at the micro-level, whilst 

deprofessionalisation processes exert a strong influence at the macro-level, thereby also 

determining the functioning of the micro-level.  
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