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Entry-level social work positions 

for recent graduates across different 

domains may include case man-

agement and large caseloads with 

nominal supervision, and social 

workers in these positions confront 

significant challenges working with 

vulnerable populations. Depend-

ing on the setting, ethical dilemmas 

pertaining to religious and politi-

cal convictions such as end-of-life 

advanced directives, mandated 

reporting of child abuse and neglect, 

and reproductive health ranging 

from sexual education to prenatal 

and postnatal care can arise. Espe-

cially in post-Roe America, the topic 

of women’s health care, and specifi-

cally reproductive health, has been 

polarized and politicized so much 

that social work graduates in vari-

ous settings will confront personal 

and professional challenges navi-

gating their religious and political 

values alongside those of the social 

work profession.1,2 The NASW Code 

of Ethics3 enumerates social justice 

as a value but recognizes that social 

workers may have their own values 

and beliefs regarding reproduc-

tive health care. In an environment 

where ethical dilemmas and val-

ues conflict related to reproductive 

health and social work practice are 

likely to arise, understanding repro-

ductive justice theory within social 

work’s philosophical and theoreti-

cal foundations allows both recent 

graduates and experienced social 

workers to consider frameworks 

already commonplace in social work 

for ethical decision-making.4-8

Philosophical and 
Theoretical Foundations 
of Social Work Practice
A defining feature of the social work 

profession is a commitment to social 

justice and advocacy, including 

working with vulnerable popula-

tions. The preamble to the NASW 

Code of Ethics explicitly states that 

social workers are tasked with the 

responsibility to “promote social 

justice and social change with and 

on behalf of clients … Social work-

ers are sensitive to cultural and 

ethnic diversity and strive to end 

I
t’s inevitable, due to the demographic 

diversity of social workers, for conflicts to 

arise between the values of the profession 

and personal values of the social worker—

for example, religious beliefs or deeply held 

political convictions. Yet social work students aren’t 

adequately prepared to navigate such conflicts.
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discrimination, oppression, poverty, 

and other forms of social injustice.”3

Furthermore, consistent with the philo-

sophical foundation of social work prac-

tice is a commitment to social justice 

on behalf of vulnerable populations and 

specifically working to challenge social 

injustice. The Code of Ethics states that 

“Social workers strive to ensure access 

to needed information, services, and 

resources; equality of opportunity; 

and meaningful participation in deci-

sion making for all people” as a value 

of social justice advocacy. Much of the 

work conducted by social workers with 

women in reproductive health includes 

counseling and case management to 

access information and resources as a 

form of advocacy and best practice.2 As 

health care and maternal health out-

comes are a growing concern, vulnera-

ble women benefit from social workers’ 

support advocating on their behalf, 

which may present specific challenges 

for individual social workers depending 

on their religious beliefs and political 

orientations.9

Integration Into Social Work 
Philosophical and Theoretical 
Foundations
The academic research on reproductive 

justice is an area in need of further 

inquiry,10-13 specifically within 

social work literature. However, 

reproductive justice provides an 

important framework for considering 

individual women’s health—and 

specifically, reproductive health—

that is compatible with social work 

philosophical and theoretical 

foundations.14 By incorporating and 

understanding reproductive justice as 

a theory compatible with social work 

values and practice, social workers 

challenged by religious and political 

issues in their professional work have 

a resource within mainstream social 

work literature and education in which 

to seek clarification and support. 

Individual practitioners may be more 

familiar with and comfortable tackling 

differences by learning about theories 

of reproductive justice through a social 

work lens. For practitioners working 

with women and families, dilemmas 

involving reproductive justice may 

include abortions but also general 

women’s reproductive decision-making, 

including sexual health education, 

contraception use with family 

planning, funding and supporting 

women with infertility, and both pre- 

and postnatal care. 

Although reproductive justice 

theory appears compatible with the 

core values of the social work profes-

sion, due to the lack of literature on 

reproductive justice theory in social 

work journals, social work graduates 

may not necessarily have the training 

or the framework to address when they 

are uncomfortable with issues such as 

reproductive health. In “Reproductive 

Justice: An Introduction,” reproductive 

justice theory is defined as a “contem-

porary framework for activism and for 

thinking about the experience of repro-

duction. It is also a political movement 

that splices reproductive rights with 

social justice to achieve reproductive 

justice. The definition of reproductive 

justice goes beyond the pro-choice/pro-

life debate and has three primary prin-

ciples: (1) the right not to have a child, 

(2) the right to have a child, and (3) the 

right to parent children in safe and 

healthy environments.”14

In a more general sense, support 

for the right not to have a child can 

be expanded to cover different areas 

of professional social work, including 

sexual education ranging from contra-

ception to abstinence, as well as helping 

individuals access appropriate gyneco-

logical health care and support. 

Furthermore, support for the right 

to have a child can be expanded to 

include social workers advocating 

and caring for individuals during 

periods of infertility and navigating 

family building, such as during preg-

nancy losses, which include miscar-

riages as well as abortion. This could 

also include direct counseling or 

more general psychoeducation and 

case management, such as educating 

and making referrals to reproductive 

endocrinology and more general policy 

work on behalf of individuals experi-

encing infertility and pregnancy loss. 

Regardless of a social worker’s politi-

cal and religious convictions, there’s 

flexibility within the reproductive 

justice framework to consider social 

work values and ethics toward social 

justice and providing care to vulner-

able populations. 

Case Study Examples
The two case studies that follow illus-

trate the challenges entry-level social 

workers have when reconciling their 

own personal values with professional 

values and ethics around issues of 

reproductive health care. Following 

these case studies is a summary of how 

these examples may be conceptualized 

utilizing familiar social work frame-

works for ethical decision-making.

Case Study A
As a social worker providing counseling 

to young adults at a community men-

tal health clinic affiliated with a large 

urban hospital, you are working with a 

teenager who wishes to have an abor-

tion after being in an abusive relation-

ship with a neighbor. Although the clinic 

is separate from the medical center, you 

are aware that referrals can be made 

directly to the family planning depart-

ment that meets with women to explore 

terminating pregnancies as well as other 

options. Due to your own personal reli-

gious beliefs, you are not sure whether 

you feel comfortable continuing to work 

with the young woman who is strongly 

leaning toward having an abortion. In 

consultation with your supervisor, you 

share these concerns and are directed 

In practice, when issues of personal religious 
or political convictions arise for social 
workers, turning to an ethical decision-making 
framework can offer valuable guidance.
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to meet with the director of social work 

services. What will you do?

Case Study B
As a social worker at an OB-GYN clinic 

in a state that no longer provides abor-

tions, you are not sure how or where to 

turn for support to provide referrals to 

patients requesting abortions. Person-

ally and professionally, you believe in 

the autonomy of clients to determine 

what’s best for themselves in terms of 

decision-making regarding possible ter-

mination. Today, a patient at the clinic 

was informed that her fetus has severe 

malformations and carries a chromo-

somal genetic disorder incompatible 

with life. Prior to the overturn of Roe, 

you were referring patients to centers in 

a neighboring state, but you have heard 

from referrals and colleagues that they 

are unable to service everyone. In addi-

tion, now that the state has signed a bill 

implementing a six-week abortion ban, 

you are not sure what to do going for-

ward. You have left a message for your 

clinic’s legal counsel and have reached 

out to the NASW Ethics hotline for 

guidance. What else can you do?

Application of Case Studies  
to Familiar Social Work  
Ethical Frameworks
When confronted with ethical dilem-

mas such as those in the aforemen-

tioned cases illustrations, there’s no 

clear response for how social workers 

can process their countertransfer-

ence or make decisions without further 

deliberation. In case study A, the social 

worker feels her own religious convic-

tions may prevent her from making 

a referral. In case study B, the social 

worker identifies that there are institu-

tional limitations to practicing accord-

ing to social work values reflecting his 

own professional values. 

In each case study, social workers can 

be further informed by drawing upon 

the social work frameworks for ethical 

decision-making already commonplace 

and established in the curricula of social 

work schools, licensing exams, and pro-

fessional development, and can consider 

principles of reproductive justice theory 

(ie, that individuals both have the right 

to not have a child and the right to have 

a child). Since there’s a dearth of scholar-

ship on the topic of reproductive justice 

generally and, specifically, on navigating 

ethical dilemmas in social work scholar-

ship, turning to established social work 

frameworks provides a basis for social 

workers, including scholars and edu-

cators, to begin this important area of 

research and teaching.14

In practice, when issues of personal 

religious or political convictions arise 

for social workers, turning to an ethical 

decision-making framework can offer 

valuable guidance. For example, in the 

widely accepted Reamer Ethical Deci-

sion Making Framework,15 a seven-step 

model for navigating ethical dilemmas 

in social work practice builds on and 

draws from the Code of Ethics. It con-

siders different theoretical models that 

could include reproductive justice prin-

ciples as well as individual social work-

ers’ personal values. 

In addition to Reamer’s, there are 

other available frameworks for ethical 

dilemmas already taught and famil-

iar to social workers.16 These include, 

for example, approaches by Barsky,17

Beauchamp and Childress,18 Con-

gress,19 Levy,20 Linzer,21 (1999), and 

Loewenberg.22 In addition to being able 

to navigate frameworks, it’s incum-

bent on social workers to consider 

their own value systems as well as 

develop a solid working knowledge 

of the Social Work Code of Ethics. As 

clinicians confront ethical conflicts 

between their personal values and 

beliefs and those of their professional 

selves, literature on ethical decision-

making becomes a tool for processing 

conflicting interests. As enumerated 

in the Reamer framework, the steps 

offer newer social workers guidance 

on how to identify and navigate when 

personal and professional values—

including values of religious and politi-

cal beliefs—can contribute to ethical 

dilemmas in professional practice, 

such as (but not limited to) issues of 

reproductive health, and more gener-

ally, reproductive justice. 

Tools for Conceptualizing  
Social Justice
In such a fractured political atmo-

sphere, educating social workers about 

ethical decision-making frameworks, 

as well as considering theoretical ori-

entations such as reproductive jus-

tice, can help them conceptualize their 

professional roles more holistically. 

Although demographics concerning 

the religious or political beliefs of recent 

graduates are unknown, social work-

ers are entering the field at a time when 

there are significant needs for vulner-

able populations and are likely working 

with individuals who have similar, as 

well as different, religious and political 

convictions.23 For graduates engaging 

with individual clients, reproductive 

justice can be considered a tool for con-

ceptualizing social justice for repro-

ductive health and can provide social 

workers with an additional theory to 

gain greater clarity about their personal 

and professional values as well as their 

ethical responsibilities as profession-

als. Furthermore, reproductive justice 

theory can be utilized even when social 

workers have personal objections and 

do not necessarily share the religious or 

political convictions often associated 

with reproductive justice. 

In the two case examples described, 

social workers experienced dilemmas 

navigating their personal and 

professional selves in relation to 

the reproductive health of clients at 

their places of employment. In light 

of the demands presented to social 

workers entering the field, social work 

schools and recent graduates must 

acknowledge the divergence of political 

and religious convictions and should 

consider turning to ethical decision-

making frameworks. Teaching and 

reviewing ethical decision-making 

frameworks in social work practice is 

essential when religious and political 

convictions appear to present ethical 

dilemmas due to differences in values. 

In addition, more scholarship is 

needed on social justice, including 

reproductive justice in social work, to 

support social work graduates who are 

navigating ethical decision making. �
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