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Abstract

This article explores and revisits a radical research framework for contemporary social 

work. Our article reflects on how an integrated and enriched social analysis supports 

social work understanding, intervention, and an evaluation of professional practice. 

This framework, which includes Marxist approaches, recognizes that social work is a 

political profession (Reisch and Jani 2012; Cummins 2019). The profession is involved 

in addressing the challenges experienced by people to manage the contradictions of 

capitalism and are thereby also involved in sustaining the capitalist system (Tavares 

2013). Consequently, the profession is caught in a conflictual position whereby it 
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needs to meet the demands of the State, while also being committed to addressing 

the needs of the working class. We propose that a radical analysis of the contexts and 

lived reality of individuals, groups, communities, institutions, and societies within capi

talist societies is necessary to understand the contemporary practice milieu, and to en

sure consistent and effective professional interventions. We conclude by noting that 

this research framework aligns with the International Federation of Social Work social 

work definition and enables the profession to address social inequality, oppression, 

and social justice.

Keywords: radical social work; social work research; research dissemination; integrated 

research and practice.

Accepted: May 2025  

Introduction

Social Work is a global profession (International Federation of Social 
Work [IFSW] 2014), and most often works with those experiencing some 
form of personal or social problems. These problems are often the con
sequences of inequality (including that of precarity, poverty, socio- 
cultural, gender). Ferguson (2017: 15) argues that these along with the 
personal and social distress result from the economic and political con
texts of capitalist society, resulting in high levels of mental health prob
lems. Within many capitalist society the framing of individual problems 
along with social work’s responses have increasingly been framed by 
neoliberal notions of individual responsibility and entrepreneurial free
dom, individual empowerment, and active citizenship (Spolander et al., 
2014; Singh and Cowden 2015). The underlying premise of much of this 
ideological positioning being that individual should develop their per
sonal capacity to address problems they are experiencing (Spolander, 
Engelbrecht, and Pullen Sansfaçon 2016; Stark 2018) or be resilient in 
the face of them. Tavares (2013) argues that the profession is required 
to manage the contradictions inherent in capitalism, by being both in
volved in sustaining the system, which is causing many of the problems, 
while seeking to address the problems being caused by the same system. 
Within this context, social work finds itself being challenged to imple
ment interventions, which seemingly espouse the importance of complex
ity, reflectiveness, solidarity as critical components in contemporary 
social work practice (Spolander, Engelbrecht, and Pullen Sansfaçon 
2016). Some (see for instance Mitendorf and van Ewijk 2019) have ar
gued social work needs to address this practice complexity through train
ing, radical, and empowering practice (Ferguson 2004). This includes, 
influencing the social and economic structures causing distress (Stark 
2007: 70), along with the development of integrated social work research 
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and practice. Radical social work (see for instance, Dominelli and 
Campling 2002; Baines 2006; Mullaly and Dupr�e 2018; Lavalette 2011; 
Ife 2012; Mendes 2017) incorporates a range of approaches which in
clude that of Marx, structural, socialist, feminist, anti-racist and anti- 
oppressive, and anti-disablist (Fraser, Beddoe, and Ballantyne 2017). It 
often highlights the importance of class-based domination and oppres
sion as being important to radical practice (Mullaly and Dupr�e 2018; 
Lavalette 2011; Mendes 2017).

Our article proposes that contemporary practice within capitalist soci
ety demands more radical approaches to enable an understanding of 
practice to address the development, and maintenance of problems expe
rienced within them. Implicitly in this approach is the recognition of so
cial work as a political profession (Reisch and Jani 2012; Cummins 
2019), committed to the principles of social justice, human rights, collec
tive responsibility, and respect for diversity (IFSW 2014). We, therefore, 
initially identify the necessity of the integration of radical social work re
search and practice methodologies. As a result, we view social work as 
needing to be engaged in a dynamic process of analysing social process, 
along with contemporary societal contexts (Iamamoto 2007). We propose 
through using this wider radical approach that social work can transcend 
the immediate perceived reality of the granular phenomena practitioners 
and researchers are seeking to address in the immediacy and so go be
yond the phenomena’s immediate appearance. Thus, for practitioners, 
they should consider the reality that they initially observe, i.e., its imme
diate and visible appearance, does not show or represent all the dimen
sions of the presenting problem, this is due to the way in which 
observable reality is produced, is not readily transparent (Marx 
1978, 1989).

We explore how enriched social analysis, as an integral part of prac
tice, ensures an understanding, intervention, and an evaluation of the 
processes, which are all crucial elements to support professional inter
vention. Consequently, we argue that research and social analysis are in
trinsically linked and integral to professional practice. This approach is 
not new, although the profession, in Europe in particular, has struggled 
to mainstream the model after initial efforts to engage with more critical 
and radical approaches in the 1970s (Bailey and Brake 1975; Ferguson 
2020). While interest once again seems to be resurgent, it continues to 
not form part of the core of social work contemporary debates and is of
ten marginalized. Underlying this requirement, is consideration that the 
approach requires that social work research is integral to the practice of 
the profession. A process by which we analyse beyond what is immedi
ately visible, or immediate and visible, and so supports the approach 
that radical theories, including that of Karl Marx, have enduring applica
bility in contemporary practice. We are, therefore, seeking to contribute 
and promote this approach and reignite the simmering debates about the 

Revisiting radical integrated research and practice for contemporary social work 3397 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/article/55/7/3395/8253643 by W
estern C

ape U
niversity user on 12 D

ecem
ber 2025



importance and centrality of radical approaches. Consequently, we pro
pose that a radical approach is necessary in contemporary society, and 
for any practice research to consider the social economic context in 
which it will be undertaken. Next, we outline the radical framework nec
essary to support integrated research and practice, before addressing the 
links to research informed practice and the importance of exploring and 
disseminating knowledge formally and informally within the profession, 
and finally drawing the article to a conclusion.

Why a radical approach to social work research 

is necessary?

Welfare retrenchment, in countries where the welfarism existed, along 
with the promotion of workfare (Gogh 2000; Pereira 2013; Stark 2018), 
has gained traction in many countries globally, alongside shifts towards 
right-wing and more reactionary welfare policies (Atzm€uller, Knecht, 
and Bodenstein 2020). In this context, over the last few decades, many 
mainstream centre-right political parties, have adopted policies which 
seek to cut welfare expenditures, retrench the welfare state through cost 
controls, and to use marketization to improve care market competitive
ness. Alongside this shift ‘workfarist’ or activation policies have been 
implemented (see for instance Scherschel et al., 2012), which assumes 
that traditional welfare systems incentivize the unemployed and those in 
precarity to live on social benefits, thus, undermining their ‘work ethos’ 
(see also Bochsler 2020).

Economic changes have resulted in negative social consequences due 
to increases in social inequality (Wilkinson and Pickett 2009), alongside 
increased emphasis on economic growth and managerialism; demands 
for greater worker productivity; dismantling of trade unionism and 
worker rights; and greater work standardization because of Taylorism 
and Fordism. These changes alongside so called ‘austerity’ are often dis
cussed without clear understanding of their socio-economic contexts, 
thus, concealing their ideological underpinning and highlighting the need 
for social work to engage radically with these debates (Garrett 2017; 
Pentaraki 2019). Changes to capitalism, with an emphasis on globaliza
tion and neoliberal economic theory have had enormous social and eco
nomic impacts across the world, often implemented according to their 
local politics and are experienced differently by working people within 
their diverse contexts (Ferguson, Lavalette, and Mooney 2002; 
Standing 2011).

The impact of the ongoing economic crisis has been widespread, often 
revealed in our society through so called individual difficulties, i.e., wors
ening mental health, addictions, youth crime, violence, and achievement. 
Social work has not been immune from these economic challenges 

3398 J. C. Prates et al. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/article/55/7/3395/8253643 by W
estern C

ape U
niversity user on 12 D

ecem
ber 2025



including the implementation of managerialism (Harlow et al., 2013; 
Albuquerque 2019), neoliberalism (Spolander et al., 2014; Gwilym 2018), 
restructuring of the profession (Fenton 2018), stress (Kokaliari 2018), 
and reduced staffing levels. As a result, authors such as Ife (1997) have 
highlighted that social work practice has been buffered by economic ra
tionalism, managerialism, postmodern rationality, and the use of compe
tence frameworks. Alongside this, social work is practiced and 
researched within wider political, socio-economic frameworks but with
out a radical consideration of the complexity of the policy-practice nexus 
and economic management (Spolander, Engelbrecht, and Pullen 
Sansfaçon 2016: 644). This underlines the argument that the lens through 
which we view the world is important, to understand, research and inter
vene within it, as we are both simultaneously part of this world, and 
seeking to make changes within it.

As the next global financial crisis (see Diercksens et al., 2019) looms, 
the last being 2008/10, with its inevitable consequences for unemploy
ment, underemployment, and widening global generational ‘precarity’ 
(Standing 2011). Positivist approaches have failed to address the univer
sality of the challenges confronting society and the crisis of capitalism 
(Jahn 2021). The failure to fully identify and address the contextualiza
tion of these problems, results in the process of analysis not having suffi
cient depth to facilitate substantive and critical intervention (Iamamoto 
2021). This often results in a focus on immediate and visible symptoms, 
rather than the underlying formations which are the root of the prob
lems, i.e., the underlying causes of social inequality and their impact at a 
personal level. In capitalist countries, traditional approaches of analysis 
have often sought to ensure a separation from subjectivity in research 
with an overarching aim to achieve assumed objective reality. These 
efforts in themselves shape the approach to the phenomena being stud
ied, as many qualitative approaches would argue.

Within practice, the subjective gaze of the individual social worker is 
frequently the lens through which analysis of an investigated phenomena 
is undertaken for intervention, i.e., the immediate and visible appearance 
of the problem is considered, rather than recognizing that subjective 
forms are also socially composed (Iamamoto 2001). As a result, tradi
tional social work research is undertaken using conventional formal ab
stract logic, resulting in a methodology which premises a set of 
intellectual elements focused or seeking to ‘describe’ the phenomena for 
intervention, through techniques which act to structure the treatment of 
the object. The resultant methodological approach is then considered au
tonomous, rather than recognizing that the researcher must be commit
ted through their research, to also transform society rather than seeking 
to just describe it (Prates 2021). As a result, the social work process 
must seek to understand the social context of the object being examined, 
both now and in the future and integrate this understanding into their 
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research approach. Research and analysis need to recognize that not all 
parts of the phenomena being investigated are visible (Marx 1978; Prates 
2021). For instance, when a service user states that they are hungry, this 
represents an immediate and visible representation of one aspect of the 
problem. However, this statement represents the initial starting point to 
understand the phenomena, i.e., hunger, but the researcher should also 
consider why hunger is being experienced, including in a society that 
produces more food than is necessary to ensure human life. This wider 
insight enables direct observation of the broader phenomena such as un
fairness, precarity, injustice, all of which are expressions of the social is
sue. As a result, the phenomena provide an immediate and visible 
representation of the service users social and economic reality, one 
which is difficult to be viewed directly. The role of the social worker 
should, therefore, not be just about resolving the immediate hunger, but 
also to consider what intervention is necessary to address these phenom
ena (hunger) in longer-term. We argue that conventional positivistic re
search is, therefore, often limited to the description, mapping or 
portrayal of part of the phenomena’s reality due to being based in an ax
iological neutrality. While we recognize description as important to re
search, it is crucial that the phenomena are also investigated beyond its 
immediate appearance. This would include its social context, recognizing 
both the complexity and contradictory processes of social production, 
and for the social worker to understand the phenomena’s complete pro
cess of reproduction. Furthermore, critical and ethical research often 
locates the oppressed at the centre of inquiry (Freire 1993), identifying 
spaces for activism and change, with Yazbek (2014) arguing that the so
cial work task is to support the daily resistance of the subordinate classes 
in our society. Unlike approaches that rely predominantly on immediate, 
apparent solutions described as ‘common sense’, the radical integrated 
research advocated here insists on detailed socio-economic analysis. This 
deeper analysis helps practitioners understand and intervene more effec
tively, by addressing root causes and broader implications, thus, provid
ing transformative rather than merely symptomatic solutions.

Use of radical approaches, which for the authors include Marx’s theo
retical approach encourages consideration of the production and devel
opment of many alternative ideas [fecundity—see e.g., Cammack (2020)] 
in the research process. Thus, supporting a process which can be used to 
translate contemporary trends and processes. Consequently, consider
ation of structural approaches, as proposed by Marx, enables us to con
sider the full extent of the contemporary process and contradictions 
which are related to the granular phenomena being investigated, this 
would include the crisis of capitalism, growing structural unemployment, 
work precariousness, and the configuration of social policies by nation 
states. One such example might include the investigation of the phenom
enon conceptualized as a form of ‘inequality’. We should ensure that our 
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analysis recognizes its structural context, and as a result the analysis 
transcends that of the immediately visible individual phenomena of in
equality and its experience.

Radical integrated research supports societal transformation by pro
moting active engagement with underlying structural inequalities. By ex
plicitly connecting individual issues to broader societal contexts, social 
workers can advocate for policy changes, mobilize community action, 
and support collective movements aimed at social justice. This approach 
fosters systemic change rather than temporary solutions, enabling lasting 
societal transformation. Research instruments such as interviews and 
questionnaires, when utilized within radical methodologies, encourage 
participants to reflect critically on their social conditions. This process 
not only enriches the data but also empowers participants by actively in
volving them in disseminating findings. Collaborative dissemination prac
tices—such as workshops, public forums, or participatory reports— 
ensure that knowledge produced directly benefits participants and com
munities, fostering empowerment and encouraging active participation in 
social change.

To achieve social work’s aspirations to support people, integration of 
more radical research and practice are needed. Consequently, we pro
pose that a dialectic approach which initially would take the form of a 
continuous movement (a process), with an underlying premise that there 
are static states or forms of social phenomena. It, thus, emphasizes that 
the phenomena’s appearance as having a temporary form or nature at 
any moment in time, and so it provides the opportunity to identify the 
phenomena’s transformation into other forms. These are not often con
sidered procedurally; thus, the professional can ensure that this move
ment is observed as it follows its course. This movement, once in 
motion, can be altered by any fresh forms of the phenomena, which can 
in-itself facilitate visibility of any conflict that results from clashes be
tween opposing forces, all of which are crucial to movement. 
Recognizing this contradiction drives movement, which is at the core of 
the class struggle and social reproduction. The nature of human and so
cial development is, therefore, essential to this perspective. Through re
fusing axiological neutrality, the method requires the researcher to be 
intentionality present in the political act of research. Baines (2001) pro
motes that a more analytic and critical approach to understand the ongo
ing processes of domination and subordination of race, class, and gender 
as active projects, rather than only a historical phenomenon. Thus, we 
need to move from the immediate and visible understanding, to also 
consider social structures and the ways in appearance static understand
ing, to a dynamic process which seeks to resolve the inherent conflict 
which creates situations, policies and practices. Thus, the importance of 
which they create and maintain domination and subordination 
(Baines 2001).
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Spolander and Garcia (2025) stress the professions commitment to so
cial challenges, the recognition of the political nature of the profession 
to tackle inequality and its consequences. However, for the profession, 
Baines (2001: 10) argues that social workers might have a critical under
standing of social theory, but that this understanding is often an unstable 
mix of liberal, descriptive, analytic and intervention techniques, which 
identifies social issues as if they were immediate and visible rather than 
dynamic aspects. The profession must remain rooted in its commitment 
to equality, human rights, social justice, and democracy (Iamamoto 
2007), with a radical approach being aligned to professional ethical and 
political values, to working class struggles for emancipation such as in 
Brazil (Mota 2013). Consequently, this position would include the de
fence of human rights and of the working class, whilst also constructing 
alternative social meanings (Ferguson and Garcia 2019). Within this 
commitment, social work research is, therefore, both constituent and 
constitutive of the profession. Thus, the professions consideration of re
ality and of its construction of scientific knowledge, should be under
stood through a critical reading of the entire historical process, where 
the profession is both participant and advocate (Bourguignon 2007). 
Social work is undertaken within this reality and demands that the pro
fessions work presents to them, what they need to understand, but also 
what is not immediately visible. They, therefore, have a professional re
sponsibility to uncover the reality of phenomena, to seek to analyse be
hind the phenomena’s immediate appearance along with understand 
what might conceal it, thus, to consider issues beyond their apparent im
mediate daily appearance in their work.

Brazilian social workers, therefore, believe they have a professional re
sponsibility to uncover the reality of phenomena, to seek to understand 
behind the phenomena’s immediate appearance, along with understand
ing what might be being concealed, to consider issues beyond their ap
parent immediate daily appearance in their work. One such perspective 
has been that social work should, therefore, reject conservative models 
of practice (Ferguson and Lavalette 2013), opposing the politics of com
pliance, and rather promoting resistance, and political change (Galper 
1980: 10–11) to address the social problems experienced by the working 
class in capitalist society. Within this approach, professionals need to 
deal with the continued and expanded reproduction of social inequality 
(broadly characterized as the ‘social issue’) in the current capitalist sys
tem (Silva and Silva 2015) by considering objective logic. Using this 
framework, it would be necessary to consider the role of deprived com
munities as intrinsically linked to the dynamic of capitalism, which 
requires ongoing exploitation to reduce costs and increase profits, and 
thus, form functional components of the capitalist mode of production. 
Thus, authors such as Peet (1975) highlight the creation of unequal so
cial structures as a natural process of capitalisms functioning. 
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Consequently, research must always respond to these problems, either at 
a theoretical or practical level. In the case of a critical-dialectical frame 
of reference, this will always be at a theoretical-practical level as its in
tervening nature and process forms an integral part of it. Insofar as its 
transformation of reality is core to its purpose and can only be achieved 
through this necessary unity. As a result, reflective knowledge is insuffi
cient for this paradigm. Indeed, Marx and Engels (1993, 14) used to criti
cize the philosophers of their time, emphasizing that it is not enough to 
interpret the world, ‘what matters is to transform it’, and that ‘It is in 
the praxis that man must demonstrate the truth, i.e., reality and power, 
the earthly nature of his thought’ (Marx and Engels 1993: 12).

There are existing radical social work voices globally, with radical so
cial work influential in a wide range of contexts (Lavalette 2011). 
Illustrations of this radical involvement and the potential for research in
clude that of solidarity clinics in Greece (Teloni and Adam 2018), along 
with the work of Mart�ınez and Ag€uero (2018) in exploring feminism in 
the global south through social intervention or the Brazilian Social Work 
model which has an agreed radical professional ethical-political project 
(Netto 2015). Authors such as Yazbek (2014), promote the need for so
cial work intervention with those living in precarious circumstances and 
experiencing social distress, all of which contributes to the requirement 
to develop and examine these radical approaches, to promote both theo
rization and evaluation to address social challenges.

Research integrated practice

Our current globalized capitalist dominated world has more recently pro
moted retrogressive social policy, resulting in the lowering of people’s 
rights, the destruction of many hard-won labour rights and the personifi
cation of democracy, freedoms, and civilization (Iamamoto 2007). This 
has resulted in social relationships which are increasingly alienated, in 
which promoted social benefits are obtained through work, while simul
taneously exploiting global labour (Iamamoto 2007). Thus, while work
fare is promoted, the paradox is that governments are attacking the 
organization of labour rights, which also results in increased inequality 
and deprivation of civil, political, and social rights (Iamamoto 2007). 
This also weakens the profession, as it is not immune to these attacks 
too. Thus, for Iamamoto the social work practitioner must ensure that 
they maintain an understanding of social processes, as the research of so
cial reality is an inseparable component of professional practice.

The Brazilian social work model has refused the dichotomy between 
theory and practice and the traditional reduction of social work to being 
a set of intervention techniques (Pereira 2005). The model highlights 
that the profession, through limiting itself to highlighting difficulties in 
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applying research into the day-to-day life of social workers, fails to ad
dress the professions achievements in social analysis and limits professio
nals to view research as only being a scientific necessity and not an 
intellectual luxury. It is possible to identify a similar trend in the USA, 
Canada, and UK, within of what came to be known as radical social 
work as an alternative aspect to conservative views of the profession, 
rather than being anchored in the socialist critique of society and its cap
italist institutions (Galper 1980).This debate regarding the importance of 
radical social work is a key aspect of social work tradition. Since the pro
fessionalization of social work, there have been two opposing percep
tions about the political perspective of the profession have been in 
constant conflict. For Singh and Cowden (2009) words such as ‘social 
worker’ and ‘intellectual’ ‘are rarely uttered in the same breath’, one 
crucial thing which they do have in common is the contested nature of 
their activity. Just as the question of who is or is not an intellectual is 
central to debates on the state of intellectual activity, so the question of 
what activities count as social work is equally disputed.

The importance of this debate has been crucial for social work, and 
we should be mindful that ‘For any way of thought to become dominant, 
a conceptual apparatus has to be advanced that appeals to our intuitions 
and instincts, to our values and our desires, as well as to the possibilities 
inherent in the social world we inhabit. If successful, this conceptual ap
paratus becomes so embedded in common sense as to be taken for 
granted and not open to question’ (Harvey 2005: 5). Considering the im
portance of social analysis and economic theory to public policy 
(Spolander, Engelbrecht, and Pullen Sansfaçon 2016), the profession 
should be mindful of strategies used by international financial organiza
tions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) to create a favourable condition for their reform proposals. 
Proposals involving health care, often include financial support to carry 
out research, with resulting publications promoting those reforms 
(Laurel 2008). Hence, it is important that practice and research remain 
integral, to ensure that both context and perspective are analysed. 
Ideology seeks to split research and practice but through publishing the 
results of their evaluation, the dominant ideology promotes a specific 
way of conceptualization, and this ensures that existing frameworks re
main hegemonic. If research is not undertaken, social work is only able 
to see the immediate and visible manifestation of the problem or its heg
emonic presentation, rather than the complex interactions that create, 
maintain, and provide an external appearance of the underlying prob
lems. Thus, social workers need to (1) identify the immediate and visible 
problem that is being presented and (2) using theory analyse the situa
tion including the production and social reproduction of the underlying 
process to develop an intervention strategy. This intervention then could 
be at several levels, enabling the social worker to consider whether 
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intervention should be with the individual alone or whether a collabora
tive intervention is needed, i.e., policy change, working with social move
ments, etc. to change the underlying social nature of the problem. Thus, 
in social work, we should be seeking to understand that there are alter
native models of practice which exist outside of the core of capitalist 
countries. For instance, as social workers we should actively research the 
profession including the conditions and relationships in which practice is 
undertaken out, the objects of our intervention, along with the condi
tions and relations of life, work and resistance of social subjects who re
ceive services. This is important not only to coordinate and execute 
social policies, projects, and programmes but also evaluate them, coordi
nate research, undertake inspections, expertise and reports, and proving 
professional opinions. Thus, research is a large part of professional skills/ 
responsibilities (Guerra 2009). We argue that if our work conditions and 
demands are totalities saturated with numerous influences (economic, 
political, cultural, ideological), they require more than immediate, instru
mental, controlling action to support the profession.

Guerra (2009) argues that there are five interconnected dimensions in 
our interventions comprising those that are: technical-operative, theoreti
cal, ethical-political, and research orientated. Research is, therefore, in
herently part of professional skill and practice. Thereby, supporting 
understanding the social meaning of the profession and its historical de
velopment, identifying the demands made on it and presented by society, 
with the process of research/analysis supporting the formulation of poli
cies and professional interventions which include undertaking visits, pro
fessional social work expertise, provision of social work reports, 
information and opinions and the identification of resources (Guerra 
2009). The latter not only being confined to passively accepting the 
funds provided by policy makers/politicians but also advocating for the 
resources necessary to adequately address the social needs of society. As 
social work is a global profession, with a key role in developing interven
tions, it is necessary for social work training to promote and support ap
propriate professional development and research perspectives to support 
this goal (Netto 2015). This would include campaigning for increased so
cial emancipation, including the development of alliances with social 
movements to resist the forces of social exclusion, exploitation, and op
pression due to capitalism. To achieve these proposals, it would be nec
essary for social work to decipher this complex, adverse, and 
contradictory environment by exploring the social challenges in their to
tality, i.e., considering all societal and professional influences and impact 
(Luk�acs 2010).

This research approach differentiates itself from others that propose a 
more common sense and immediate approach to practice, by its focus on 
the depth of its social analysis and resulting interventions, along with the 
research approach used. To this end, research planning is crucial to map 
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and shape the research project (Prates 2003). The developing of the re
search stage in the research cycle or research movement (Minayo and de 
1999), involves systematizing the intended phenomena subject to investi
gation, along with clarifying through reflection why this focus is neces
sary. Through outlining the methodological options, values, procedures, 
data collection and approach to data analysis, the researcher clarifies 
their intention and the reasons for which they have embarked on this re
search journey. Beyond direct work with those with whom social work is 
engaged, this requires ongoing professional dialogue, peer reviewed pub
lications, conferences, and professional supervision. The development 
and promotion of professional capacity to undertake research and en
courage research informed practice is, therefore, not only crucial but a 
significant task. Silva (2015) argues that this task should include the cre
ation of social work intellectuals who are ‘intellectually poorly behaved’, 
politically adept and practically committed to detailed, ‘literate’ descrip
tion which may be viewed as both researchers and practitioners.

Marx and Engels (1993), in exploring alienated labour in the first 
Manuscript, reflected on the possible methods of investigation, while be
ing critical of political economy. Marx’s method comprises a dialectical 
movement commencing from an ontological conception of social reality, 
wherein the social being creates their own objective and subjective con
ditions of existence and, hence, the theory, method and social immediate 
and visible experience constitute a methodological unit (Pimentel e Silva 
2019: 34). Marx contended that the abstract forms used to presuppose 
private property did not consider the understanding of the laws which 
shaped it, nor how they are the result of private property (Marx and 
Engels 1993: 158). This was stressed, through manufacturing the recogni
tion of its negation (Marx and Engels 1993: 158), in which the intercon
nections within this movement are clear, meaning that we should 
consider the economic context of both our research and the phenomena 
which is being investigated. The premises from which we start our re
search is, therefore, not arbitrary, nor dogmatic, but real foundations 
from which abstraction can begin must be made in the imagination. 
These comprise the actual individuals who are the subjects, their activity, 
and the material conditions under which they live, which include those 
that already exist, along with those produced by their actions (Marx and 
Engels 1993: 26). The strength of this research approach is that the 
depth of the research undertaken, is intrinsic connected to social reality, 
along with its aim to directly promote transformation in society. 
Important is the commitment not only to clarity of the objectives of the 
study, which are limited to knowing, unveiling, and identifying. We be
lieve that these potentially limited objectives are neither sufficient nor 
the end point of the process. Only knowing or understanding is insuffi
cient, rather we need to clearly identify what it is we want to know and 
the purpose of that understanding. By making this explicit, we provide 
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visibility, and commitment which supports strategies, policies, contributes 
to the strengthening of subjects of the research, and the demystification 
of stigmas. These ultimately contribute to supporting or encouraging im
provement, change, and transformation in our society. This informs the 
development of professional intervention strategies and approaches.

The results of research should not only be concerned with the produc
tion of knowledge but also to highlight the movements which have been 
elicited by the process of research. It, therefore, recognizes and pro
motes the potential for research to trigger organization and educational 
action, which is considered as equally important to obtaining data which 
provides information on the social phenomenon being investigated. In 
this way, the investigation always retains the potential to engage inter
vention, especially for professions such as social work. From this per
spective, collective collection resulting from the research process can 
produce broader results. Similarly, the use of research instruments, such 
as questionnaires or interviews, also have the potential to enable the 
subjects of that research, to reflect and problematize aspects of their 
lives or living conditions, underlying the plurality of those aspects that 
make up the immediate and visible totality (Prates 2003). We should, 
therefore, encourage research dissemination which is undertaken in col
laboration with and alongside those participants in the research process. 
Social work education must, therefore, equip students with the tools to 
critically examine society, including structural theories, political econ
omy, and participatory methods. Practice placements should include ac
tivist organizations and community-led initiatives—not only statutory 
agencies. So too professional associations and journals should support 
critical scholarship and create space for political discourse. A vibrant in
tellectual culture is essential to resist the pressures of managerialism and 
technocracy.

In practice social work is challenged to review and reflect on the ex
pression of universality, along with the specific detail and the context of 
the phenomena being investigated, all of which occur within an ongoing 
process of societal change. This social change includes the restructuring 
of living and working conditions, precarity, globalization, marketization, 
and efforts to dismantle the welfare state. The latter is important as it 
indicates the consolidation of growing global right-wing policies does not 
suggest a current stage of consolidation. Ensuring support for interven
tion is important, as consideration of the contradictions highlighted by 
the subject(s), can be used to analyse the subject’s reality. Our reflec
tions and discussions of the research process, enables visibility to these 
contradictions, facilitates further reflection and enables this contradiction 
to form part of any proposed intervention. Consequently, these catego
ries of contradiction should not be viewed in isolation, but form part of 
historical context and interconnection, which in totality have the poten
tial to alter their meaning, especially as the sum may be greater than its 
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parts. This totality of meaning as part of the dialectical approach, pro
vides a further opportunity as well as options for intervention. And is, 
thus, a positive aspect of the method. Its richness and complexity provid
ing elements that help researchers unveil reality and guide interventional 
processes. Integrated research and practice are, therefore, crucial to un
derstand not only the problems the profession seeks to address but also 
the challenges for the profession, i.e., precarity, working conditions, why 
social workers are leaving the profession, etc. These are old challenges 
which we consider are new, making an understanding of the history of 
the profession important.

Conclusion

To achieve the ambition of the IFSW social work definition of being 
both practice-based profession and academic discipline which advances 
social change and development, promotes social cohesion, and the em
powerment and liberation of people; along with being committed to the 
principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and re
spect for diversities (IFSW 2014), requires the adoption of new and radi
cal approaches that enable an understanding of practice within the 
context of the capitalist economic system. Social work practice in this 
paradigm, therefore, rejects suggestions of axiological neutrality of the 
research methods and procedures which are forged through abstract the
ories of knowledge which tend to violate the movement of the historical, 
economic, social, political, and cultural forces by imposing notions of 
logic which do not fully capture the full logic of the phenomena being 
studied and to support professional and social praxis.

The proposed integral practice research method supports both theori
zation and practice based on the reflection-action movement, enabling 
the articulation of multiple conditioning factors, namely: historical, eco
nomic, social, political, and cultural. This recognition of the need for a 
continued process of research, reflection and intervention provides a 
core to the radical research methodology to enable transformation for 
the lived reality of our communities. Therefore, it promotes the ongoing 
engagement with the social, while also supporting the emancipatory 
forces to stimulate and strengthen the autonomy of subjects and groups. 
The emphasis on information disclosure, access to knowledge and de
mocratization, all of which are fundamental to the participative and 
emancipatory processes that are inherent to the research approach. This 
methodology and the inherent notions of nonconformity, align with the 
professions commitment to address exploitation, exclusion, expropria
tion, subjugation, and alienation and seek a more just world (Prates 
2003). The implications of this approach are not only at national level, 
but that as an international profession we should vigorously support and 
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encourage the teaching and use of radical methodologies, so that we are 
mindful of the processes that create and maintain individual and social 
distress globally.
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