
35VOLUME 31 • NUMBER 4 • 2019 AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND SOCIAL WORK

ORIGINAL ARTICLE
QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

A survey of social workers in Aotearoa 
New Zealand about their professional use 
of social media

CORRESPONDENCE TO:
Deb Stanfield
stanfield.deb@gmail.com

AOTEAROA
NEW ZEALAND SOCIAL 
WORK 31(4), 35–47.

Deb Stanfield, Independent Practitioner, New Zealand 

Social media has become almost invisible 
in the extent to which it has infiltrated 
society. The term ubiquitous is used by 
many to describe the phenomenon, which 
perhaps only just captures the pervasive 
power of social media, and how quickly 
it has consumed us (Jenkins, Clinton, 
Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel, 2009; 
Wolf & Goldkind, 2016). The social media 
platforms of Facebook and Twitter, although 

only in existence since the mid-2000s, have 
penetrated our personal lives, our politics 
and professional relationships so deeply 
they have transformed how we relate to 
each other, and how we gain and share 
knowledge.

Social workers, alongside their human service 
colleagues, have been formally interested in the 
use of computers and information systems in 

ABSTRACT 

INTRODUCTION: The aim of this article is to report findings from a survey which provides an 
overall beginning picture of how Aotearoa New Zealand social workers operate in their social 
media landscape, and an account of their opinions and attitudes about the professional social 
work use of social media.

METHODS: A self-administered internet survey which sits within the context of a mixed 
methods research design, gathered broad, shallow, mainly quantitative data (QUAN-qual) from 
342 Aotearoa New Zealand social workers about their professional participation in social media. 
Using Likert-type scales and multiple-choice questions, information was sought about the social 
work experience (behaviour, opinions/attitudes) of using social media for professional reasons, 
including motivations, limitations and challenges. 

FINDINGS: Fewer than half of the respondents reported using social media for professional 
reasons, and there was reticence amongst participants about the professional value of 
social media. Concerns about privacy, security and ethical issues were presented as primary 
limitations to the use of social media by both users and non-users—however, non-users were 
more likely to be prevented by their employers from using social media and, on average, 
maintained a more neutral stance regarding their interest in using it. 

CONCLUSION: The analysis of findings from this survey offer insight into areas of potential 
development, leadership and research regarding social worker use of social media in this 
country.
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practice for at least 30 years, when the Human 
Services in Technology Association (husITa) 
held its inaugural conference (Ballantyne, 
Wong, & Morgan, 2017). Since this time, and 
particularly since the genesis of social media 
via the development of Web 2.0 in 2004, 
social work research and writing about social 
media has slowly developed internationally, 
especially in the realm of ethics, and social 
work education (Kellsey & Taylor, 2016; 
Maidment, 2005; Stanfield, 2019; Westwood, 
2014; Wretman & Macy, 2016). The novelty 
of social media has provided a “wide open” 
space for social work research, with multiple 
questions continuing to accumulate about 
practice relevance, professionalism, technical 
and ethical competence.

The first reference to Aotearoa New Zealand 
social work and the internet was published 
in 2001 by a lone social work academic 
(O’Donoghue, 2001), who offered a review 
of international social work websites which, 
at the time, included networking sites, tips, 
guides, access to information, resources, 
discussion forums and sites which marketed 
educational institutions and agency services. 
An argument was made for expanding 
internet use by Aotearoa New Zealand 
social workers and their professional 
organisations, suggesting that, in addition 
to a number of professional benefits, not 
to do so would “potentially run the future 
risk of our unique professional identity 
and bicultural critical reflective practitioner 
model being threatened again from the 
dominant discourse of the North Western 
Hemisphere cultures” (O’Donoghue, 2001, 
p. 47). There is recognition in this article of 
the potential practice value of the internet 
for social workers, and a recommendation 
for the critical use of technology to avoid 
its dominance over the centrality of human 
relationships so important to social work.

A guest blog series on a Aotearoa 
New Zealand social work research blogsite 
in 2013 and 2014 served to revive the 
topic of social media for social workers 
in this country, inviting social workers to 
strongly consider the relevance of social 

media to their profession, citing the high 
use of social media by New Zealanders 
generally as inspiration, and offering tips 
and support to those wishing to use social 
media professionally (Ballantyne, 2013a, 
2013b, 2014). This blogger made an anecdotal 
observation that Aotearoa New Zealand 
social workers are less visible as professional 
users of social media compared with their 
peers from other developed countries. 
This was apparent despite the fact that 
New Zealanders generally used social 
media at a rate equivalent to other countries 
(Crothers, Smith, Urale, & Bell, 2015).

A closed Facebook group was started in 2014 
for social workers in Aotearoa New Zealand 
(SWANZ) which became the subject of an 
exploratory case study, generating insight 
into what Aotearoa New Zealand social 
workers value about the professional use of 
social media, and what problems or issues 
they encountered in its use (Stanfield, Beddoe, 
Ballantyne, Lowe, & Renata, 2017). Findings 
from this project, and an earlier one which 
considered the place of professional identity 
in social work use of social media (Stanfield 
& Beddoe, 2016), both aligned with what was 
being reported in the international literature, 
namely that social media offers social workers 
the opportunity to network, gain access to 
professional knowledge and to participate 
in debate and activism. Social media also 
introduces complex challenges around ethics, 
privacy and other professional issues (Boddy & 
Dominelli, 2016; Chan, 2016; McAuliffe & 
Nipperess, 2017; Reamer, 2017; Taylor, 
2017). It was clear from these small studies 
that Aotearoa New Zealand social workers 
faced similar interests and challenges to their 
colleagues in other western jurisdictions. 

The self-administered internet survey 
reported in this article was administered to 
social workers in Aotearoa New Zealand in 
2014. Its intent was to build on the limited 
local social work knowledge about how 
social workers in Aotearoa New Zealand 
were participating professionally in social 
media, and to explore opinions about the 
value of social media to the social work 
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profession, and its perceived benefits and 
barriers. It also sought views about the need 
for further education or training related to 
competent and effective use of social media 
by social workers.

Method

Survey participants were drawn from the 
membership of Aotearoa New Zealand 
Association of Social Workers (ANZASW), 
a voluntary professional organisation 
that provides competency assessment 
and advocacy services to social workers. 
Approval to survey its membership was 
granted by the Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO) of ANZASW, and an email invitation 
to participate in the research was sent to 
all members. This invitation included a 
description of the research, participant 
information sheet, and a link to the survey 
landing page. The survey was run for three 
months and participation was taken as 
consent. The study received ethical approval 
from the University of Auckland Human 
Participants Ethics Committee (UAHPEC).

 Survey design

The self-administered survey was used to 
seek broad, shallow, mainly quantitative 
data from social workers in Aotearoa 
New Zealand about their professional 
use of social media, and their opinions 
about the usefulness of social media to 
the profession. The survey questionnaire, 
distributed using SurveyMonkey began 
with a brief definition of social media 
supported with examples of well-known 
platforms (for example Facebook, Twitter, 
LinkedIn, blogs), and using Likert-type 
scales and multiple-choice questions, 
sought information about the social work 
experience (behaviour, opinions, attitudes) 
of using social media for professional 
reasons, including motivations, limitations 
and challenges. The survey was pilot-
tested on two occasions to ensure clarity 
of language, smooth technical functioning, 
and to confirm the survey would take 
approximately five minutes to complete. 
Table 1 illustrates how participants were 
moved through the survey:

Table 1. Survey Questions

Do you use social media for professional social work reasons?

YES  NO 
How frequently do you use social media for professional social work 
reasons? (multiple choice)

What prevents you from using social media for professional social 
work reasons? (multiple choice and comment)

Why do you use social media for professional social work reasons? 
(multiple choice and comment)

How satisfied are you with your use of social media for professional 
social work reasons? (Likert scale)
5 = very satisfied, 1 = very dissatisfied

How important is social media to you in your professional role as a 
social worker? (Likert scale)
5 = very important, 1 = very unimportant

How interested are you in using social media for professional social 
work reasons? (Likert scale)
5 = very interested, 1 = very disinterested

How satisfied are you with your use of social media for professional 
reasons? (Likert scale)
5 = very satisfied, 1 = very dissatisfied

What prevents you from using social media for professional social 
work reasons more than you currently do? (multiple choice and 
comment)

Which social media activity do you engage in as a professional 
social worker? (multiple choice and comment)
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Participants

The survey data of 310 social workers were 
analysed for this research, representing just 
under 10% of the membership of ANZASW 
of which there were 3430 members at the 
time the survey was distributed (ANZASW, 
2013). There were 4029 registered social 
workers in Aotearoa New Zealand when 
this survey was run (Social Workers 
Registration Board (SWRB), 2013); however, 
as registration was not then mandatory in 
Aotearoa New Zealand, it was difficult to 
establish how many people in this country 
were employed as social workers, a title that 
the SWRB has only recently succeeded 
in protecting via a drive for mandatory 
registration under the Social Workers 
Registration Act 2003 (SWRB, 2019). 
Acknowledging the debate at the time of the 
survey around the unprotected title of social 
worker (and therefore its definition), it is fair 
to say that the 3430 members of ANZASW 

offered a reasonable representation of 4029 
registered social workers practising in 
Aotearoa New Zealand during the period 
over which this survey was distributed.

Additionally, comparison of the age 
and gender demographic information 
of ANZASW with that of the survey 
participants shows that distribution 
of survey participants represents the 
population of interest. Survey participants 
could choose from seven age groups, and 
descriptive statistics suggest that the average 
age group of the survey respondents was 45 
to 54 years (m = 4.08, SD = 1.17). The average 
age group of the ANZASW membership was 
46 to 55 years (m = 4, SD = 1.1). The survey 
was also closely representative in terms 
of gender, with approximately 83% being 
female and 17% male. These figures reflect 
the aging demographic and the skewed 
gender balance of the social work profession 

ALL RESPONDENTS


Opinion Rating (Likert scales)

5 = strongly agree, 1 = strongly disagree

Social workers should be competent in the use of social media

Social workers should make professional use of social media 

Social workers should be offered training on how to use social media safely

Social workers should be offered training on the potential professional uses of social media

Please offer your opinion about the usefulness of social media to each of the following professional social work activities:(professional 
development, research, networking, advocacy, service delivery, info sharing)
5 = very useful, 1 = not useful at all

Do you use social media for personal reasons? (Y N)

Demographics

Which age group to you belong to?

Which ethnic group(s) do you belong to?

What is your gender?

Which category represents the number of years you have practised as a social worker? 

Further comments
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in Aotearoa at the time of the study. 
Demographic data about ethnicity were 
collected from the survey; however, because 
of the significant differences in how the data 
were collected, it is difficult to demonstrate 
statistically how representative the survey 
sample was in relation to the ANZASW 
membership.

Survey analysis

All data were exported from SurveyMonkey 
into IBM SPSS 24 (2015). Two separate 
datasets were created for those who specified 
that they use social media for social work 
purposes (Dataset A) and those who do not 
(Dataset B). Data checking and cleaning was 
carried out separately on each dataset. Final 
datasets for analysis contained 144 cases 
(users) and 166 cases (non-users), with a total 
of 310 participants. 

To capture the significance of the data 
gathered via this survey, statistical analysis 
included measures of central tendency and 
frequency distribution. Bivariate analysis 
explored the relationship between the 
demographics of the respondents, and their 
use of social media, by cross-tabulating 
variables. And comparisons were made 
between specific sets of data; for example, 
a comparison between those who use social 
media and those who do not in relation 
to their views about its usefulness and 
importance to the social work profession. 
Qualitative comments were arranged into 
themes, and a selection of comments are 
presented in the findings below, allowing 
for a more contextual interpretation of the 
quantitative data (Bryman & Cramer, 2005; 
Fink, 2003). 

 Findings

Social media use

As described earlier, of the 310 social 
workers surveyed, less than half (46.5%) 
declared they used social media for 
professional purposes (n = 144). These 
participants were asked about the frequency 

of this use, and descriptive statistics for 
this question suggest that, on average, 
respondents used social media between 
once a week and a few times a week 
(m = 4.7, SD = 1.7). Use of social media, 
therefore, was interpreted as being part of 
a regular routine with a sustained rather 
than casual or ad hoc interest in what was 
happening in their social media worlds. Just 
over 12% of respondents used social media 
every day, and approximately one quarter of 
respondents used social media once a month 
or less. Just over half of the social workers 
who identified as social media users (n = 78), 
used it for professional networking reasons, 
whereas just over a quarter (n = 40) used it in 
relation to direct work with clients. 
(See Table 2 below). Participants were 
invited to comment on their reasons for 
using social media, and these answers 
included using social media to connect with 
students, to look for educational resources, to 
connect with or locate missing young people, 
birth families or adopted people. Social 
media was also used to communicate with 
families and agencies, to locate resources for 
clients, and gather information about current 
events or issues.

Over half of the survey respondents (53.5%) 
declared they did not use social media 
for professional purposes (n = 166). These 
respondents were asked to indicate their 
interest in doing so. Descriptive statistics for 
this question indicate that, on average, non-
users of social media for professional reasons 
were neither interested nor disinterested in 

Table 2. Reasons for Using Social Media 

Reasons Frequency Percent

Professional networking 78 55%

Information sharing 69 49%

Research 66 47%

Professional 
development

65 46%

Client work 40 28%

Advocacy 24 17%
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using it professionally (m = 3.08, SD = 1.22). 
This neutral stance offers some insight 
into the desire of non-social media users to 
become engaged; however, it is also useful 
to consider the cumulative percentage 
figures to further understand the responses. 
Approximately one third of respondents 
were actively disinterested (33.2%), and 
almost half of the respondents (46.3%) were 
actively interested; approximately 20% took 
a neutral stance in this regard, indicating 
a level of indifference and/or cautious 
openness.

Most participants (almost 70%) were over 
the age of 45; 30% under the age of 45, and 
8% under the age of 34. A non-significant 
relationship was found between the age of 
respondents, and the professional use of 
social media (X2 (2.6) = 4, p = .63,ns). The 
main difference between users and non-users 
of social media and age group was found 
in the category containing respondents 
over the age of 65, who represent just over 
8% of all survey respondents (n = 26). One 
third of participants over the age of 65 use 
social media for professional purposes, and 
although the small sample number deters 
us from generalising the findings, anecdotal 
comments from respondents reflect a 
commonly held belief that older people 
are less frequent/competent users of social 
media.

Participants were asked about their personal 
use of social media to understand the 
potential relationship between personal 
and professional use of social media 
for social workers. The results showed 
that 91.5% (n = 130) of respondents who 
described themselves as using social media 
professionally, used social media personally, 
and that 68% (n = 115) of those who did not 
use social professionally, used social media 
personally. There were a small number of 
respondents (n = 12) who professed to using 
social media on a professional basis only.

Those who used social media personally 
constituted nearly 80% of the survey 
respondents (n = 245). At the time of this 

survey nine out of 10 New Zealanders used 
the internet, 81% thought the internet was 
an important way to find information, 60% 
read blogs, 65% used social networking 
sites (Crothers, Gibson, Smith, Bell, & 
Miller, 2014, p. 17). Although it is difficult 
to compare the data from these two 
sources given the use of language (social 
media; internet), a rough correlation can 
be observed between the number of social 
workers in this study who used social 
media, and that of the general population 
of Aotearoa New Zealand. 

Barriers to social media use

The key features of social media identified in 
the literature thought to hinder or challenge 
its use generally relate to various types 
of risk (privacy, reputational, security, 
ethical), to lack of time or knowledge and 
to employment-related factors. Survey 
participants were offered these factors as 
possible limitations (users of social media) or 
barriers (non-users of social media) and were 
prompted to choose one or more answers to 
the question about what limited or prevented 
them from using social media professionally 
(see Table 3). 

Concern about privacy dominated the 
response to this question, indicating that 

Table 3. Limiting and Preventive Factors: Users and 
Non-users of Professional Social Media

Barriers Users

 n = 144

Non-users 

n = 166

Privacy risk 55.6% 57.8%

Time constraints 40.3% 30.7%

Security risk 37.5% 38.6%

Ethical issues 31.9% 34.3%

Lack of knowledge 27.8% 21%

Employer says no 22.9% 32%

Reputational risk 18.1% 20%

No employer guidance 14.6% 30%

Lack of internet access 11.8% 7.8%
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over half of the social workers responding 
to this survey were constrained by this 
perceived or real risk, and the data 
presented from both users and non-
users of social media were similar in this 
respect. The same pattern was observed for 
concerns about security risk, reputational 
risk and ethical concerns, with both users 
and non-users putting similar weight 
on those factors. Comments were made 
regarding the ethical implications of 
social media in direct client work, one 
commenting that they would only use 
it in situations of limited confidentiality 
(i.e., safety), and another stating a wish 
to safeguard client confidentiality (i.e., 
what they might post on Facebook). One 
survey participant expressed no faith in 
being able to manage risks presented by 
social media while others highlighted risks 
inherent in social media including concern 
about ethical boundaries and fear of posted 
content being misused or misquoted.

Time constraints featured as a significant 
preventive factor for all participants—
however, it was more of an issue for users 
(40.3%) than for non-users (30.7%)—possibly 
explained by the reality of social media 
being more apparent to users; therefore, the 
experience of time consumption was a more 
obvious constraining factor. There was also 
a difference between users and non-users 
in relation to how lack of knowledge about 
social media acted as a hindrance. A total of 
21% of non-users saw this as a barrier to use, 
whereas a higher number of users (27.8%) 
cited it as a limitation. Again, this may be 
a result of users having experienced the 
complexity of social media, therefore being 
more cognizant of the knowledge required to 
use it well:

I would love to use social media more 
in my work as I work with teenagers 
and that is their world. I see that my 
limitation is my lack of knowledge, I have 
a very supportive working environment 
where we are all working to enhance our 
technological knowledge as we see this is 
crucial in our work.

Furthermore, non-users were more likely 
to be affected by lack of employer guidance 
(30%) than were users (14.6%), and non-
users were more likely to be advised by their 
employers not to use social media (30%) 
than those who used it (22.9%). Related 
to this, one participant commented on the 
desire for professional guidance in social 
media use: “I would be really interested in 
thoughts around the possibilities of adding 
‘professional use of social media’ as part of 
a competency requirement with ANZASW/
SWRB.” Several comments were made 
about the organisational barriers to 
professional social media use: “I only do 
social work from my place of work, and 
social media is NOT allowed on work 
computers.” A further comment illuminates 
the reality of this for some:

In the context of using social media at 
work, this is a no-no. Access to social 
media is banned/blocked. I am however 
linked to ANZASW through Facebook at 
home and the social action sites and use 
these to keep up knowledge...learning 
and development I guess...in my own 
time however.

The above comment, made by a non-user 
of social media highlights the grey area 
between the professional and the personal 
in the social media space, and the difference 
between individual and organisational 
perceptions of the value of social media. 
It could indicate that social workers who 
used social media at home to extend and 
develop themselves as social workers, did 
not describe it as a professional use because 
it was not supported by their employer, or 
used in the workplace. It is very difficult, 
therefore, to fully understand how social 
workers differentiate between professional 
and personal use of social media. The 
following comment highlights this dilemma 
further:

I use my personal social media for 
professional reasons. Networking, 
advocacy and information sharing. 
I find it challenging to consider how 
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to keep my personal and professional 
life separate in this context (i.e., My 
Facebook “friends” who should really 
be professional contacts).

In addition to grappling with issues related 
to personal and professional boundaries, 
participants also identified the lack of 
relevance to their work as a limiting factor to 
social media use:

I think there would need to be a clear 
purpose, so far it has not come up as 
a need or something that could be 
appropriate in my role.

Other limitations identified in the comments 
include lack of faith in the veracity and 
usefulness of information found on social 
media. 

From the user dataset, a very small number 
of participants (n = 11, 7.5%) said that nothing 
prevented them from using social media, 
indicating how very few participants had 
an experience of using social media free of 
limitations or worries. The following comment 
highlights the enthusiasm with which one 
participant embraced social media, perhaps 
illustrating the experience of this minority:

I believe social media use is imperative 
for social work because there are various 
movements overseas, e.g., against sexual 
assault, against male entitlement and 
misogyny, for indigenous rights, LGBT 
rights and marriage equality, economic 
equality, self-care (e.g., mindfulness 
meditation, yoga), against organisational 
and corporate oppression, as well as a 
huge diversity of spiritual communities 
and training attended by people from all 
over the world. If NZ social workers are 
not using social media, we are not part of 
the worldwide social change movement 
and the valuable networking that is 
available to help us to connect clients 
with resources.

Respondents were prompted to offer 
comments in response to the question about 

their interest in using social media. Of the 
eight comments, all but one expressed 
uncertainty and/or a desire for more 
information before engaging in social media 
use. As representative of these comments, 
one participant expressed: “social media 
needs to be a safe and responsible option, but 
I don’t have enough information to decide as 
I have limited information [as to] what the 
possibilities are.” Two single comments were 
made to express more extreme opinions; one 
a belief that social media is “essential for 
modern practitioners,” the other saying they 
“don’t think social media can help.”

Opinions about professional social 
media use

All survey participants were prompted to 
answer the same set of questions seeking 
their opinions about, and attitudes towards, 
social worker use of social media. These 
included questions about the potential and 
value of social media to the social work 
profession, and about the need for further 
knowledge and training (see Table 1). 
Participants were asked to use a five-point 
Likert scale of response alternatives between 
strongly agree (5) and strongly disagree (1) to 
rate their opinions and attitudes. In order 
to best understand and compare the data 
collected from these questions, the mean was 
calculated for each question and compared 
between datasets (see Table 4 ). 

It is clear from this table that participants 
essentially offered at least a basic agreement 
with each statement about professional social 
media use. Those statements generating a 
stronger level of agreement were related to 
training about the safety of social media, 
and its potential for use. Participants were, 
on average, less enthusiastic about the idea 
that social workers should use social media, 
however, they agreed that competence was 
important, either to the profession generally, 
or as an expectation of all social workers.

The comment offered by the participant 
below helps to understand the difference 
in the level of agreement between opinions 
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related to the need for social workers to use 
social media, and the need for training. 

I think if people are using social media 
they need to be well trained in it but 
I do not see social media as necessary. 
I acknowledge that I am one of the few!

Regardless of this participant’s perception of 
being in a minority regarding their position, 
it suggests an “inevitability” of social media 
use, and a corresponding requirement for it 
to be used professionally. Overall, these data 
indicate a general desire of social workers for 
training to be offered in the professional use 
of social media and there is little difference 
noted between means and standard 
deviations across categories.

The use and non-use of social media by 
the respondents to this survey resulted in 
data that essentially divided the survey 
respondents in half. Gaining insight into the 
attitudes and thinking behind these decisions 
was one of the goals of this survey and it 
was useful to compare the opinions between 
users and non-users about the professional 
importance of social media. This was achieved 
by cross-tabulating the data collected from 
users and non-users of social media. Results 
found, for example, that non-users of social 
media disagreed more than users with the 
statement that competent use of social media 
is important to the social work profession, 
and a significant relationship was found in 
this regard (X2 (4) = 39.78, p <.01). The survey 

also sought opinion about the importance of 
training for social workers in the potential 
uses of social media and cross-tabulating 
data from this question found that users of 
social media were more likely to value the 
importance of training than non-users 
(X2 (4) = 21.7, p <.01). Although these were 
expected results, they were important 
questions to put to the data. Given the number 
of limitations to professional social media 
use cited in the literature, and the degree to 
which all survey participants experienced 
these limitations, it could not be assumed that 
opinions about professional importance are 
linked to actual social media use.

Discussion

The social workers in Aotearoa New Zealand 
who responded to this survey were almost 
equally split as to their use or non-use of 
social media for professional purposes. This 
describes a generally ambivalent, possibly 
divided profession in 2014. Although some 
respondents saw social media as a “way 
forward,” expressing the need for social 
workers to “become social media competent 
to survive,” others expressed uncertainty 
about social media or, further, a dismissal of 
its use by social workers. They cited lack of 
employer support and ethical concerns as key 
limitations and perceived a risk to face-to-face 
relationships as expressed by this respondent:

There are so many ethical dilemmas 
that surround social media. It is not 

Table 4. Opinion and Attitude Towards Professional Social Media Use: Comparison of Mean and SD (n = 310)

Survey Questions Mean (M) Standard Deviation (SD)

Competent social media use is important to the profession 3.25 1.218

Social workers should be trained in how to use social 
media safely

3.77 1.120

Social workers should make professional use of social 
media

2.92 1.129

Social workers should be competent in their use of social 
media

3.27 1.164

Social workers should be trained in the potential use of 
social media

3.79 1.101
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safe and could have the tendency to 
eliminate face to face contact. This 
reduces the human factor.

Extreme positions are common in the face of 
novelty, and polarised opinion is a feature of 
current social media analysis (Fuchs, 2017). 
Social media at once offers the strength 
of accessibility but with questions about 
quality, the usefulness as a practice tool 
but with questions about ethics. Polarity of 
opinion also leads to a level of indecisiveness 
and uncertainty which may explain why 
the survey participants, when asked for 
their opinions about social media, offered 
an overwhelmingly neutral response with 
very little standard deviation. Overall, the 
impression left by the voices of participants 
in this study is that of overall uncertainty, 
and sense of being in the midst of change, as 
illustrated by the following final comment:

I work for CYF [statutory child protection 
agency], my answers may change 
radically as CYF are due to roll out iPads 
& iPhones, & to update policies & access 
to social media.

The preceding comment is worthy of 
exploration five years on, leading as it 
does to a natural curiosity about whether 
answers to this survey would be radically 
different today. Other indicators, such as 
the increased general use of social media 
in Aotearoa New Zealand (International 
Telecommunications Union, 2017) and the 
growing quantity of social work writing 
and research (Stanfield, 2019) go some way 
to support an argument that professional 
social media use amongst social workers has 
increased since this time. Further research 
is required to confirm this hypothesis. 
However, regardless of this being the 
case, questions continue to exist about 
the experience of social workers “on the 
ground.” For example, referring again to the 
above participant comment: how are social 
media devices like iPads actually being used, 
how have policies and ethical guidelines 
been updated to support their use, and 
how has organisational access to social 

media for social workers changed?  While 
these new questions are being investigated, 
questions arising from the findings of the 
survey reported in this article continue to be 
unanswered and worthy of addressing. 

For example, findings suggest social 
workers were seeking guidance and 
leadership regarding professional use of 
social media. Since the survey was run, the 
SWRB, the regulatory authority for social 
workers in Aotearoa New Zealand, has 
included a limited guide to social media 
use in its revised Code of Conduct (SWRB, 
2016). The ANZASW is this country’s 
voluntary professional body which provides 
membership competency assessment, 
advocacy services, and online professional 
development opportunities for members 
(ANZASW, 2013). The association amended 
its practice standards in 2014, requiring that 
members are “able to evidence safe and 
ethical and competent use of digital and 
internet technology, in both personal and 
professional circumstances (ANZASW, 2014, 
p. 8). This standard is not accompanied by a 
social media guide, however. The recognition 
by SWRB and ANZASW that internet 
technology and social media use is relevant to 
practice is helpful—however, social workers 
in this survey asked for robust guidance and 
training in its application, thus offering a 
clear, ongoing mandate to our professional 
organisation and regulatory body.

This mandate extends to social work 
employers. Considering the complexity of 
professional identity in a social media space, 
it is hardly surprising that more than half of 
the survey respondents felt constrained by 
concern about privacy, and the same anxiety 
appears to exist within organisations, as 
evidenced by the number of respondents 
deterred from using social media at work by 
their employers. This type of policy is used 
to manage organisational reputation and risk 
and highlights the role organisations play in 
influencing boundaries between personal and 
private use of social media. In addition, use of 
social media in direct practice appears to be 
where the greatest uncertainty lies for social 
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workers and social service organisations. Of 
those survey respondents using social media 
professionally, only 28% disclosed using it 
in direct practice and all survey respondents 
on average agreed that it was useful in this 
aspect of their work—but with less conviction 
than for any other professional use of social 
media. This reality confirms the need for 
leadership and support from social work 
employers which, for consistency and best 
practice, would be done in collaboration 
with the ethical and professional guidance of 
ANZASW and SWRB.

There was overall agreement from those 
surveyed that training is important, both in 
the competent use of social media, and in 
its potential professional applications. This 
suggests that both practising social workers 
and social work students would benefit from 
such training and education.  In addition, 
nearly half the social workers who used social 
media responded in the survey that they did 
so for professional development. Roughly 
the same percentage said they used social 
media for research purposes, information 
sharing and professional networking—all 
arguably professional development activities. 
The average opinion of survey respondents 
about the usefulness of social media for these 
activities was between useful and very useful. 
These findings suggest that social workers 
were open to using social media for training 
and professional development purposes, 
offering a clear message to their employers, 
qualifying and professional bodies that 
opportunities in this regard were important 
and relevant to social workers. 

Conclusion

Social media is complex, and its use in 
the professional realm is contested across 
a range of human services (Susskind & 
Susskind, 2015). Its complexity for social 
work is influenced by the unique identity 
and mandate of the profession, as well as the 
cultural and national context in which it is 
practised (boyd, 2011; Stanfield & Beddoe, 
2016; Turner, 2016). For example, Aotearoa 
New Zealand social work is imbedded in a 

bicultural context, guided by the principles 
of Te Tiriti o Waitangi, thus creating a unique 
practice environment and cultural identity 
which strongly influences the practice of 
social work in this country. Alongside this, 
there is a growing collection of Aotearoa New 
Zealand writing about social media from an 
indigenous perspective. There is exploration, 
for example, into how the identity of Aotearoa 
New Zealand Māori is affected by use of 
social networking sites, the role social media 
plays in the development of cultural identity 
(Muhamad-Brandner, 2010), and about how 
rangatahi (adolescent) Māori use social media 
(O’Carroll, 2013a). A further study by the 
same author found that using social media 
to facilitate whānau connections contributed 
to overall whānau well-being and enhanced 
ability to engage in kaupapa whanaungatanga 
(translated directly to mean connectedness 
around a common purpose) (O’Carroll, 
2013b). An additional contribution of note 
relates to the concept of e-whanaungatanga 
(translated directly to mean connectedness 
via the internet), and the role of social media 
in Māori political participation (Waitoa, 
Scheyvens, & Warren, 2015).

These research examples go some way to 
highlight the need for advancement in our 
understanding of the many environments 
within which social media (and the internet) 
are situated, how this influences our 
experience of engaging with social media, 
and the implications of this engagement. It 
is argued that social work has an inherent 
responsibility to advance this knowledge. 
The advantages of the global nature of the 
internet and social media are many, but the 
disadvantages related to the power of this 
reality are significant, and inherent in this are 
many risks including the subjugation of the 
needs of local and vulnerable populations. 
The study reported in this article offers 
broad findings about how social workers 
in this corner of the world use and view 
social media, and general insight into 
decision making behind this; however, 
deeper qualitative exploration is required to 
understand more fully the many factors that 
influence these behaviours and attitudes. 
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Social service agencies, professional and 
regulatory bodies in Aotearoa New Zealand 
require this deep understanding so as to 
develop policy and support packages unique 
to this country, to the nature of social work 
service delivery and to the people it serves. 
Methodology that supports this exploration 
may yield findings useful to those exploring 
similar questions in other parts of the world, 
and a collaborative effort in this regard 
would serve to critically challenge the impact 
of social media on society and the power it 
wields. 
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