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Sustainable Social Work: An Environmental Justice Framework for Social Work Education 

 

Samantha Teixeira & Amy Krings  

Environmental degradation is not experienced by all populations equally; hazardous and toxic 

waste sites, resource contamination (e.g., exposure to pesticides), air pollution, and numerous 

other forms of environmental degradation disproportionately affect low income and minority 

communities. The communities most affected by environmental injustices are often the same 

communities where social workers are entrenched in service provision at the individual, family, 

and community level. In this article, we use a global social work paradigm to describe practical 

ways in which environmental justice content can be infused in the training and education of 

social workers across contexts in order to prepare professionals with the skills to respond to ever-

increasing global environmental degradation. We discuss ways for social work educators to 

integrate and frame environmental concerns and their consequences for vulnerable populations 

using existing social work models and perspectives to improve the social work profession’s 

ability to respond to environmental injustices. There are significant social work implications; 

social workers need to adapt and respond to contexts that shape our practice, including 

environmental concerns that impact the vulnerable and oppressed populations that we serve.  

The social work profession utilizes the ‘person in the environment’ (PIE) perspective to 

understand individual and community level problems. However, the profession has largely 

defined this environmental perspective solely through the lens of the social environment, despite 

a great deal of knowledge that the built and natural environments are related to health and well-

being (Coates & Gray, 2012; Kemp, 2011; McKinnon, 2008; Miller, Hayward, & Shaw, 2012; 

Rogge, 1993; Zapf, 2009).  

There is a growing push for social workers to better understand the interdependence between 

people and their socio-cultural, economic, and physical environments (Dominelli, 2012; Hoff & 

Rogge, 1996; Kelley, 2011). These environmentally focused social workers have highlighted the 

profession’s role in simultaneously promoting environmental and social justice.  

In this article, we describe practical ways in which social work educators can infuse 

environmental justice principles and interventions into traditional social work training; 

recognizing the intersectionality of social and environmental inequality. We first provide a brief 

background to describe global environmental degradation, with an emphasis on how the 

distribution of environmental hazards disproportionately burdens the poor and racial minorities. 

Next, we present an original framework that integrates global social work standards with 

environmental justice principles. This framework, based on global standards for social work set 

forth by The International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) and the International 

Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW), includes four practice guideposts with 

illustrative case examples that can be used by educators to train social work students and 

practitioners. We conclude with a description of social work implications, in particular, the 

unique opportunity for social work professionals to bring our skills and perspectives to bear on 



environmental justice issues. Finally, we recommend that social workers adapt and respond to 

contexts that shape our practice, integrating environmental concerns that impact the vulnerable 

and oppressed populations that we serve.  

Background  

The issue of environmental degradation has seen increased global recognition among social 

service and health professionals after being highlighted as one of the United Nations’ (UN) 

Millennium Development Goals (United Nations, 2000). As part of this goal, the UN aims to 

support sustainable development policies and programs that stem the degradation of 

environmental resources including safe drinking water, firewood, and basic sanitation.  

Research suggests that environmental degradation does not impact all populations equally; low 

income and minority communities are more likely to be exposed to air, land, and water 

contamination, and are least equipped to mitigate the resulting harm to human health and the 

natural environment (Brown, 1995; Burger & Gochfeld, 2011; Mohai, Pellow, & Roberts, 2009). 

In part, this is why low-income racial minorities are more likely to live and work near toxic and 

hazardous facilities such as interstates, garbage facilities, and wastewater treatment plants 

(Austin & Schill, 1991; Mohai & Bryant, 1992). These types of noxious facilities – known as 

‘locally undesirable land uses’ or ‘LULUs’ – appear necessary to the broader society, but create 

environmental burdens and ultimately health impacts among host community residents.  

These land use decisions culminate in a phenomenon known as ‘environmental racism’ because 

communities with higher percentages of racial minorities are more likely to be exposed to 

pollution and toxic waste, bear the brunt of the mental and physical health hazards resulting from 

environmental degradation, and experience unique vulnerabilities (e.g., powerlessness, 

oppression) that leave them exposed to environmental hazards (Chavis, 1994; Holifield, 2001; 

Mohai & Bryant, 1992; Mohai et al., 2009). Because the health of host community residents is 

sacrificed while the broader society benefits, these places have described as ‘sacrifice zones’ 

(Lerner, 2010). The manner in which we distribute environmental benefits and sacrifice zones 

has serious implications for people’s physical and social well-being. Many global conflicts can 

be traced to issues of access to land, water, oil, and other natural resources.  

Environmental sustainability and environmental justice are two principles that can be applied to 

begin addressing these disparities. Sustainability is broadly defined as using natural resources 

necessary for human survival responsibly so that they will remain available for future 

generations (EPA, 2014). Environmental justice interventions aim to promote a safe, clean 

environment and meaningfully involve all people in policy and development decisions that affect 

their environment (EPA, 2014; Mohai & Bryant, 1992; Rogge, 1993). Social workers, 

traditionally concerned with the promotion of human rights and social justice, are primed to be 

strong partners in environmental justice movements.  

Addressing environmental degradation is not a new area for social work but a return to the roots 

of the profession—a focus that was marginalized as the scope of social work education and 



practice was narrowed following the professionalization of Flexner’s medical model in the early 

twentieth century. In her call to action urging social workers to return to their environmental 

roots, Kemp (2011) argued that, ‘Although social work is optimally positioned to respond to the 

human implications of environmental change and stress, the profession largely lacks a presence 

in environmental practice, research, and policy-making’ (p. 1198). The communities most 

affected by environmental injustices are the same communities where social workers are 

entrenched in service provision at the individual, family, and community level (McKinnon, 

2008). In this article, we join a vocal group of social work educators (Coates & Gray, 2012; 

Dominelli, 2012; Kemp, 2011; Rogge, 1993) in urging social workers to consider a paradigm 

shift that embraces the role social workers can play in environmental and social justice advocacy.  

Global Standards for Social Work Education and Practice: A Framework to Apply 

Environmental Justice Content  

The International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) and the International Association of 

Schools of Social Work (IASSW) jointly developed global standards for social work including 

an internationally accepted definition of social work and educational practice standards. The 

creators of the document set forth to identify universal aspects of social work that could guide 

the training and education of social workers across the globe (IFSW, 2012). They argued that 

although local context is important in social work training, the core purposes and universal 

paradigm that guide social workers cut across national boundaries.  

Utilizing the paradigm as laid out by the IASSW and the IFSW, this article offers practical 

suggestions for social work educators to weave environmental justice content into traditional 

social work training
1
; integrating environmental concerns and their consequences for vulnerable 

populations (including individuals, families, and communities across the globe).  

The key points of the paradigm will be used as a guide to infuse environmental justice content 

throughout global social work training and education. The primary paradigmatic guideposts
2 

we 

use are:  

 • Recognition of the dignity and worth of all human beings, respect and 

appreciation for diversity and the assumption, identification, and recognition of strengths 

and potential of all human beings;  

 

 • Recognition of the interconnectedness among micro, mezzo, and macro 

systems;  

 

 • The importance of advocacy and changes in socio-structural, political, and 

economic  

conditions that disempower, marginalize, and exclude people;  

 



 • Focus on capacity-building and empowerment of individuals, families, 

groups, organizations and communities through a human-centered developmental  

approach.  

Though the authors are from the USA and their experiences reflect US-based  

 

training and practice, this article is relevant to a global social work education audience because it 

focuses on skills, values, and examples of interventions that can be taught in relation to each of 

the global paradigmatic guideposts outlined above. We focus on core social work values and 

their application to environmental justice relevant skills and competencies and provide case 

studies for each guidepost that can be used by social work educators to illustrate how these skills 

and values can be applied in an international context.  

Guidepost 1: Recognition of Dignity and Worth, Diversity, and Strengths Perspective  

Social workers who are attentive to social justice examine their interventions through principles 

of equality and fairness. They commit to respecting the dignity and worth of the individuals with 

whom they work, regardless of race, social status, or access to power. This lens – utilized to 

promote social justice – also provides a strong framework for delivering environmental justice 

content in social work education (Pillai & Gupta, 2012).  

Values and Perspectives  

Global environmental issues, such as climate change, cut across political, economic, cultural, and 

social boundaries. Though toxic risk and exposure to pollution and contamination are global 

phenomena, they disproportionately affect members of low- income and minority communities 

(Mohai et al., 2009; Morello-Frosch & Jesdale, 2006).  

As social work educators, we train our students to identify the root causes of social problems, 

rather than to ‘blame the victim’. This approach, unique to social work, can be applied to issues 

including environmental degradation. Instead of blaming the poor for their problems, we can 

emphasize the underlying social, political, and economic systems that produce environmental 

degradation and the role of social workers in intervention. For example, limited financial options 

constrain housing options, requiring some poor families to live within hazardous environments 

(Austin & Schill, 1991). In addition, because it is understood that new hazardous developments 

will be opposed by any host community, corporate leaders are incentivized to build within 

politically marginalized areas.  

In their recommendations to the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) Global 

Commission, Pillai and Gupta (2012) stated that social workers should focus on both social 

inequality and poverty as the underlying causes of ecological degradation. If we train social work 

professionals to understand environmental degradation as a problem that intersects with poverty 

and other problems we commonly address as social workers, we can train them to use our 

existing skillsets and models of intervention to simultaneously address environmental 



degradation. As social workers, when we respect the right of all people to a safe, clean 

environment, we also respect their right to self-determination. The poor are not typically 

afforded a voice in determining land use and thus may become the default for toxic site location, 

illegal dumping, or other environmental degradation (Bullard, Mohai, Saha, & Wright, 2008). 

Social workers have a role to play in ensuring that these traditionally disenfranchised populations 

have a voice in decisions that affect their individual and environmental well-being.  

Skills  

One of the key roles of social workers around the globe is to recognize strengths in diverse and 

oppressed groups and harness their potential for action and empowerment. As part of our 

training, we prepare students to do this work by developing skills including the ability to 

demonstrate self-awareness of personal bias (IFSW, 2012; NASW, 2008). Though it is common 

to work with students to develop awareness of biases such as racial or socioeconomic prejudice, 

we can expand this practice to the built and natural environment (e.g., biases against working in 

blighted neighborhoods in legacy cities or slums in rapidly urbanizing cities in the developing 

world).  

Another skill common to social workers worldwide is the ability to recognize and create 

awareness of the intersections of forms of oppression in shaping life experiences (IFSW, 2012). 

In order to infuse environmental justice content into this skill area, instructors can work with 

students to examine the intersection of poverty and environmental health disparities, with special 

attention to the role that power and privilege play in both poverty and health disparities. Social 

work educators may use successful environmental justice movements to showcase the ability of 

marginalized populations to organize and advocate for safe conditions in their neighborhoods 

and communities.  

Case Study Example  

The Toxic Free Neighborhoods project, which took place in the Old Town industrial district of 

San Diego, CA, USA, exemplifies the values and skills inherent in Guidepost 1. Many of the 

environmental justice campaigns throughout the USA originated with the goal of reducing 

asthma and other respiratory illnesses associated with exposure to pollution (Sze, 2007). In the 

Toxic Free Neighborhoods project, for example, after a team of researchers documented the 

linkage between the neighborhood’s high rate of asthma and concentration of manufacturing 

facilities, they recruited and trained lay health workers or promotoras de salud who were women 

from the neighborhood with children impacted by asthma. The promotoras then interviewed 

residents about their experiences with pollution, as well as asking them to describe what it is like 

to live with asthma (Minkler, Garcia, Williams, LoPresti, & Lilly, 2010).  

The researchers and promotoras then created a public awareness campaign based on their 

‘statistics and stories’ that ultimately catalyzed policy makers to address the pollution. This 

intervention built upon the strengths and lived experiences of the promotoras, particularly their 

dual roles as mothers and co-researchers. Because the research team respected residents’ dignity 



by amplifying their voices, the mothers whose families had experienced the problem first-hand 

were afforded a voice in land use decisions related to the health of their children. The campaign 

resulted in the incorporation of environmental justice principles within San Diego’s planning 

processes as well as a plan to relocate harmful, polluting facilities outside of the neighborhood.  

Guidepost 2: Recognition of the interconnectedness among micro, mezzo, and macro systems  

Social work’s recognition of the multi-systemic nature of social problems makes us unique 

among helping professions. Although we are leaders in the use of the ecological systems 

perspective to intervene across multiple systems levels, we remain focused largely on social 

ecology, minimalizing or even ignoring the importance of natural ecological systems (Coates & 

Gray, 2012; Zapf, 2009). The second paradigmatic guidepost is an area where we can infuse 

environmental justice content by utilizing our existing systems perspective and person in 

environment approach to guide students to an understanding of the complex interplay between 

humans and the environment.  

Values and perspectives  

In our use of the person in environment and ecological perspectives, we often artificially separate 

the social and natural environment, when in all actuality the built, natural, and social 

environments are intertwined (McKinnon, 2008). As social work educators, we can use our 

existing ecological framework to guide students to understand the natural and built environment 

as part of the macro context of practice. Our multi-systemic perspective and ability to work 

within and across systems is an ideal jumping off point to teach social workers to recognize that 

environmental injustice is a globalized issue with individual, local, and global implications 

(Mary, 2008). Further, we can help students recognize the interconnectedness of the natural and 

social environments and their impact on the well-being of the individuals, groups, and 

communities with whom we work.  

Skills  

At the heart of the social work profession is our skill at crossing systemic boundaries to act as 

advocates and organizers while also playing a professional therapeutic role for individuals and 

communities (Dominelli, 2012). Social workers can bring this practice skill to bear to address 

issues related to environmental degradation. At the micro level, social workers can apply the 

person in environment perspective to their individual therapeutic interventions, with specific 

attention to the role of the natural and built environment in individual outcomes. At the mezzo 

level, social workers are well positioned to be the conduit for interdisciplinary approaches to 

enact systems change; for example, linking urban planning professionals and policy makers to 

organizations providing human services. At the macro level, social workers are skilled at 

engaging in consciousness raising and social action interventions to bring to light environmental 

racism and involve community members in efforts to address environmental inequalities. As 

social work educators, we can help students learn interventions at multiple systems levels and 

understand the interconnectedness of these approaches, using evidence to inform their practice.  



Case Study example  

We illustrate Guidepost 2 in action through this case study of the Movement for the Survival of 

the Ogoni People (MOSOP), a classic example of a grassroots advocacy effort that addressed 

environmental and social problems using a multi-systemic intervention. This effort, led by 

affected residents rather than social service providers, can be used to illustrate how social 

workers can learn from and partner with local movements that promote social work values. The 

Ogoni people are a Nigerian minority ethnic group residing in Ogoniland, an area of Nigeria rich 

with natural resources, including crude oil reserves (Adeola, 2000). The Ogoni people face 

multiple levels of oppression and experience economic deprivation, economic and political 

discrimination, and environmental degradation due to their location amidst oil fields and other 

sought-after natural resources. While the natural resources located in Ogoniland create profit for 

multinational corporations, the Ogoni people bear the brunt of the hazards produced while 

extracting these natural resources, without economic benefits (Adeola, 2000). The environment 

of Ogoniland has been severely devastated by hazardous waste dumping and toxic emissions, 

further marginalizing the Ogoni people.  

Led by Kenule Saro-Wiwa, the MOSOP was formed in 1990 to promote consciousness raising 

among the Ogoni people, mobilize a collective effort to combat disadvantage, and to use non-

violent organizing strategies to address oppression (Adeola, 2000). They held mass 

demonstrations and lobbied their elected representatives to address the pollution and the violent 

treatment by the military resulting from their resistance. Over time, the group gained 

international attention through their advocacy and simultaneously promoted human rights and 

environmental justice, presenting before the United Nations Commission on Human Rights in 

1992. Social work professionals can learn from the Ogoni people and their use of advocacy to 

hold corporations accountable for the ways that they impact the health and well-being of people 

who are poor and yet live in resource-rich places.  

Guidepost 3: The importance of advocacy and changes in socio-structural, political and 

economic conditions that disempower, marginalise and exclude people  

The profession of social work is committed to advocating for changes in conditions that 

disempower and marginalize individuals and communities. This integral tenet of social work can 

be used to conceptualize environmental injustice in relation to systems of oppression that we 

traditionally train students to recognize and intervene in such as poverty, political 

disenfranchisement, and segregation.  

Values and perspectives  

Social workers engage with many clients and communities that suffer from environmental health 

impacts. Some help to mitigate harm by caring for individuals in need. However, the IFSW 

(2012) stated that it is also necessary to advocate for changes in the conditions that give rise to 

environmental injustice – those that disempower, marginalize, and exclude people. We already 

teach students the concepts of empowerment and show them how to use the strengths perspective 



in their work, often with a focus on individual client strengths. We can expand the way we 

integrate these values and perspectives into our teaching by utilizing macro, environmental 

justice-related examples that draw upon client and community strengths to catalyze community 

action.  

Skills  

To accomplish these goals, social work educators train future social workers to recognize and 

articulate the ways in which political, economic, and social structures oppress some identity 

groups while enhancing the power and privilege of others. In many programs, this type of 

analysis is already offered. However, there may be new opportunities to teach these practical 

skills by offering examples of political decisions and ‘non-decisions’ (Bachrach & Baratz, 1962) 

that are made (or ignored) relating to the use of land and water (Auyero & Swistun, 2009; 

Crenson, 1971; Gaventa, 1980). For example, educators can ground critical analysis within local 

decisions about transportation, water distribution, housing, waste disposal, energy consumption, 

and pollution.  

Social work educators commonly teach methods including consciousness-raising and social 

action. In order to use these common traditions to integrate environmental justice content, 

educators might lead trainings, discussion groups, or even public awareness campaigns to call 

attention to the disproportionate placement of locally undesirable land uses in poor areas and 

their impact on health. Students might analyze questions like, ‘where are all the trash disposal 

centers located within the state?’ and ‘what are the demographics in these neighborhoods?’ to 

better draw the connection between political disenfranchisement, marginalization, and 

environmental injustice.  

Beyond analysis and consciousness-raising, skills relating to mobilization, collective action, and 

advocacy are necessary. Social workers already act as advocates, community organizers, 

lobbyists, policy makers, and researchers. We can expand upon these roles to promote 

environmental justice. For example, Lavelle and Coyle (1992) documented that not only are 

toxic facilities systematically placed within low-income communities of color in the USA, but 

they are also fined less often by the Environmental Protection Agency and, when they are fined, 

receive less serious consequences than similar factories in comparably affluent or white areas. 

Globally, the issue is even more stark; 95% of individuals affected by pollution-related health 

problems reside in developing countries and for them, pollution management is an urgent issue 

(World Bank, 2015). Social workers can assist within existing environmental justice campaigns 

or mobilize new ones designed to prevent the location of toxic facilities in poor areas while 

calling for increased accountability. This builds upon our skills relating to recruitment, coalition-

building, and lobbying, and can be grounded within an environmental justice perspective.  

Case Study Example  

Guidepost 3 calls for changes in socio-structural, political, and economic conditions that 

disempower, marginalise, and exclude people. Our first and second case studies exemplified 



policy reforms shaped by communities that host locally undesirable land uses (LULUs)—such as 

factories and oil refineries. In many of the most marginalized communities, environmental 

justice campaigns have yet to arise. These types of communities provide examples that can be 

used by social work educators to help students think critically about how to mobilize campaigns 

that address broader political and economic conditions that may not be easily addressed by 

fragmented, politically disenfranchised communities. This case study describes political and 

economic conditions that have led to the disenfranchisement of the Roma people in Europe and 

how they have led to stark environmental health disparities.  

The Roma people are one of the largest minority groups in the European Union (EU); an 

estimated 10–12 million Roma live across Europe (European Commission, 2015). They have 

been discriminated against by majority populations for more than 1000 years, first as slaves in 

Hungary and Romania, then systematically targeted for extermination by Nazis, and today they 

remain the targets of discriminatory housing and economic policies (Fox, 2001). Due to 

systematic exclusion from the formal workforce, the Roma are often forced into occupations that 

involve exposure to highly toxic hazards including coal and uranium mining and scrap metal 

processing (Antypas et al., 2007; Harper, Steger, & Filcˇa ́k, 2009).  

This political, racial, and economic discrimination also results in geographic marginalization; the 

Roma are often relocated from towns with strict housing ordinances and placed in highly 

polluted, undesirable geographic areas. This systemic discrimination means that the Roma are 

more likely to live in areas proximate to waste treatment facilities, industrial sites, and high 

traffic areas (Antypas et al., 2007). Research suggests that environmental health disparities 

contribute to a 10–15 year reduced life expectancy among Roma compared to their non-Roma 

counterparts (Antypas et al., 2007; Parry et al., 2004). Though Romani activists and Hungarians 

have been pushing to organize the Roma community to address discriminatory policies that lead 

to environmental injustices, wide health disparities still exist (Harper et al., 2009). A promising 

policy framework for environmental health exists in the EU but there is still need for more 

concrete efforts to promote environmental justice. This is a potential political advocacy 

opportunity for social workers and environmentalists who may be able to work with Romani 

activists to address the complex intersection of racial discrimination, exclusion, and poor 

environmental health.  

Guidepost 4: Focus on Capacity-building and Empowerment of Individuals, Families, Groups, 

Organizations and Communities through a Human-centered Developmental Approach  

Social workers view empowerment as both a process and an outcome. We promote interventions 

and approaches that simultaneously build individual and community capacity, which can allow 

us to leverage assets across systems. This human-centered and community-centered approach 

promotes participatory decision making, particularly with regard to environmental issues.  

Values and Perspectives  



Though the empowerment perspective has roots in numerous academic disciplines, it is among 

the most commonly used perspectives in social work practice (Gutierrez, Parsons, & Cox, 1998). 

Despite its fundamental role in social work research and practice, empowerment is often an 

ambiguous concept. For example, participation in decision-making processes can be an 

empowering experience when a participant’s input is valued and implemented. However, 

participation can be tokenizing or even manipulative when participants are not taken seriously 

and do not have influence over the outcome (Arnstein, 1969). At its most basic form, 

empowerment requires access to information. In the case of environmental injustices, social 

workers may need to take highly technical and scientific information and translate it into a form 

that ordinary citizens can understand. Furthermore, they may need to utilize the empowerment 

perspective to push for more participatory governance, which requires the understanding of 

various proposals under consideration and the viewpoints all those affected – including 

government officials, developers, and residents.  

Skills  

Social workers have historically used empowerment interventions to address numerous macro-

level social issues, including environmental injustices. For example, Jane Addams and Hull 

House staff engaged residents to intervene in neighborhood quality of life issues (e.g., waste 

disposal, workplace safety) through community organizing, consciousness raising, and other 

essential social work skills related to empowerment (Kemp, 2011). More recently, global health 

professionals, including social workers, have utilized a variety of innovative approaches to 

empower historically oppressed populations to address environmental issues. Social workers can 

utilize a variety of empowering research and engagement approaches including but not limited to 

Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR) (Minkler & Wallerstein, 2011; Wallerstein & 

Duran, 2008), Participatory Action Research (PAR) (Whyte, 1991), community organizing, and 

consensus building (Fisher & Kling, 1993; Fisher & Shragge, 2000). Social work researchers and 

practitioners alike can perform this role using long-established social work skills such as 

engaging, assessing, and intervening within at-risk communities. They can co-produce 

knowledge about environmental issues and their impacts with local stakeholders, and they can 

disseminate research data so that it can be used to further the community’s visions for change.  

Case Study Example  

Empowerment is perhaps the most widely used intervention tool in the field of social work 

(Pillai & Gupta, 2012). Its core philosophy is that people should have influence over the 

decisions that impact their lives. A well-known example of empowerment in the context of 

environmental justice is the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative in which a Boston community 

was identified by city officials and developers as a site for urban renewal, to replace affordable, 

but blighted housing units with market-rate housing (Medoff, 1994). While the residents agreed 

with the need to address illegal dumping and blight within their community, they were concerned 

because they were both left out of the planning process and feared that they—like other 

communities that were bulldozed in the name of urban renewal – would be either forcefully 

relocated or priced out through gentrification.  



In response, the residents of Dudley Street organized using an empowerment approach. They 

secured funding to hire local organizers to craft environmental justice campaigns, including one 

titled ‘Don’t Dump on Us’ to shut down illegal dumping of garbage and hazardous materials. In 

addition, they development their own resident-driven planning process to create new housing 

that was safe and affordable. They maintained their new development and surrounding 

environment by organizing a youth council, painting murals, and promoting organized activities 

in public park spaces (Medoff, 1994). Their use of empowering, participatory strategies can 

serve as an example for training social workers to critique top-down planning that culminates in 

environmental disadvantage and, more importantly, to offer alternatives.  

Implications for Social Work Education  

The framework described in this article has important implications for educating future 

generations of social workers. We argue that social work not only has the skills and tools to 

address environmental problems, but, as a discipline our theories and perspectives make us 

uniquely qualified to work at the intersection of social and environmental justice. Unfortunately, 

to our knowledge, few social work programs explicitly incorporate environmental justice content 

into their courses, so social workers may not perceive environmental justice as an issue within 

the profession’s purview (Kemp, 2011).  

We need to prepare our students to address this global issue. Social workers have many tools that 

can help mitigate environmental risk among vulnerable populations. We recognize the 

importance of self-determination and have the skills to bring marginalized communities to the 

table in order to change decision-making processes that in the past, have disproportionately 

harmed already oppressed groups. As the social work profession grapples with the implications 

of globalization, we will need to better integrate environmental content into our classrooms, our 

field training, and our daily practice. The framework presented in this article can be used as a 

first step that will expose students to environmental justice through our existing social work 

paradigms. Through this exposure, social workers may more readily take their place as 

interdisciplinary players in the global response to environmental degradation.  

Conclusion  

Social workers are charged with adapting and responding to contexts that shape our practice 

(CSWE, 2008). Environmental degradation is a pressing, global problem and is concentrated in 

oppressed populations and oppressed geographic regions. This matters to our clients. The human 

impacts of environmental challenges fall most heavily on those to whom social workers are most 

accountable (Hoff & Rogge, 1996; Kemp, 2011).  

In this article, we described ways in which social work educators can infuse environmental 

justice content in social work education and training while using existing social work 

perspectives, skills, and interventions. We urge social work educators to tackle the issue of 

environmental justice by first, educating future social workers to view environmental justice as a 

core component of social justice, and second, to bring social work values and skills to 



partnerships addressing environmental degradation. We are not the first to urge the profession to 

expand the ecological model beyond the social environment to a more holistic view of the social, 

natural, and built environment as spheres for social work practice; in fact, it is deep within the 

historical roots of our profession (Dominelli, 2012; Hoff & Rogge, 1996; Kemp, 2011; Pillai & 

Gupta, 2012; Rogge, 1993). Social work education is poised to use our existing practice models 

to train students to understand that environmental justice is social justice.  

Notes  

[1] Because the framework focuses on the core purposes and universal paradigm that guides 

social work education, this framework is applicable for undergraduate and graduate education.  

[2] The original document had 8 epistemological paradigms that we consolidate into 4 

environmental justice relevant guideposts.  
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