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SUBJECT:
The Need for Social Workers during Difficult Economic Times: Rhode Island - A Case Study

On behalf of the National Association of Social Workers, Rhode Island Chapter (NASW-RI), I would like to thank the Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services, Education and Related Agencies for allowing me to submit these written remarks

AN OLD AND BROAD MANDATE
The profession of social work is well over 100 hundred years old.  Social work is unique in that professional social workers are trained and provide services from both micro and macro perspectives.  This approach is one of the key reasons social workers are effective in assisting individuals with problems they face, some of which are individual and some which are caused by community, political and socioeconomic factors.  Many times, issues are caused by a mixture of all these variables.  Social workers use all possible professional tools in helping the individuals, families and communities we serve.  Core to our mission is to work toward social and economic justice for all.  This mandate manifests itself through the provision of direct practice, administration of services, and political and community advocacy.  

Social workers use their mental health training, community organizing skills, research expertise, and understating of how communities and systems interact and function within society.  We also believe in working within a client driven system and use of client strengths to solve problems.  These skill and value sets make social workers unique in how we perform our work.  We systematically look at a variables at all levels in trying to help a client, family, group or whole population solve problems. We also strive to provide these services recognizing cultural diversity and we provide the services in a strictly ethical manner.  Specific examples of our attributes can be found by looking at a few Rhode Island factors.
For many years, all four of the directors of the Rhode Island departments dealing with human services were trained professional social workers: the Department of Children and Their Families, the Department of Elderly Affairs, the Department of Mental Health and Hospitals, and the Department of Human Services.  (Recently some of these departments have been collapsed into a larger administrative structure, however two of the department directors are still operated by professional social workers.)

By far, the largest provider group of mental health services in the state are social workers.  There are over 1600 licensed social workers in Rhode Island.  Licensed social workers in Rhode Island must hold a master’s degree in social work from an accredited school of social work, meet direct clinical practice experience standards, maintain a rigorous professional development program, and pass a nationally accredited licensing exam.  Continuing education requirements include training in professional ethical and cross-cultural competent practice.

We estimate there are an additional 200 master’s level social workers who function as administrators and do not maintain a clinical license, and an additional 1500 bachelor level social workers (BSW) working within our borders.
Our Rhode Island chapter has 1115 members with over 75% practicing in some level of private practice (self employed mental health practitioner).  

Until last fall, Rhode Island statue required a minimum of one school social worker to 2400 students in public schools.  Despite this figure, public schools maintain a statewide average of only one school social worker to every 800 students, far exceeding the mandate proving the efficacy of the profession’s work in schools.  School based social work requires an expertise in individual, family and community systems theory. 

Social workers are employed in just about every facet of Rhode Island’s economy including private enterprise (Employment Assistance Programs), hospitals and medical facilities including the Veterans Administration, State and local government, public/private schools, colleges and universities, community based service agencies, private practice, elected officials, in think tanks, and advocacy organizations, and in many other areas.

Social workers are held to extremely high ethical practice standards when working with individuals, performing advocacy and on administrative levels.  This is demonstrated by the extremely low number of reprimands by the Rhode Island Department of  Health who has legal over site of social work licencing.  Since 1994, when licencing first came into effect in Rhode Island, there have been reprimands given to only eight social workers out of the thousands who have practiced within the state.

DEMAND INCREASES DURING HIGH UNEMPLOYMENT
“When we tug on a single thing in nature, we find it attached to everything else.”

~John Muir ~
Rhode Island’s unemployment rate has soared since January of 2008.  In the last year, the rate has risen from 6.3% to  the current rate of 10.5%.   The devastation to families and communities is even greater because Rhode Island, in response to a huge and growing deficit, has cut welfare and Medicaid eligibility and numerous other social safety net programs.  It remains a cruel fact that when the need is greatest the least amount of resources are available.  When this kind of pain exists, the effect is extremely chilling on poor to moderate income individuals, elders, individuals with severe disabilities, and whole family units.  During these trying times, the cry for help greatly increases and social workers are often the targeted professionals that people come to rely upon.  Following are several specific facts in relation to basic needs and poor economic times.

	Rhode Island Unemployment Vs. Poverty & Human  Services Use Factors

	Unemployment Rate
	7/2008

7.9 %
	8/2008

8.3 %
	9/2008

8.5 %
	10/2008

8.8 %
	11/2008

9.1 %
	12/2008

9.4 %
	1/2009

10.3 %
	2/2009

10.5 %
	3/2009

10.5 %

	Homelessness
	772
	779
	811
	821
	866
	880
	859
	947
	NA

	Local Urban Mental Health Facility Emergency Service Contacts
	976
	956
	1060
	1007
	1122
	1170
	1707
	3605
	NA

	Food Stamp Use
	87,682
	88423
	88,738
	90,444
	91,409
	92,395
	93,552
	97,207
	NA


Increased poverty exacerbates all problems people and communities face.  As more energy is sapped trying to survive, greater stress is experienced by individuals and families which leads to unhealthy mental and physical conditions.  This, in turn, leads to the inability of families to solely recover on their own. For individuals and families, these areas include such conditions as poor school outcomes for children, homelessness, poor nutrition, lack of healthcare and a myriad of other problems as well as a lack of hope.  For communities, problems include stressed budgets, cross program competition, increased crime, and assaults in community safety and human services infrastructure.  Social workers are often sought by individuals, families and community leaders to try help people and community systems to overcome these difficulties. 

Social workers, along with other helping professionals, help to efficiently bridge resources to maximize assistance to clients and lessen stress on communities.   When reviewing the table above, it is easy to see the relationship between key physical and mental health needs and poor economic climate.  The table represents only a small fraction of the results of poor economic times.  Without the over 2400 social workers working actively in the Rhode Island, there is no doubt that the hardships faced by poor and working poor individuals and families would be magnified greatly.

Information provided in this testimony represents only a small segment of society where social workers are helping to get people back on their feet.  If the Committee should have need for further data and information, I would be glad to act on any request.

Thank you.
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