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Abstract

Summary: Understanding why people want to be social workers is important both for developing
social work education and for the profession as a whole. This article presents evidence about the
motivations of students enrolled on social work degree programmes in England and draws on
data from 3000 responses of three successive intakes of students responding to six online
surveys and 26 focus group interviews involving 168 students from nine different social work
programmes in six case study sites. The article locates these data in the context of earlier studies
of social workers’ motivations, Kle changing policy context and the changes introduced by the

new degree.
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Motivations to study social work

There is a longstanding debate about the extent to which social work student motivations
are influenced by personal exﬁeriences as well as professional or political considerations
(Christie, 1998; Christie & Kruk, 1998; Marsh & Triseliotis, 1996; O’Connor et al., 1984;
Parker & Merrylees, 2002). However, political or ‘social justice’ motivations of social work
students in several countries over the past 25 years are seen to be decreasingly important
(Christie & Kruk, 1998; Marsh & Triseliotis, 1996; O’Connor et al., 1984; Wilson & McCrystal,
2007). The trend has been towards an approach geared at supporting people using services to
overcome individual problems (Gilligan, 2007). Gilligan (2007) suggests that students’
motivations and perceptions are determined by the dominant cultural ‘frames’, or internalised
ways of seeing the world, which have become increasingly individualistic.

Marsh and Triseliotis (1996) argue that altruistic and career impetuses may co-exist; thus,
social work offers the double attraction of a ‘meaningful career’ which also contributes to
‘society’s wellbeing’ (p. 28). This supports the idea of motivation consisting of a complex
mixture of personal, idealistic, and professional intentions (Christie & Kruk, 1998; Christie &
Weeks, 1998), representing a mix of autonomous and heteronomous motivations in Breen and
Lindsay’s (2002) terms.

Data Analysis

In addition to univariate and bivariate analysis, it was considered valuable to reduce the 13
separate items relating to motivations to a smaller number, using Principal Component Analysis
(PCA). This provides a means oﬁ allocating each of a large number of items to a smaller number
of underlying factors. As argued above, motivation is a multidimensional concept, so it is
important to identify which aspects are related in order to reduce the dimensionality of the data
from 13 items to a more manageable number of latent variables, which can be used to infer
rather than observe phenomena (Dunn, Everitt, & Pickles, 1993), thus allowing for more
in-depth analysis.

Two variables were derived; one showed the combinations of all motivations mentioned, in
terms of items loading on the thlJ‘ee factors; the second variable grouped answers to the question
asking for students’ ‘most impckrtant’ motivations into three categories corresponding to the

\ ) i
factors. Following bivariate cross-sectional analysis, not reported here for reasons of space
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(tables available from the authors), variables relating to student characteristics (see below) were

entered into separate binary Jogistic regressions, to explore whether different groups of students

were more or less likely to put each of the three motivations identified from the PCA as their

most important motivation.

Finding
Table 3. Principal Component Analysis of student motivations (synthetic cohort all students)
Factor loading
Factor Original item 1 2 3
Career factors Good career prospects 200 024 767
Well paid jobs 059 —.008 .763

Opporuwunities for flexible working
Altruistic or personal Personal ability to get on with people
qualities of students Working in a team
Wish to tackle injustice and inequalities in society
Helping individuals improve the quality of their
own lives

Especially suitable career for someone with life
experiences like mine

Encouragement from family and friends
‘Day-to-day nature  High job satisfaction
of social work’ Variety of work day-to-day

Interesting stimulating work

Being able to exercise individual responsibility for
making my own decisions

34 148  .586
22 675 .085
209 586 .208
266 459 —.135
362 .448 096

—-076 551 .004

—-046 381 253
598 .040 .15}
691 098 .l16
J65 037 .028
410 314 133

Notes: The overall Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy >0.5, which means that the sam-
ple is adequate for the analysis. Further, from the anti-image matrix, the KMO value for each individual
is also >.5, suggesting 2 good sample for this amalysis (Field, 2000). Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was signifi-
ant (p<.0l) which suggests that there is enough correlation between the variables to continue with

the analysis.

Table 4. Motivations to be a social warker (synthetic cohort, all students)

Most imporant

motivations N % Motivations mentioned N %
Altruistic or 1960 69  Altruistic or personal qualities, day-to-day 1605 56
personal qualities nature of social work and career factors
Day-to-day nature 555 20  Alguistic or personal qualities and 942 33
of social work day-to-day nature of social work only
Career factors 334 12 Altruistic or personal qualities only 170 6
ltruistic or personal qualities and career |14 4
factors only
y-to-day nature of social work only 17 |
reer factors and day-to-day nature of 12 0
social work only
Career factors only il 0

2849 100 Total students

2871 100
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Table 5. Results of a logistic regression models testing the probability of having different
motivatons o be a social worker (synthetic cohort, all students)

Altruistic or Day-to-day
personal nature of
Career factors qualities social work
Reference Odds Odds Odds
category p-value ratio p-value ratio p-value ratio
Age <20 634 005 002
20-24 981 994 392 [.161 .347 829
24-34 600 874 032 1.428 .040 676
3444 745 1.088 016 1.512 002 527
44 324 6%4 00| 2.345 002 391
Ethnicity White 002 538 236
Mixed 619 738 879 94% 614 1.207
Asian 621 1.233 367 1.330 .154 569
Black 000 2331 .42 772 070 640
Orther (including B39 1.169 967 1.023 840 876
Chinese)
Gender Femnale
Male student 016 1.594 072 768 928 1.016
Disability Does not consider
self disabled
Considers self to 542 984 .951 1010 978 1.005
be disabied
Programme Postgraduate
Under grads 492 1.185 206 1.256 042 643
Highest educational Degree 077 Q077 552
qualification
GCSE or 233 674 534 1.161 661 1.137
equivalent
A-level or 024 608 .030 1.427 565 889
equivalent
Prior experiences Any paid employment .042 037 009
by social work
employer
Any paid 919 983 .005 1.384 001 642
employment
in related field
Any (relevant) 038 606 012 1.460 .160 787
voluntary
waork
Any personal .087 2.062 804 1.094 103 414
experience
None of these 392 1.370 288 1.366 054 464
Constant 000 197 332 1363 .005 303
Hosmer and Lemeshow Goodness of it~ p=.12! p=2=8l11 p =776
Nagelkerke R-square ‘ 045 039 043
Omnibus Chi square ‘ 46.340 55.436 53.940
(p <.001) (p < .001) (p <.001)




