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From Instrumentalism to Professional Autonomy: Formation and Development of the

Social Work Professional System

Xu Daowen
(School of Government Shenzhen University, Shenzhen 518060, P. R. China)

Abstract: The professional system of social work in China has gradually evolved through the
prolonged interplay of various structural forces. During this process, the expert system, educational
system, and civil affairs system have engaged in mutual consultation and promotion, culminating in a
connection model centered on the civil affairs department. Despite divergent understandings of social
work among different actors, the instrumental role of social work has been acknowledged.
Consequently, national policies for its advancement have been promulgated under the coordination of
the civil affairs department, and the professional system has been imbued with an instrumentalist
ethos from its inception.

With the establishment of the professional system, the professional jurisdiction has also
gradually taken shape. The construction of the jurisdiction in China has generally followed a
trajectory from the public sphere to the workplace, then to the policy sphere, and ultimately to the
legal sphere, displaying characteristics markedly different from Andrew Abbott’s theory. Abbott’s
theory does not explicitly address the policy sphere, whereas China’ s policy system is highly
developed, with local policies often playing a pivotal role in exploration and innovation. The
jurisdiction in China has expanded from the local to the national level and is further reinforced at the
local level. Abbott’ s theory underscores professional competition and even conflict, proposing five
strategies for resolving jurisdictional disputes. In contrast, the jurisdiction in China emerges from the
interplay of professional, administrative, and social forces, with phenomena of competition and
conflict being less pronounced. The jurisdiction in China is clearly not monopolistic, but rather
ambiguous and dependent, termed dependent jurisdiction. The dependency of jurisdiction determines
the instrumental and precarious nature of professional status.

Following the establishment of Society Work Department of the CPC Central Committee, the
fundamental orientation of social work has shifted from departmental service to national governance,
necessitating significant adjustments to the social work professional system. The Opinions on
Promoting the Construction of Social Work Professional Teams delineates the path toward
professionalization and specialization, which will further shape the professional system and infuse it
with renewed vitality and momentum for professional autonomy. The professional autonomy
encompasses at least three dimensions. First, it involves mission consciousness, representing the
political commitment to the Party and the government. Second, it entails ethical self-discipline,
reflecting the moral commitment to the public. Third, it involves professional self-determination,
signifying the professional commitment to the service recipients.

Based on the understanding for the professional autonomy, several measures should be taken to
construct an autonomous professional system. First, establish the professional management system
and operational mechanisms of social work to provide institutional guarantees for fulfilling mission
consciousness. Second, allocate labor jurisdiction within the professional system to mitigate the
dependency of professional jurisdiction. Third, manage the relationships between the professional
system and external stakeholders, including the Party and the government, service recipients, and
the academic community. Fourth, enhance the professionalization of workplaces to elevate the
professional image of the social work profession.

Keywords: Instrumentalism; Professional autonomy; Social work professional system; Dependent
jurisdiction
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