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Why Social Work should be concerned with sustainability?

Sustainability and 
Social Work

Consequences of unsustainable
development:
- Example: ‘Tragedy of Sinzig‘ during the 
flood disaster in July 2021

Aspects specific to the profession:
Social justice, human rights, diversity, 
health, gender issues, participation

Political Agendas:
Agenda 2030, ESD 2030, Paris Climate 
Agreement

External and internal sustainability
requirements:
- e.g. Corporate Sustainability Reporting 
Directive (CSRD) of the EU (from 2024)
- Voluntary commitments by organisa-
tions
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Self-conception of sustainable Social Work
(1) Socio-ecological Social Work: analysing, working on and shaping social and ecological issues together (e.g. Spatscheck 

2022)

(2) Social Work as a political Social Work – “Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that 
promotes social change and development, social cohesion “ (IFSW)

(3) Social work that can partially engage itself (third mandate) (Stamm 2021: 94)



Basics of the sustainability discourse
a. History of the term - ,sustainable forestry‘ (Hans Carl von Carlowitz)

b. History of the idea – sustainability as the „most original World Heritage“ (Grober 2013: 14, trans-
lation by Y.L.)

c. Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987):                 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs“ (41)

d. Agenda 2030: 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)





Basics of the sustainability discourse
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Efficiency:
Increasing resources and energy
productivity

Ecological consistency:
Closing energy and material cycles (e.g. 
clothing made from renewable raw
materials)

Durability:
Increasing the durability of products

Sufficiency:
Changes in structure and awareness
regarding to consumption, technology, 
mobility, work, time, …

Green 
New 
Deal

degrowth

Weak
sustainability
- Natural resources 

can be replaced by 
man-made capital

Strong 
sustainability
- Natural resources 

cannot be replaced by 
man-made capital, or 
only to a limited 
extent 



Basics of the sustainability discourse

Weak
sustainability
- Natural resources 

can be replaced by 
man-made capital

Strong 
sustainability
- Natural resources 

cannot be replaced by 
man-made capital, or 
only to a limited 
extent 

Figure 4

Efficiency:
Increasing resources and energy
productivity

Ecological consistency:
Closing energy and material cycles (e.g. 
clothing made from renewable raw
materials

Durability:
Increasing the durability of products

Sufficiency:
Changes in structure and awareness
regarding to consumption, technology, 
mobility, work, time, …

Green 
New 
Deal

degrowth



Strong sustainability and Social Work
• What is in favour of strong sustainability (Ott/Döring 2011) as a concept of Social Work?

- Ecological destruction is serious – focus on ecology is necessary

- Ecological destruction is increasing social consequences (e.g. human rights violations)

- Careful use of natural resources (= prevention concept in Social Work)

- More options for future generations

- Sufficiency as a core strategy

• Key question for the practice of Social work: ‘Until what extent is the ecological dimension taken into

                                                                                   account in the practical decisions of social work?’ (Liedholz 2023a: 46)

this does not provide ready-made answers, but rather an invitation to weigh things up



Strong sustainability and Social Work

Practical example: a new building (e.g. for 

residential groups with people with disabilities)

(1)Weak sustainability: The new building is constructed in 
accordance with the minimum requirements for 
sustainability (e.g. energy efficiency)

(2),Balanced sustainability‘: The new building will be 
designed as a pioneering project for sustainability (e.g. plus-
energy house, biotope function, more sustainable building 
materials such as wood)

(3)Strong sustainability: Instead of a new building, other 
options for expanding capacity (e.g. expansion of existing 
buildings, different space management, renting empty 
apartments, cooperation with other facilities/providers) are 
being pursued

Ecology is a 
criterion for 
downstream 
decisions

Ecology is a 
criterion at the 
beginning of 
the decision



Strong sustainability and Social Work
• Sufficiency as a strategy for Social Work:

• In the discourse on socio-ecological transformation: Solidarity economies, 
convivialism, cultures of sharing and exchange, commons, …

• What is needed for this? 
     Community work, participation, group formation, trust, networks, social 
      relationships, care, communication, education, personal development, biography
      work, ...

Social Work!

Sufficiency:
Changes in structure and awareness
regarding to consumption, technology, 
mobility, work, time, …



Options for action in Social Work
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Options for action in Social Work
• The contributions of the Social Workers (Liedholz 2023b: 14):

(1) Social Workers as enablers

a) They have opened up the former football pitch for collective engagement

b) They have shared financial and material resources

(2) Social Workers as group developers

a) Empowering attitude of the Social Workers

b) Phrases, contacts, attention for positive group dynamics

(3) Social Workers as ecological initiators

a) Commitment to rainwater collection and a wildflower meadow

- They have provided a blueprint for Social Work projects of strong sustainability

summer 2022

summer 2023



Options for action in Social Work

Figure 6

Figure 5



Final thoughts

(1) Self-conception of Social Work in the 21st century

(2) Sustainability as an add-on in Social Work - "now we also have to work on sustainability?"

(3) Feelings of powerlessness
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