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Abstract. Social work continues to be a paramount profession in every society.
With the prevalence of social, health, and economic disadvantages among minority
and marginalized communities worldwide, there is a need for humanitarian services
that address these issues. Kindness is a virtue, an element that has crucial effects on
friendship and empathy. This is paramount to delivering humanitarian services as it
can transform communities and build enduring relationships, leading to a more
empathetic and supportive world. This article explores the idea that kindness is an
ancillary, ontologically coherent, and counter-hegemonic resistance to neoliberal
influences in contemporary social work. Drawing on relational theory and strengths-
based approaches, as well as empirical evidence and case studies, it argues that
kindness offers a transformative pathway to promoting sustainable practices and
creating lasting change in social work.
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Relational theory, Strength-based approaches, Systemic change, Marginalized communities,
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I. INTRODUCTION

1. Background and Context

Social work, as a field of study and a practice-based profession, is ethically
bound to promote human development, social change, individual and collective well-
being and deliver high-quality services that meet the basic and complex needs of
individuals and communities (International Federation of Social Workers [IFSW],
2024). At its very core lies a firm commitment towards upholding the principles of
collective responsibility, social justice, human rights, equity and respect for diversity
(Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2017; IFSW, 2024). Unlike other helping professions,
social work has a particular and unique dual role in addressing some of the most
complex social problems. From an emancipatory perspective, it confronts the internal
or personal barriers to human wellbeing and development as well as challenges the
external or structural conditions that perpetuate social injustices and limit human
rights for all persons (Glicken, 2011). As the global landscape becomes increasingly
complex, social workers are confronted with more complex and multifaceted human
and social problems that require more than just technical approaches and solutions.
More than ever, social work requires more sustainable approaches that transcend

495



International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities
Volume 3 Issue 2
Mar-Apr 2025, PP 495-523

conventional methods in order to effectively confront these multifaceted human and
social problems and help disadvantaged groups find hope in the process. Clark and
Hoffler (2014) were inclined to believe that hope undergirds resilience, creates a
renewed sense of purpose and optimism for the future; facilitating the empowerment
and liberation of disadvantaged groups.

The feelings associated with a renewed sense of purpose, resilience,
positivity and optimism for the future can be ignited through kindness (Dreisoerner et
al., 2021; Neff, 2011). Kindness has been considered as fundamental and of immense
value to social work profession. The focal point of social work profession’s mandates
and actions are basically to advance the well-being of those who are vulnerable,
disadvantaged and oppressed through lasting systemic change (Chenoweth &
McAuliffe, 2017). Kindness, often overlooked as a soft skill, is a powerful resource
that is invaluable in social work practice and an important capacity for social workers
to develop. Mastrantonio (2023) sees the capacity for kindness as a key starting point
for the delivery of humanitarian services. Importantly, she argued that it is capable of
transforming communities and developing enduring relationships in any field of
social work practice, such as, social work with older people, social work with people
living with disabilities, social work with communities, etc.

Despite its significance to contemporary social work practice, kindness
continues to be an under-researched and underutilised concept even in the profession
where it is most valued. Notably, the practical implications of kindness for bridging
boundaries and creating lasting change has been so often overlooked in virtually all
fields of social work practice. In today’s diverse and often polarised world, it is of
vital importance to understand the mediating effects of kindness in the delivery of
enduring humanitarian interventions that create lasting change. Drawing on the
theoretical perspectives of relational social work theory and strength-based
approaches, this paper explores the transformative role of kindness in contemporary
social work practice, particularly in relation to the Australia context. It argues that
kindness is a powerful tool that can serve as a key component in promoting
sustainable practices and creating lasting change in social work. Furthermore, it puts
forward kindness-centred approach as an ontologically coherent, and counter-
hegemonic resistance to neoliberal influences in contemporary social work. It is a
deliberate attempt to give voice to evidence from case studies and empirical research
that make a compelling case for achieving enduring positive outcomes in social work
through kindness. The paper will provide a foundation to assess how kindness can
help social workers bridge boundaries; creating environments that support effective
delivery of various interventions that achieve enduring positive outcomes. This is
vital to inform professional practice and future research endeavours.

2. Research Obijectives

The objectives of the study are:

e To explore kindness as a transformative force for systemic change in social work

e To examine the contributions of kindness in the promotion of sustainable
practices and enduring positive outcomes in social work

e To illustrate how kindness bridges boundaries to facilitate working together
among social work professionals and other stakeholders.
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e To identify systemic barriers that hinder kindness from being in the foreground of
social work interventions.

e To assess the transformative impact of kindness in the delivery of humanitarian
interventions in underserved/underprivileged populations.

3. Rationale

Incorporating kindness as a core element of professional practice is impactful
even if kindness is widely regarded as a soft skill. Therefore this study attempts to
advance the knowledge that aims to highlight how kindness could become a basis for
sustainable social work practices by demonstrating its practical utility. As such, the
research is important for exploring kindness as a counter-hegemonic response to such
neoliberal challenges by moving beyond the theory-practice divide. It looks at the
power of kindness, and how it can be a medium through which effective humanitarian
services can be achieved. The outputs will enhance understanding of the relational
processes necessary for effective social work in contemporary complex social
systems. Additionally, this study contributes to the body of academic literature by
offering empirical evidence and case studies that support the argument that kindness
leads to systemic change. The findings will contribute to professional practice,
develop social work interventions, and contribute to developments in social work
education and policy.

I1. Literature Review

1. Conceptualising Kindness

The origin of the word “kindness” could be traced to the base words “kin”,
“kindred” which denotes family; and “kind” which denotes type. For Rowland (2009,
p. 207), the etymology of kindness implies that “a relation of kindness among
groupings” is fundamental to human relation. There has been increased scientific
interest in exploring and understanding the multifaceted nature of kindness and its
significance from psychological (Buchanan & Bardi, 2010; Canter et al., 2017; Malti,
2020), philosophical (Crisp, 2008; Pohoata, 2015; Wilson, 2016), management
(Caldwell, 2017a; Caldwell & Anderson, 2017), theological (Hertig, 2021; Paula da
Silva & Bachkirov, 2023), and sociological (Brownlie, 2024; Brownlie & Anderson,
2016) standpoints. Kindness has been widely framed from a psychological viewpoint
as an individual trait or virtue that seem inherent in humans but could be cultivated
and reinforced (Noddings, 2013). The conceptualization of kindness as a virtue or a
valuable trait has its roots from both Eastern and Western philosophical traditions
(Aristotle 1959). Kindness has also been defined by many scholars as being rooted in
religion, with Judaism, Buddhism, Christianity, etc conceptualising kindness as a duty
owed to both friends and foes (Passmore & Oades, 2015). However, psychological
terms and concepts have tended to dominate and shape current understanding and
conceptualization of kindness and its perimeters. Like many other psychological
constructs, kindness has been defined by scholars in a variety of ways. Ryon (2013)
argues that kindness is a sincere act solely motivated by the need to help another as
opposed to conforming with social expectations. In support, Ahern (2013) describes
kindness as an action that is benevolent and solely borne out of the desire to help
another and not due to any reciprocal benefits or explicit punishment that might result
from such action. In other words, kindness entails engaging in altruistic acts for the

497



International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities
Volume 3 Issue 2
Mar-Apr 2025, PP 495-523

benefit of others (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). However, Post (2005) argues that
kindness does not only benefit the recipient but also the giver. In other words,
kindness could be seen as having both self- and other-oriented dimensions. In support,
Passmore and Oades (2015) conceptualise kindness as a powerful and action-oriented
resource characterised by selfless and genuine acts of generosity, love, benevolence
and service aimed at improving one’s life and the life of others with one’s talents and
resources. As such, kindness can be expressed as a deep genuine concern for oneself
and for others. Binfet and his colleagues (2016) argue that for a behaviour to be kind,
it must be subjectively perceived by the recipient as beneficial. In this context,
subjective perception is, for Covey (2013), an evaluation of the behaviour vis-a-vis
what is important to the recipient according to their ‘emotional bank accounts’.

Although there is no single operational definition of the construct of
kindness, there is a common theme associated with all definitions of kindness. The
predominant theme is its conceptualization as behaviours or actions that encompasses
prosocial acts (any sincere and voluntary actions that benefits others) and other-
oriented motivations (such as compassion, concern, and empathy) (Eisenberg et al.,
2006; Knafo & Israel, 2012; Peterson and Seligman (2004). Furthermore, each of
these definitions are based on an understanding of kindness as a moral and ethical
duty. Needless to say, these commonalities do not obscure the layers of complexity
kindness has, especially at the conceptual level. This complexity, according to Clegg
and Rowland (2010, p. 723), is very much evident in its operationalisation as “it can
lead to acts that by intention are kind but may involve misjudgment and harm to the
others”. For example, would giving cigarettes to an addictive smoker asking for
cigarettes be viewed as kindness? At what point does being kind to oneself mean
knowing when not to act according to one’s emotional bank account and when does it
mean going beyond one’s preconceived limits? However, a psychological perspective
considers kindness as a state of being that expresses one’s emotions, deep genuine
concern and particular sensitivity for oneself and for others (Malti, 2020). Also, in
their work — “On Kindness”, Adam and Barbara (2009, p. 8) refer to kindness as “the
ability to bear the vulnerability of others”. Taking the above into consideration, it can
be argued that key the emotional competences — empathy and discernment — support
the capacity for kindness. Thus, being kind demands that one has to be aware of one’s
inner state and genuinely understand the perspective of others as well as the
interconnection between the self and others. In understanding the relationship
between the self and others, Adams and Barbara (2009, p.28) reiterate the importance
of interdependence instead of independence, as kindness considers “the self and other
as interdependent”. The self is viewed as that which is not in isolation but that which
is inherently bonded through “its kindly relations with others”. Furthermore,
compassion is another emotional competency that supports the capacity for kindness.
Compassion involves a deep feeling of concern for another’s distress. It goes without
saying that if one is compassionate towards the “addictive smoker”, being kind would
mean actions that will protect the smoker from harm. In this case, Mayeroff (1971)
describes the feeling associated with such acts of kindness as that which embraces the
other as part and parcel of the self while also acknowledging the autonomy and
uniqueness of the other. Finally, such acts of kindness epitomises a positive and
practical outlook on life that is “built upon a commitment to social justice” and the
broader social good (Rowland, 2009, 208). Following Adams and Barbara’s (2009) as

498



International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities
Volume 3 Issue 2
Mar-Apr 2025, PP 495-523

well as Rowland’s (2009) understanding of kindness, kindness could be seen as
fundamental and of immense value for social work practice. In other words, kindness
should be understood and operationalised as actions that challenge oppressive and
suppressive practices and at the same time, remain accountable to systems and
structures that perpetuate and reinforce inequalities, poverty and discrimination in
communities.

2. Sustainable Practices in Social Work

Sustainable social work practices borders on practices that contribute to
enduring social well-being and justice through the promotion of human rights, social
justice, collective responsibility and the fair distribution of social and material
resources (Akram, 2017). In support, Mary (2017) suggests it encompasses
approaches that are designed to address not just clients’ and communities’ immediate
needs but also provide long-term solutions that have enduring positive effects on
societal/human well-being and developmental outcomes. The integration of
economic, social and environmental sustainability into practice is central to
sustainable social work. This reflects the interconnectedness and interdependency
between humans and the planet, a sentiment echoed by the UN’s Sustainable
Development Goals (United Nations, 2015).

The growth ideology has become the dominant discourse that forms the basis
of global economic, developmental and political theories and policies. Underpinning
this ideology is a philosophical commitment to the relentless pursuit of economic
growth as a yardstick for measuring societal/human well-being and development
(Powers et al., 2021). Neo-liberalism has served to mainstream this growth ideology
throughout much of the world, revering economic growth as the answer to social
problems.

Social work has consistently challenged the belief that economic gain
through development is a precondition for social development (IFSW, 2014).
Houlbrook (2022) argues that the dominant neoliberal culture is directly opposed to
the core principles and mandates of social work and community development. The
core principles of social work has always been to strengthen human relationships and
uphold the principles of collective responsibility, social justice, human rights and
dignity, respect for diversity, and the equitable allocation of social and material
resources (IFSW, 2014). Although these core principles might have underpinned
social work training and practice in the past, contemporary social work has become
increasingly entrenched in the growth ideology. Drawing on Foucaults’s analysis of
power, Hill and Laredo (2020, p. 1) note that mainstream social work could no longer
be seen as gentle and kindly but a “conduit and amplifier of power networks of neo-
liberalism”. Of concern, Lawler (2013) suggests that running social services as a
business rather than a charitable, non-profit model has supplanted the espoused social
justice goals of social work. Contemporary social work practices have become highly
technocratic, becoming involved in ‘ordering’ discourses towards service users, and
prioritising risk management, individualism and allocation of resources over genuine
care and empathy for human beings and their environment (Renau et al., 2023).
Meadows and his colleagues (1972) argue in “Limits to growth” that growth does not
result in outcomes that bring about justice, rather it perpetuates and reproduces social
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inequalities and injustices globally. Jones et al (2021) note that the rise of neo-
liberalism has brought unsustainable social protection systems, increased inequalities
and worsened social injustices. As such, development within the growth ideology
might not be unconnected to several paradoxical forces at play in the world today.
Steady rise in knowledge-based economies, globalisation, and technological
advancements have been accompanied with deteriorating global peace, localised
conflicts, rising inequality, and increased social suffering.

Perhaps unknowingly, social work within this dominant neoliberal culture
does not result in outcomes that bring about justice, rather it perpetuates and
reproduces the very systems and structures that engenders social inequalities and
injustices. As such, social work has been reduced to offering temporary solutions to
alleviate problems without transforming the structures and systems that gave rise to
them. In support, Jones et al (2021) argue that social work practice within the
prevailing neoliberal orthodoxy that produces ‘self-sufficient beings’ in an attempt to
reduce inequality and poverty would remain unsustainable and bound to fail. For
instance, the primary focus of social protection systems in most developed countries
lies on assisting the valued members of their societies (their citizens) while keeping
out those they consider of non-deserving of the entitlement (such as asylum seekers).
Jones and his colleagues (2018) suggest that such discriminative actions, grounded in
a neoliberal growth ideology, might negatively impact another’s well-being or that of
future generations. Instead, social work practice should focus on a grander goal of
creating inclusive, sustainable communities that fosters human flourishing, social
support, care and collective action.

Khallis (2018) stresses the need for social work to embrace a more
sustainable approach which transcends economics and incorporates meaning and
empathetic relationships in order to promote sustainability in social work. Kindness
represents a powerful resource whose ontological coherence offers a counter-
hegemonic resistance to neo-liberal influences in social work practice (Hill & Laredo,
2020). Kindness could be the vehicle that will not only form the basis of a
transformative practice but also provide the groundwork for sustainability in social
work. Behaviours anchored on kindness form the foundation for empathetic care,
helping relationships and social support. As Freire (1970) highlights, building direct
and purposeful relationships with clients through the sphere of dialogue is central to
the delivery of a socially just and sustainable, rights-based practice.

3. Bridging Cultural, Institutional, and Interpersonal Boundaries

Social work practice often involves complex and multifarious boundaries
that social workers must navigate to improve the effectiveness of interventions. Social
work is a profession that feels a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction in the
application of self, the person in the process (Mattison, 2000). Notably, the ability to
establish a good working relationship is a necessary condition for effective social
work practice (Ward et al., 2010). The application of self remains the prerequisite
skill with which social workers relate to clients and their problems as well as the
foundation for positive intervention outcomes. The application of self, which closely
aligns with the postmodern paradigm is quite difficult to effectively put into practice.
The Postmodern paradigm demands that social workers be personally involved and
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open to constantly nurture the ongoing working relationship with clients in the
helping process (Kapelj, 2022). Drawing on the postmodern paradigm in
psychotherapy, Caginovi¢ et al (2011) argue that as a helping profession, the focus of
social work transcends the problems and interventions. They argue that the helping or
therapeutic process, established through a working relationship between the client and
the social worker, shapes the dynamics of the standard of care social workers can
provide. However, the working relationship established through the application of
self, the person in the helping process appears to lend itself to the development of
dual/multiple relationships, competing values and ethical dilemmas which have
several ethical consequences. In support, Reamer (2003) agrees that maintaining a
safe, professional and transparent connection between client and social worker can be
problematic and challenging due to ethical issues related to cultural, structural, and
professional boundaries. Kindness remains a fundamental component in the helping
process, facilitating the creation of a safe, non-judgmental space where boundaries,
trust and human dignity are respected and promoted. With kindness, social workers’
view of professional boundaries would align with the thoughts of Flaker (2020), who
argues that boundaries should be conceptualised as bridges that connect social
workers to clients rather than separate them. Obviously, some professional boundaries
need to be cast in stone based on clear values and ethical considerations, such as those
related to exploitation, sexual relations, etc. Importantly, Flaker (2020) posits that
certain boundaries should not be set in advance — “a priori”, but rather develop
organically and adapted for each working relationship. Accordingly, the capacity of
kindness to be at the centre of this transformative social work practice is predicated
on its ability to bridge boundaries between genuine connections and professional
obligations. Kindness can play a central role in bridging institutional, cultural,
intrapersonal and interpersonal boundaries in social work, especially when working
with diverse and vulnerable populations. Before all others, professional boundaries in
social work relationships should take into consideration the broad spectrum of
developments in the profession’s theories and values as well as the current realities of
practice. O’Leary et al (2012) and other scholars who challenge the conservative
representation of boundaries in social work relationships emphasized the need for
social workers to embrace an inclusive, connected and dynamic understanding of
professional boundaries in practice. Kindness is a tool for establishing social work
relationships where boundaries are determined on the basis of respect for human
dignity, mutuality, inclusion, dynamism and connected professional relationships as
against separation and professional distance. In this context, practicing kindness
entails acknowledging the inappropriate behaviours and the vulnerabilities that may
damage the working relationship, diminishing its ability to establish a safe space for
problem-solving and the co-creation of positive outcomes. Contemporary theories and
perspectives of social work, such as postmodernism and narrative approaches stress
the importance of the use of self, unconscious dynamics and inter-subjectivity in
social work relationships (Bird, 2000; Ruch, 2010). These could be achieved through
intentional acts of kindness such as offering consistent support, being empathetic and
compassionate, listening actively and validating clients’ emotions.
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4. Research Questions

Informed by the relational theory and strengths-based approach, this research
synthesises the current state of knowledge regarding kindness and its role in
transforming social work practices and outcomes.

Specifically, the research addresses the following questions;

e How does kindness help drive meaningful and long-term systemic change?

e What are the contributions of kindness in the promotion of sustainable practices
and enduring positive outcomes in social work?

e In what way does kindness bridge boundaries to promote engagement,
collaboration and co-construction of solutions to social problems?

e What are the systemic barriers that hinder social workers from incorporating
kindness in social work interventions?

e How does kindness affect the success of humanitarian services in
underserved/underprivileged populations?

111. Methodology

The study employs a systematic literature review (SLR) approach to effectively
meet the research objectives and address the research questions. The choice of
methodology was on account of its suitability for assessing, appraising and
synthesizing available research on kindness and its role in transforming social work
practices and outcomes. According to Fink (2005), systematic literature reviews
encompass a complete set of published and unpublished literature spanning various
fields of knowledge. The relational theory and strengths-based research approach
guided all phases of the review process, with a strong focus on examining the
transformative role of kindness in social work practice and its contributions towards
systemic change and enduring outcomes for social work interventions.

1. Search Strategy

The review prioritised and included relevant literature that explored the
transformative role of kindness in driving sustainable practices and achieving
enduring positive outcomes in social work. This includes peer-reviewed articles
published in English language between January 2004 and December 2024 with
special focus on theoretical frameworks, empirical studies and case studies. Due to
the dearth of research on kindness in relation to social work practice, this 20-year
expansive search was to enable the search identify as many relevant papers as
possible. The review also included grey literature sources such as non-peer reviewed
journals, conference proceedings, government reports, social work websites, theses
and dissertations.

All potentially relevant papers were identified through a systematic search of four
electronic databases such as PsycINFO, Web of Science, Google Scholar and Science
Direct; relevant social work journals and other information sources such as
conference repositories. The systematic search strategy involved the use of at least
one or the combination the following keywords: kindness, sustainable practices,
lasting change, long-term impact, bridging boundaries, social work practice.
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Examples search terms include (“sustainable practices” OR “sustainability” OR
“community-based approach”) AND (“long-term impact” OR “enduring outcome”)
AND (“bridging boundaries” OR “interpersonal boundaries” OR “professional
boundaries” OR “institutional boundaries: OR “cultural boundaries”) AND
(“kindness” OR “empathy” OR “kindness-centred approach” OR “acts of kindness™)
AND (“social work” OR “social care” OR “humanitarian services” OR “social work
interventions”).

The search strategy utilised title and abstract field restrictions in all databases as a
preparatory test of full texts. The search strategy also involved an ancestry and
progeny searches whereby reference lists of selected peer-reviewed studies and all
studies citing previous reviews were examined to identify relevant studies.

Grey literature databases and websites of governmental and non-governmental
organisation were searched for articles exploring the transformative role of kindness
in driving sustainable practices and achieving enduring positive outcomes in social
work. Systematic search of grey literature sources were carried out in Trove, Social
Care Online, and Google Scholar. The inclusion and exclusion criteria were used to
screen and select all relevant studies identified through the search strategy.

The preparation and reporting of the systematic review was in line with the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)
2020 (Page et al., 2021) (Figure 1).

All search results were assessed for their study quality based on their relevance to
the research questions and reliability, such as the article’s intended purpose, coverage,
authority of the author(s), accuracy, and currency.
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Figure 1: PRISMA flowchart for the SLR
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2. Data Collection and Analysis

Data was extracted from the included studies using the Microsoft Excel software
based on the following study characteristics: author (s) and year of publication; aims,
study location, study design and methodology, key findings and recommendations.
Finally, a thematic analysis and synthesis of the included studies alongside a
relational and strengths-based perspectives were carried out to capture emerging
themes that are relevant to addressing the research questions.

3. Theoretical Frameworks
Relational Theory

Over the years, the centrality of relationships with or between individuals, groups and
structures in social work practice has been consistently emphasized in social work
literature (Arnd-Caddigan and Pozzuto, 2008; Mattison, 2000; Petr, 1983;Turney,
2010; Ward et al., 2010; Winter, 2019). Needless to say, relational social work is
central to actualising the aims and objectives of social work practice (Winter,
2019).At its core, relational theory provides a theory of solutions rather than problems
and their sources (Parton and O'Byrne, 2000). Drawing on post-modern paradigms,
relational theory holds that solutions meant to address social problems do not emerge
from individuals, but from the reflexivity and actions of existing networks
(Folgheraiter, 2007). Existing social networks in this context include friends, family
members, co-workers, mentors, teachers, bosses, etc. According to the theory, social
workers serve as the relational guides of these networks; and based on the reciprocity
principle, co-create sustainable solutions to problems from the social relations
involved. The underlying assumptions of the relational theory, especially the
significance of relationships and the environment, are in agreement with conservative
modernist social work viewpoints (Sarri, 2005). Relational social work theory
provides a foundational framework for social workers to understand the linkages
between social relations and solutions to social problems. Social workers can use
relational theory to engage with the existing social networks of individuals who are
experiencing challenges or in need of support to enhance their capabilities, capacities
and resilience to drive and achieve the desired change (Folgheraiter, 2007).

Social work practice from the perspective of contemporary relational theory
is centred on a two-person approach to intervention. From inception, social work
practice is known to have its root in a deficit model which pathologises individuals
and emphasises the need for remedial actions for individuals and their networks.
Relational social work instead stresses on the co-creation of solutions through the
sphere of reciprocal interactions with clients. Tosone (2004) well defined it as the
practice of “using the therapeutic relationship as the principle vehicle to effect change
in the client’s systemic functioning referring to the inherent interconnection of the
intrapsychic, interpersonal and larger community systems” (p. 481). In this context,
relationships are obviously not just procedural and transaction-based but are safe
spaces that foster trust, inter-subjectivity, social agency, respect and empowerment.

Strengths-based Approach
The strength-based perspective is a social work practice theory developed by
a team comprising Ann Weick, Charles Rapp and Dennis Saleebey (Healy, 2005).
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The strengths perspective has its roots in the age of modernism, being one of
many conservative modernist theories that were developed in the quest for rationality,
objectivity and scientific truths (Weick et al., 1989). The approach was developed to
corrective response to the predominant psychoanalytical and deficit-based approaches
and policies that focus on the weaknesses, needs and problems in clients and work
towards eradicating them (Saleebey, 1992). Alternatively, the strengths-based
perspective holds the core belief that “all people have strengths and capacities and,
that given access to resources and supports, can achieve their life goals and solve
problems” (Chenoweth & McAuliffe 2005, p. 123-124). Needless to say, the
strengths-based approach does not utterly neglect problems rather it reframes
difficulties and problems; as opportunities and drivers for change (Giacomucci,
2021). The principal focus of the strengths-based approach lies on highlighting the
client’s strengths and resources, including skills, knowledge, talent and support
systems with the aim of achieving their goals and aspirations (Healy, 2005; Saleebey,
1992; Weick et al. 1989). Self-determination, individuals’ strengths, capabilities and
assets form the basis of interventions (Saint-Jacques et al., 2009). According to Grant
and Cadell (2009), strengths-based approach is client-led and a collaborative approach
based on a philosophical commitment to prioritise human potentials rather than their
limitations.

Social work practice from the strengths-based perspective places people’s
strengths, capacities, capabilities and potentialities at the heart of the therapeutic
process rather than amplifying the weaknesses of individuals and their networks
(Chapin, 2017). From a strengths-based perspective, the social worker’s task is to
focus on what the client does well or what has been successful for them, and explore
ways to do more and build on them (Chapin, 2017). By putting what clients can do
rather than their deficiencies at the centre of the helping process, social workers
engender a framework that encourages and supports the ability for recovery,
development and change (Saleebey, 2013).

Finally, relational theory and strengths-based approach represent practice theories
and models that would help uncover the nuances in the functionality of kindness as a
fundamental component of sustainable and ethical social work practices. These social
work theories provide invaluable perspectives and guide the understanding of
kindness and its transformative potentials for social work from both practice and
ethical lens. The theories amplify the centrality of a two-person approach to
intervention that strongly focuses on highlighting the client’s strengths and resources.

4. Findings

Twelve articles (4 grey literature and 8 peer-reviewed) were selected and included
for review in the study. Majority of the articles explored the transformative role of
kindness in driving sustainable practices and achieving enduring positive outcomes in
social work. 4 studies (33.3%) reported real-world examples of kindness-centred
approach in the delivery of social work intervention (Carole, 2013; MHIN, 2015a,
2015b; MEP, 2018). 8 studies (66.6%) examined the transformative role kindness
plays in creating lasting change and sustainable social work practices. Interestingly,
half of the eight peer-reviewed articles adopted experimental study designs using
randomized controlled trials (Binfet & Whitehead, 2019; Frybury et al., 2021; Quirk
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& Ivtzan, 2018; Stell & Farsides, 2016)), three were observational studies (Hill &
Laredo, 2020; Mastrantonio, 2023; Otake et al, 2006) and one was a meta-analysis
(Hui et al., 2020). This indicates that the available empirical evidence provides
significant knowledge with respect to kindness in social work, thus findings could be

generalizable.
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The Transformative Role of Kindness in Sustainable Social Work
Practices
The articles reviewed consistently acknowledged the transformative power of
kindness and kindness-centred approach in achieving sustainable outcomes in social
work practice (Binfet & Whitehead, 2019; Frybury et al., 2021; Hill & Laredo, 2020;
Quirk & Ivtzan, 2018; Mastrantonio, 2023; Stell & Farsides, 2016). The results
demonstrate that kindness enhances the effectiveness of social work intervention
outcomes by promoting collaboration, resilience and trusting relationships. Social
workers who incorporate kindness report increased levels of client satisfaction and
sustained positive impacts in their interventions. Intentional acts of kindness is the
manifestation of an approach that develops empathetic relationships and guarantees
sustainability in social work (Hill & Laredo, 2020). Kindness enables social workers
to pursue their roles and responsibilities not as corporate employees but as human
service professionals with a commitment to serve, build relationships and engage in
collective activity. Furthermore, kindness through its other-and self-oriented emotions
and cognitions (Malti, 2020), will enable social workers incorporate the capacity for
empathetic practice and perspective-taking to better relate with clients. In addition,
kindness provides an important foundation from which social worker would uncouple
the neoliberal narratives that shape the services they provide and focus on a holistic
approach empowering individuals and communities.

Bridging Boundaries: The Role of Kindness

The findings indicate that kindness is highly instrumental for bridging
interpersonal, systemic and cultural boundaries (MEP, 2018; Stell & Farsides, 2016).
Actions anchored on kindness helps social workers effectively engage with clients
from diverse backgrounds. Social workers, by approaching clients and communities
with kindness, will be able to break cultural barriers and thus, improve
communication and collaboration without compromising cultural sensitivity.
Furthermore, kindness facilitates the navigation of complex systems and the
development of more coordinated interventions by establishing safe collaborative
environment with other professionals and stakeholders. With the increasing trend of
‘New Managerialism’ in contemporary practice, socials workers often times are faced
with several challenges that include limited resources, restrictive policies, and greater
uncertainty capable of undermining the effectiveness of social work interventions. A
kindness-centred approach helps social workers find their voices and critique
neoliberal “Managerialism” by forming strong alliances across agencies, advocating
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for clients’ interest and committing to a supportive, empathetic and relationship-based
practice.

Long-term Impact of Kindness: Creating Lasting Change

Findings show that kindness leaves an enduring impact on both social workers and
their clients (Hui et al., 2020; MHIN, 2015a, 2015b; Otake et al., 2006;Quirk &
Ivtzan 2018). On one hand, clients who experience kindness in their interactions with
practitioners are more likely to take part in sustainable behaviours and be active
contributors to their sustained well-being. On the other hand, practitioners who
incorporate kindness in their practice report increased rates of job satisfaction and
reduced stress levels. In addition, findings show that kindness can help bring about
systemic change by decoupling and reshaping the disruptive neoliberal influences in
the broader social environment. One way to bring about systemic change is by
creating a more connected culture through kindness. By consistently practicing acts of
kindness, social workers model this prosocial behaviour for others as the standards for
expected behaviour (Leape et al., 2012). Scientific and anecdotal evidence have
shown that intentional acts of kindness is associated with increased feelings of
happiness both for the giver and the recipient (Otake et al., 2006). Furthermore,
studies have also shown happier people to be kinder (Aknin et al., 2012). This
confirms the interdependence and sustainable cycle involving happiness and kindness;
with happy people becoming happier by practising or witnessing acts of kindness
which also increases their proclivity for more kinder behaviours. By initiating a
virtuous cycle, kindness offers a transformative influence to organisational cultures
and societal norms (Leape et al., 2012). As such, social work practice can create a
social environment that supports social development and sustains enduring positive
outcomes through a virtuous cycle of reciprocity.

V. Discussion

1. Implications for Social Work Practice

This comprehensive systematic literature review aimed to examine the
transformative role of kindness in driving sustainable practices and achieving
enduring positive outcomes in social work by reviewing evidence from empirical
studies and real-world examples. Three transformative roles of kindness were
identified: sustainable social work practice; bridging boundaries; and creating lasting
change/impact. The review demonstrates that the transformative potentials of
kindness have significant implications for social work practice. It is important to
acknowledge that incorporating kindness into social work is instrumental for
enhancing the effectiveness of interventions and the sustainability of social work
practices.

There is a strong case for articulating kindness as a transformative force that
inspires effective and sustainable ways of social work practice. This is particularly
true with regards to its capacity to facilitate effective and sustainable ways of driving
social change by navigating boundaries and the ethical quandaries that arise in
contemporary social work practice. The influence of social theories connected with
social constructionism, postmodernism and narrative approaches in social work
practice has significantly increased in recent years. Social work practice has
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witnessed a paradigm shift from a long-established approach that privileged silence,
professional distance, abstinence, neutrality, and a one-person approach to
intervention. Much emphasis now rests on the plurality of knowledge and voice,
connection, dialogue, and a two-person approach to intervention (Borden, 2000;
Ornstein & Ganzer, 2005). Kindness presents a powerful, ontologically coherent
catalyst to an empathetic, supportive relation-based practice. In social work practice,
kindness is not only an emotive concept, it is also a tool for social development. This
is consistent with the broader research, which emphasizes that kindness is capable of
producing the therapeutic relationships that create the safe environment for
transformative change and a more sustainable future. Kindness forms an important
foundation that actively shapes the services practitioners are able to provide and how
they engage with clients and systems. Furthermore, kindness is far from being just a
relational quality. As a tool for social justice, kindness confronts dominant social,
economic and structural narrative that reproduce inequalities by offering an
empathetic, compassionate and humanising response to clients who experience
oppression, trauma and marginalisation.

Kindness can be integrated into social work practice by placing it at the heart of a
strengths-based approach to social work practice. Kindness can reinforce a strengths-
based approach to the delivery of humanitarian services. Kindness within the
strengths-based approach recognises and gives value to the knowledge, potentials and
capacity for resilience, courage, growth and change that individuals possess
regardless of the challenges they face. Kindness encourages social workers to
promote the rights of individuals and communities to pursue their own goals and
expectations (Mathers, 2016). Kindness entails acknowledging the vulnerabilities and
weaknesses clients experience without allowing these weaknesses define them and
become the focus of treatment. It emphasises treating clients with respect, empathy,
and compassion; encouraging social workers to refrain from reducing clients to their
problems, but approach them as motivators for change. Mastrantonio (2023, p.119)
found that kindness is associated with “positive social interactions and the
development of healthy relationships”, leading to greater sense of social
responsibility. Obviously, engaging clients with respect and compassion as well as
recognising their strengths increase their sense of self-worth and motivation to
actively engage with the intervention process (Peart, 2024). For example, in working
with a client with an intellectual impairment, a kindness-centred strengths-based
practice will never reduce the client to a person with disability and without agency
who needs to be worked on. It is evident that clients might get accustomed to and
eventually internalise such stigmatising and deficit-focused perspective. This
predisposes the client to disengagement and a sense of hopelessness to change (Pulla,
2017). Instead, a strengths perspective that incorporates kindness will instil hope
within with the client by helping the client identify and build on the inherent
resilience he/she possess; support the client realise his/her capacity to gain
employment; and focus on the strengths, abilities and resources at his/her disposal. It
could also be noted that focusing on the client’s strengths and assets inspires
confidence in clients and sets the groundwork for empowerment and enduring change
(Pulla, 2017). By incorporating acts of kindness, such as encouragement,
compassionate listening, empathetic partnership, affirming his/her , the client
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becomes the expert in a goal-oriented, proactive, transformative journey of recovery
and lasting change.

An integral hallmark of the strengths-based practice is establishing hope-inducing
relationships (Rapp et al.,, 2005). According to Rapp and his colleagues in “The
Future of Strength-based Social Work”, the therapeutic relationship should be able to
help clients find hope and opportunities as well as increase their confidence, self-
worth, and how they perceive their potentials and resources. Kindness, as articulated
by Neff (2011) induces feelings associated with a renewed sense of purpose,
resilience, positivity and optimism for the future. By incorporating acts of kindness,
strengths-based practice engenders high expectations and hope, ensuring that their
strengths, goals and aspirations are the focus of interventions. Furthermore, kindness
establishes a therapeutic relationship that is trustworthy, empathetic, and purposeful
in empowering clients overcome problems and connect to social support systems.

Kindness can also be integrated into social work practice by making it a critical
component of relational social work. Linked with anti-oppressive and anti-racist
social work practices, this approach demands that social workers view their clients as
experiential experts and active partners in their journey toward empowerment and
liberation. Kindness encourages the development of safe and trusting environments
where clients’ knowledge and voices are seen, heard and valued. Kindness within the
relational framework dismantles existing power imbalances in the therapeutic
relationship, allowing both the social worker and the client identify strengths, share
power, and co-create solutions. Given the huge value social work profession places on
relationship in practice, kindness facilitates deeper connections that will potentiate the
use of therapeutic relationship to stimulate sustainable practices and effect change.
Kindness, in this context, becomes not only an ancillary quality, but the vehicle for
engaging and harnessing these supportive and problem-solving networks to promote
and achieve enduring change. Furthermore, this is consistent with existing body of
literature that supports the idea that kindness promotes trust and acceptance in
relationships (Binfet & Whitehead, 2019; Fryburg et al., 2021; Rowland & Curry,
2019). One of the central characteristics of the relational approach that has
significantly influenced contemporary social work practice is “the identification and
investigation of enactments as they unfold between therapist and client” (Ornstein and
Ganzer, 2005, p. 567). In fact, Winter (2015, p. 1) suggests that “the inextricable links
between the interpersonal, intrapersonal and structural worlds” of the social worker
and the client are fundamental to the processes of engagement, collaboration and co-
construction of solutions to social problems. Trust and acceptance in relationships are
central to the processes by which the structural, interpersonal and intrapersonal
worlds of the social worker are inextricably linked with that of the client. Trust and
acceptance in relationships encourage clients’ narrative competence and foster
increased agency and empowerment. Transformative acts of kindness serve as the
“glue” with which social workers can effectively ‘hold in tension’ the interpersonal
and intrapersonal components of relational practice. Thus, when kindness pervades
working relationships, collaboration is encouraged, clients feel more in charge of their
recovery and are fully invested in the process of change. This indicates that kindness
in social work interfaces well with the Rogerian ideas of person-centred approach
which stresses on “the capacity of conscious human beings to reason, make choices
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and act freely” (Payne 2005, as cited in Chenoweth & McAuliffe 2005, p. 121).
Needless to say, this improves the outcome of the helping process, allowing social
workers engage clients as empathetic partners, introduce new perspectives and
increase the possibility of successful intervention outcomes.

In addition, particular attention should be paid to practice principles which reflect
key professional identities and values in social work. These practice principles
include accessibility, truthfulness, respect, resourcefulness, empathy, flexibility,
dedication, emotional self-regulation and emotional intelligence. The quality of
relationships established in the helping profession are significantly influenced by
these broad set of guiding principles. These principles, according to Pohoata (2015),
operationalise a culture of kindness in practice that enables individuals go beyond
transaction and act towards transformation. A growing body of research indicates that
social service users value professionals who operationalise these practice principles
(Reimer, 2013).

Finally, enduring change demands that the outcome of interventions are not only
effective but could be sustained over time. Bell Hooks, in one of her famous quotes
put forward the saying that “love is an action, never simply a feeling”, suggesting that
emotional competencies shouldn’t be merely understood as emotive concepts in one
wants to achieve enduring change in the society. Given that contemporary social work
is situated within the hegemonic power of neo-liberalism, just feeling kind is not
enough for achieving positive long-term intervention outcomes and creating enduring
change. Kindness must be operationalised as actions that challenge oppressive and
suppressive practices and at the same time, remain accountable to systems and
structures that perpetuate and reinforce inequalities, poverty and discrimination in
communities. Incorporating intentional acts of kindness into social work practice is
central to achieving long-term impact. One of the ways kindness brings about lasting
change is by helping individuals and their communities find hope in order to build
resilience. Hope undergirds the capacity to cope and adapt in the face of difficulties;
and it is a critical factor in the sustainability of enduring positive outcomes. By
approaching clients with kindness, social workers can help clients build their
confidence, self worth, self-efficacy and the ability to adapt and recover from
challenging life circumstances. Consequently, such resilience and a positive outlook
contribute to the long-term sustainability of the social change achieved through
interventions. Furthermore, kindness as a transformative force, facilitates trust and
meaningful engagement with clients, creating a foundation for sustained relationship
and establishing stronger and more inclusive communities. Relationships built on
trust, collaborative partnership and mutual respect are essential for advocacy, co-
creation of effective interventions, continuity of care and social support that are
necessary for achieving enduring change.

. Recommendations for Future Research
e Based on the results, this study suggests future research in the following areas;
e Longitudinal studies should be conducted to evaluate the measurable impacts of
kindness-centred approach on social work outcomes.
e Future studies could examine actionable strategies to institutionalise kindness-
centred approaches within social work policy and practice.
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V1. Conclusion

Intentional acts of kindness has critical and practical implications for upholding the
profession’s espoused values and actualising its core mandates. With kindness
offering a dynamic, counter-hegemonic resistance to neoliberal influences in
mainstream practice, this presents a unique opportunity to transform social work
practice to reflect its ethical foundations of a just, relationship-based, right-based
practice. At a minimum, kindness remains the driving force behind a commitment to
facilitating social cohesion, social change and empowerment of individuals and
communities. The relative simplicity of kindness is the bridge that transcends
systemic barriers and genuinely connects practitioners to the unique narratives of their
clients, facilitating the co-creation of solutions. Thus, kindness facilitates trust,
understanding, empathetic practice and remains the foundation for transformative and
enduring change.
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