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Foreword

Military personnel and their families, just like any other group of people, need 
access to social work services that address their unique needs. Military communi-
ties, while diverse across countries with different cultures, norms, and socio-
economic status; have many commonalities that differentiate them from civilian 
communities. Consequently, a unique form of social work is needed for military 
communities – a form that is rooted in generic social work, but also is responsive 
and tailored to meet unique military community needs. This book is thus a very 
welcome and much needed compendium, showcasing the range of military social 
work services across multiple countries.

There has not been a great deal written on international military social work. In 
1999, James G. Daley concluded his book on American Social Work Practice in the 
Military, with a call for an international perspective on military social work (Daley 
1999). He followed this in 2003 with the article, “Military social work: A multi-
country study,” which included only four countries (the US, Finland, China, and 
South Africa) (Daley 2003). Daley in a 2006 editorial titled, “Building an interna-
tional military social work focus,” points again to the importance of military social 
work and the need for international comparative research and sharing (Daley 2006).

And so, it is with great delight that we receive the publication of the first interna-
tional book on military social work, Military Social Work Around the Globe, co-
edited by Mary Ann Forgey and Karen Green-Hurdle. This book is personally 
meaningful, as I was employed as a military social worker for the first 17 years of 
my career; rising to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel and Deputy Director of the 
Military Health Research Centre, which included a Social Work Research and 
Development Department, both of which I started. During my years as practitioner, 
researcher, and manager I saw the great potential that military social work has not 
only to provide support to military members and their families, but also to shape the 
way the military thinks about and utilizes its human resources, the nature of military 
culture, the policies and procedures adopted by the military, and the cultivation of 
the military community within broader social welfare and human rights discourses. 
This was particularly evident in my experience of being a military social worker 
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during the transition from the apartheid regime to a democratic, non-racial govern-
ment (Turton and Van Breda 2020).

This book emerges out of an extensive and creative process of mobilizing a pre-
viously rather disconnected and often invisible group of social workers, which 
could serve as a model for others wanting to do global comparative studies. In 2016, 
Forgey and Green-Hurdle collaborated on a multinational study on military social 
work. This promised to be (and indeed is) the largest multi-country study on mili-
tary social work. The study confirmed the existence of military social work in 25 
countries, and interviews were conducted with subject matter experts from 15 coun-
tries. In April 2019, a 3-day roundtable conference was convened at the West Point 
military base in New York, hosted by Fordham University and attended by represen-
tatives from 15 countries. This group continues to meet regularly under the title 
“International Military Social Work Consortium.” This book is one of several out-
puts of this initiative.

This book draws together the approaches to military social work across multiple 
countries; giving attention to the history of military social work, the settings in 
which military social workers operate, various approaches to or constructions of 
military social work, research on military social work, ethical tensions in military 
social work, the education and training of military social workers, and future direc-
tions of military social work services. Each chapter provides an excellent picture of 
military social work in that country, who is working, and how they work. Together 
the chapters show various areas of commonality and other areas of difference, and 
in doing so, point towards ongoing work in the evolution of military social work.

I think it is important for military social workers to define themselves as military 
social workers, and not just social workers who work with military personnel (Van 
Breda 2012). There is a difference in professional identity when one thinks of mili-
tary social work as a field of practice requiring a unique knowledge and skill set that 
is different from, for example, child and family social work. Furthermore, the adop-
tion of an explicit “military social work” professional identity helps position one as 
a hybrid of a military person and a social worker, both part of the military system 
and also part of the social work system. These systems may have conflicting values 
and approaches, which can create ethical dilemmas, as some chapters highlight. A 
military social work professional identity is important in helping navigate the nar-
row path between these, as exemplified in the notion of binocular vision that is part 
of the South African military social work theory (Van Breda and Du Plessis 2009).

This book is an important step towards cultivating an evolving sense of profes-
sional identity (Roulston 2020). As each participating country articulates their his-
tory, work, personnel, position, and values; they are increasing awareness and 
consciousness about their form of military social work practice. Articulating one’s 
work is an important step in developing professional identity. Moreover, the co-
location of these narratives in one book allows for critical reflection on one’s own 
construction of military social work in relation to the constructions of other coun-
tries. We have probably all had that experience of visiting another country or culture 
and suddenly “seeing” one’s own previously invisible or taken-for-granted culture 
by the difference in this new space. This book offers this opportunity to military 
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social workers, not only in the 14 included countries, but also other countries that 
are not part of this book.

The comparative analysis that this book offers, which is pulled together by the 
editors in the final chapter, initiates a larger practice of conceptualizing a global 
military social work identity. For example, many chapters deliberate on the relative 
importance of clinical or medical social work versus occupational social work. 
Some countries are strongly aligned with one or other, and some see the value of 
both. Teasing out these approaches and weighing their strengths and limitations in 
each context is an important part of conceptualizing military social work.

Arguably South Africa, more than most countries, has been deliberate in working 
to develop a theory or model of military social work with its concepts of binocular 
vision, practice positions, client systems, and a practice model (Van Breda 2012). 
This is not to say that their ideas are the correct or best ones, but they do illustrate 
the need for developing the field itself. Most of the research emerging from military 
social workers has focused on specific issues or treatment approaches, such as 
trauma, substance use, and domestic violence. What has been lacking is research 
and writing on military social work per se. This kind of work is important for build-
ing the field, with this book making an important contribution to this development 
by focusing on the de facto construction of the field in various countries. It is hoped 
that this will precipitate further work on developing, theorizing, and modelling in 
the field of military social work.

The aim of this book is not to develop military social work as an end in itself, but 
as a means to a greater end of strengthening military personnel, veterans, military 
families, and the military community across the world. Military individuals, groups, 
and communities face considerable stress in their work that can negatively impact 
their capacity to flourish and embody social justice, compassion, and empathy. A 
military colleague of mine used to say that the job of military social workers is to 
humanize the military – I think there is still much truth in this, as military work can 
be hard on the soul. The global definition of social work (IASSW 2014) emphasizes 
the “principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect 
for diversities” and states that social work “promotes social change and develop-
ment, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of people.” With its 
roots in such values, military social work is ideally placed to ensure the full human-
ity of the military community through working at the micro-macro interface 
(Olson 2018).

This book will be of interest and value to all military social workers; from the 
most junior to the most senior, from the countries represented in the book, and from 
countries not represented. It will also be of relevance to countries that are consider-
ing starting up a military social work service, such as Slovakia, which will launch 
such a service at the end of 2022. The book will be of relevance to academics teach-
ing social work, particularly occupational social work and employee assistance or 
wellness programs, as well as clinical social work and those teaching or considering 
teaching military social work. This book furthermore is an invaluable resource for 
military social work scholars – those who seek to research military social work and 
build theories and models for military social work. Finally, this book will help to 
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place military social work in the core cluster of fields of international social work 
practice. Congratulations to the editors and authors for producing this book.

Professor of Social Work, Head of Social Work  
and Community Development�

Adrian D. van Breda

University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg, South Africa
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Preface

The purpose of this book is to cultivate an international understanding of military 
social work, hereafter referred to as MilSW, and how it is practiced by uniformed 
and civilian social workers within the defense organizations of the countries con-
tributing to this book. This focus on MilSW practice specifically within defense 
organizations (and not in veteran settings) was deliberate and done out of recogni-
tion for the unique aspects of this specific role, and the importance of establishing a 
more global understanding of fundamental similarities and differences of this field 
of practice.

The knowledge generated by this book will inform military social workers and 
defense organizations worldwide about how social workers are assisting service 
members and their families in dealing with the common challenges that are unique 
to military life. This comparative international lens will also provide fertile ground 
for social work students and educators worldwide to consider possibilities of this 
field of practice in their country, or to develop a deeper and more critical under-
standing of how MilSW is being practiced within their own country. The interna-
tional landscape provided within this book will also provide a rich source of ideas 
for researchers interested in conducting more in-depth analysis of some of the prac-
tice issues identified, and in expanding the inquiry of this specialist field to coun-
tries beyond those included in this book.

�Organization

This book contains a total of 18 chapters. In the first chapter, the co-editors describe 
the origins of how the idea for collaborating on an international MilSW project 
came to be, and the developmental steps that enabled this book to become a reality. 
The strategies used to identify countries practicing MilSW and their subject matter 
experts are also described, along with the consequential international partnerships 
that were formed, and that allowed this book to come to fruition.
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In Chaps. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14, representatives from 11 
countries describe MilSW practice within their country’s defense organization. 
These chapters are organized alphabetically by country name, and each country, 
other than the United States of America (US), contributed one chapter to this sec-
tion. Due to the breadth of MilSW practice and education in the USA, it was deemed 
necessary to have three chapters from the USA. Two of the chapters address the 
scope of uniformed and civilian MilSW practice and a third chapter describes 
MilSW education within the USA. Separating the US contribution into three sepa-
rate chapters allowed for the necessary detail to be provided; however, it also 
resulted in some overlap of content in relation to history, uniformed and civilian 
social work roles, practice settings, and approaches. While much ground was cov-
ered within the US chapters, it is important to note that MilSW practice within the 
Reserves, the National Guard, and the US Public Health Service was not able to be 
addressed. Given the critical role of military social workers within each of these 
services, most recently in relation to COVID, this is a critical part of the US MilSW 
landscape that needs further inquiry.

Within the chapters that describe the scope of MilSW practice within a specific 
country (Chaps. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14), the following subjects 
are addressed:

•	 History of MilSW
•	 Practice settings and roles
•	 Practice orientation and approach
•	 MilSW role in military to civilian transition (and integration)
•	 Ethical issues
•	 MilSW education and training
•	 Major challenges and future directions
•	 Conclusion

In general terms, Chaps. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14 are structured 
using these subject headings; however, to respect the unique story of each country’s 
MilSW journey, current practice landscape, breadth of services, and the way in 
which the chapter authors’ chose to convey their story, there is some variability with 
the headings, the sequencing of the topics, and the extent to which each subject is 
addressed. It is noted that some have also added supplementary material that is sig-
nificant to the way in which MilSW is practiced in a particular country.

In addition to the aforementioned topics, following the advent of COVID and the 
reignition of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement following the death of 
George Floyd in the US, chapter authors were given the opportunity after they had 
submitted their drafts to provide additional content in relation to any specific activi-
ties military social workers within their country were doing to address COVID and 
social justice issues, particularly in relation to racial inequities spotlighted by the 
BLM movement. In response to this request, some authors provided additional con-
tent to their previously submitted drafts.

Chapters 15, 16, and 17, also organized alphabetically, address the status of 
MilSW in Japan, Slovakia, and Ukraine, countries that do not have MilSW but 
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where there was interest or efforts underway to develop it. In Chap. 15, authors from 
Japan describe the need and potential for MilSW in Japan, while Slovakia outlines 
the concrete plans that are in place within their defense organization for MilSW to 
be established in late 2022  in Chap. 16. In the Ukraine chapter (Chap. 17), the 
importance of developing MilSW is described; however, it is critical to note that the 
chapter was written prior to the 2022 Russian invasion. Although the need for 
MilSW remains extant, the implications of the Russian invasion on its development 
are not addressed.

The final chapter (Chap. 18) written by the co-editors highlights the most signifi-
cant similarities and differences described by the authors in the previous chapters. 
Overall, this international perspective revealed some similar dynamics in the devel-
opment of MilSW within certain countries and the ethical issues encountered when 
working as a social worker within a defense organization. Similarities in practice 
were identified along with some profound differences, particularly in relation to the 
settings in which it is practiced and how the setting itself can impact the practice 
that is undertaken. Not surprisingly, some more obvious differences between coun-
tries that have conscription (as opposed to an all-volunteer military force) were 
identified. The extent to which social workers employed by their defense depart-
ments are responsible for assisting with the military to civilian transition and inte-
gration processes was also found to vary widely across countries. This knowledge 
may be beneficial to the many countries that are currently grappling with this com-
mon challenge.

�Editing Challenges

Addressing MilSW from an international perspective involving authors from 14 dif-
ferent countries presented a unique set of editing challenges. Differences in the 
terminology used for key concepts as well as unfamiliar terminology, language 
translation difficulties, and spelling variations were all challenges that required time 
for understanding the difference and for making decisions as to how to address these 
differences as fairly and consistently as possible.

One of the main terminology differences encountered was the different way in 
which some countries used the term “veteran.” For some countries, “veteran” only 
referred to former service members, whereas in other countries “veteran” was more 
inclusive and referred to any service member who had served for a specific period 
of time. To alleviate confusion for the reader about the meaning of this term, which 
is central to MilSW, the meaning of veteran in the context of their country is 
explained by authors within their chapters.

Another key difference identified during the editing process was that not all 
countries use this term “military social worker” to describe social workers who 
practice within the military. Some describe this practice as “occupational social 
work” within the defense forces. Others did not use the term “social worker” in 
defining these positions and instead defined the role more by job function, e.g., 
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Mental Health Officer, Behavioral Health Provider, which were also positions 
shared by other disciplines. To respect these differences, but also to avoid any con-
fusion on the part of the reader, these differences were made as explicit as possible 
in each chapter. The implications of these different terms being used for MilSW 
were also further discussed in the comparison chapter.

Another issue that required resolution when editing an international book in 
English was the different spelling of words depending on the country’s established 
use of British or American English. To respect each country’s choice of English 
language usage, the spelling used within their country was maintained. As a result, 
the reader will notice that there are different spellings for the same concept among 
the various chapters depending on whether the author is using British English, e.g., 
“defence” or American English, e.g., “defense.”

Given that at least six of the chapters were written by authors for whom English 
was a second language, there were also language translation and interpretation chal-
lenges. At times, terms were used that did not necessarily have a common English 
equivalent. For example, in the Netherlands the term “intervision” was not recog-
nized by the editors as a word used in English and as a result initially was thought 
to be a typo. After discussion with the chapter authors, we learned that it shares 
some features of supervision and coaching, but is also a separate and defined pro-
cess for inter-collegial discussion around a professional service issue. There were 
also translation difficulties involving the use of a term in English that did not seem 
to convey the true meaning intended by the author. To ensure that the author’s true 
meaning was conveyed, discussion was sometimes required to understand the 
underlying meaning of the concept and to find the most accurate English translation. 
For example, Denmark initially used the term “sparring partner,” the meaning of 
which was unclear to the editors. Clarification with the chapter authors revealed that 
the term “advocate” was the suitable replacement.

In describing and documenting what exists in relation to MilSW within defense 
departments worldwide, this book adds significantly to what was a relatively 
unknown international MilSW knowledge base. However, this book should be 
viewed as a window to envisage the potential for what more needs to be understood 
about MilSW from an international perspective in all countries that have MilSW 
since not all contributed to this book. Furthermore, as military forces adapt and 
respond to new frontiers and challenges around the world from war efforts to pan-
demics to humanitarian crises and natural disasters, military social workers must 
also adapt and respond accordingly to ensure that new emerging needs are proac-
tively addressed by thinking globally while acting locally.

There is also much more to MilSW than the practice that happens within defense 
organizations. While this book sheds necessary light on this unique form of MilSW 
practice, an understanding of MilSW practice with former military members is a 
field that warrants a global study similar to what has been undertaken in this book.

This book has been several years in the making. It has required significant com-
mitment and passion for the project from uniformed and civilian MilSW practitio-
ners, educators, and researchers, all of whom have contributed to enabling this book 
to become a reality. It is a testament to the importance placed on the development 
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and recognition of this field of practice by those involved from around the world, 
and we hope that the book will serve as inspiration for what can be achieved through 
connection, collaboration, and commitment to the universal principles that underpin 
and unite the profession of social work.

New York, NY, USA� Mary Ann Forgey
Townsville, QLD, Australia� Karen Green-Hurdle
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