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The asymmetrical nature of the relationship between social workers and their clients may lead to abuse of power due to a human trait or corruption. A high level of power sensitivity is thus crucial to counteract power abuse. Ideally, this topic should be covered during studies, as the risk of corruption rises with everyday working life. In this study, we aimed to assess basic and specific aspects of power sensitivity both for 271 students and 414 professionals, covering (1) general differences for the total sample, (2) differences between both groups and (3) differences between subgroups (semesters, professional years, field of profession; ratings from 0 to 100%). While importance of power sensitivity (94.7%) and professional ethics/principles (91.9%) were rated higher than all other items (p < 0.001), a stark difference was found between the participants’ own vs. the anticipated professional groups’ power sensitivity (73.9% vs. 53.4%, p < 0.001). A hypothetical individual change for the worse through the power as social worker was rated significantly lower than all other items on the respective scale (61.5%, p < 0.001). Professionals rated the experience of stereotypical ideas and prejudices towards clients (78.5, 75.2%) to be significantly stronger than students (69.4, 67.4% all p < 0.001). For students, power sensitivity generally increased with semesters (p < 0.001), while it remained stable over professional years for social workers. Differences between fields of profession did not reach significance. In summary, both students and professionals emphasized the importance of power sensitivity, but seemed to show a self-serving bias if they compared themselves to their group – considering a possible corruption effect, this may at least be interpreted as problematic. We discuss room for improvement in terms of sensitization, whether in the context of further training (professionals) or curricula (students).
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1 Introduction

As a human rights profession, social work aims to enable clients in difficult circumstances to lead a dignified life (1, 2) and to promote their participation in society in various ways (3–7). In this matter, a successful working relationship between social work professionals and their clients is essential. To fulfill their role, social workers have various means of power at their disposal. These include, among other things, residence determination in cases of child endangerment and decisions on granting or cancelling social, monetary, or educational support. The overarching goals are to benefit their clients and to carry out social mandates. Unfortunately, the asymmetrical nature of this professional relationship can be abused, with potentially negative consequences for those seeking support. A critical discourse on this topic is held regularly (8, 9), pointing out the unconscious nature of the matter.

Abuse of power in social work can occur at the individual, group or systemic level. Examples include institutional abuse of power, the misuse of sanctions or the malicious exploitation of knowledge advantages towards clients (10). The reasons for abuse of power are complex and multi-layered. On the one hand, the desire for power can be considered a basic human trait (11). Destructive forms of the use of power (i.e., abuse) lead to negative consequences for clients and may, in the long term, fall back on the person who abuses power. Empathy from those in positions of power can decrease, leading to a shift in focus to one’s own needs (egocentrism) and a sense of alienation from others (here: the clients). Ultimately, this can lead to immoral behavior (12) which is highly problematic in asymmetrical relationships.

On the other hand, a corrupting effect may facilitate the abuse of power. This very old assumption [“Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely” (13)] has been underpinned by social psychology experiments and leadership research since the 1950s. Paradoxically, a person’s belief that they are not susceptible to corruption can be considered a first step towards abusing power. Classic experiments such as Stanley Milgram’s obedience studies (14, 15) and the Stanford Prison Experiment (16) illustrate how easily people lose moral inhibitions under the influence of power (e.g., resulting in administration of supposed electric shocks, mistreatment of others). Muzafer Sherif’s vacation camp experiments (17) document how easily groups can become hostile when power and competition come into play. A modern replication of the Stanford Prison Experiment from 2006 also shows that these tendencies persist beyond historical contexts or the zeitgeist. The replication ultimately led to increasing acceptance of a tyrannical regime despite actively propagating humanitarianism (18).

Regardless of the cause, whether a basic human trait or a corruption effect, raising awareness of one’s own use of power and its consequences seems especially important in professions with asymmetrical relationships, such as social work. To date, two survey studies systematically assessed power sensitivity with the goal of developing standardized items that measure sensitivity in working practice (19, 20). Within these studies, power sensitivity was generally defined as a constitutive sensitivity towards the use of power (19). This comprises an awareness of one’s own status, potential mechanisms of corruption, the inherent potential of power, different perceptions of power use depending on one’s perspective, as well as the socio-psychological pitfalls of one’s own perception.

In both studies, a further distinction was made between two aspects of power sensitivity (19, 20): (a) Basic aspects included the relevance for working practice, how one’s own and the professional group’s power sensitivity was assessed (i.e., detection of possible self-esteem distortions), and whether/how relevant ethical attitudes in the professional context were intertwined with the use of power (21–23). (b) Specific aspects were derived directly from the general definition of power sensitivity – some of which have been shown to be specifically relevant for asymmetrical social interactions, particularly in psychology – and were then applied to the environment of social work (24–26). These specific aspects included sensitivity toward one’s status as a social worker, the risk of corruption and the potential for power to affect everyday working life. They also included divergent perceptions of power between social workers and clients and possible biases in perception that could influence interactions with clients, such as stereotypes and prejudices.

In the first study (19), social work professionals rated their power sensitivity in everyday working live at 7.9 out of 10 points. The same professionals rated the importance of adhering to ethical principles even higher, at 9.4 out of 10 points. Interestingly, participants rated their own power sensitivity higher than that of their professional group (p < 0.001). In light of the aforementioned corruption effect, this may at least be interpreted as problematic. As a result of the first study, a five-item numeric scale on specific power sensitivity was developed, along with an evidence-based action plan (19). The second study (20) surveyed both social work professionals and –students to further develop the scale within a larger sample. As a result, two partially overlapping scales for practical screening of specific power sensitivity were developed: one for social work professionals (nine items) and one for students (six items). In sum, students rated their specific power sensitivity as lower (69.6%) than professionals (73.1%).

So far, both previous studies focused on developing multi-item scales for specific power sensitivity along with single-item scales for basic power sensitivity. However, they only compared social work professionals and –students for some of these items due to a differing item-set between both groups. The present study aims to compare these groups on a larger scale. This cross-sectional survey uses common items both for 271 students and 414 professionals, covering basic and specific aspects of power sensitivity. It has not yet been examined whether there are general differences in basic and specific power sensitivity between both groups. The second aim of this study is to assess whether specific power sensitivity changes with increasing professional experience, such as length of studies, years of profession, and field of profession. Here, subgroup analyses open up the possibility to show trajectories of specific power sensitivity. In sum, we aim to answer the following research questions:


Q1 – Does basic/specific power sensitivity differ between social work professionals and –students?
Q2a – Students: Does specific power sensitivity increase with rising semesters?
Q2b – Professionals: Does specific power sensitivity increase with increasing number of professional years? Does specific power sensitivity differ between fields of profession?




2 Materials and methods


2.1 Sample and study design

For this study, we conducted a Germany-wide, cross-sectional online questionnaire addressed to social work students and social work professionals. Questionnaires were completed from July 15 to September 15, 2024, via the SoSci platform (SoSci Survey GmbH). The survey captured two primary outcomes: (1) basic ratings on power sensitivity (e.g., general importance of the term; 4 items) and (2) specific ratings on power sensitivity (e.g., in a professional context; 5 items). Additional items included demographic and further variables. Please see section 2.2 for items and details.

Online questionnaires were disseminated via multiple routes: (1) institutions and/or their employees of social work: contact via e-mail (e.g., social services, child and adolescent psychiatric clinics, youth welfare facilities), (2) universities in Germany: contact via e-mail distribution lists for social work students, partly via student councils (e.g., University Duisburg-Essen, University of Applied Sciences and Arts (HAWK) Hildesheim/Holzminden/Göttingen, University of Applied Sciences and Arts Münster, University Eichstätt), (3) closed groups in social networks and platforms: postings (Facebook and LinkedIn), (4) professional associations: contact via e-mail (German Professional Association for Social Work, German Association for Social Work in Health Care).

In total, 829 persons entered data into the online survey. Data entered analysis if all items for specific ratings on power sensitivity were completed, which applied to a total of N = 685 out of 829 participants (82.6% completers). The survey was anonymous, and no data were collected that would allow conclusions to be drawn about an individual without considerable effort. Thus, obtaining an approval from the ethics committee was not necessary. All participants consented to the privacy policy at the beginning of the questionnaire.



2.2 Measurement

Besides the primary endpoints (see below), age and gender were recorded as demographic information. Specific information was collected depending on the participants’ occupational situation. Students were asked about their planned graduation (Bachelor’s vs. Master’s degree) and their semester. Social work professionals were asked about their years in the profession, and their area of professional activity (open response). Newly modified items and a shortened version of the questionnaire Screening for Power Sensitivity (20) were used to measure both primary endpoints.


	1. Basic ratings on power sensitivity comprised four statements (items 1a to 1d; please see Table 1 for details). Participants provided ratings for these statements (e.g., 1a: “I think power sensitivity is important”) on a numeric scale from 0 to 100% with a grid spacing of 1%. Each numeric scale contained two opposed anchor points at 0% (“strongly disagree”) and at 100% (“strongly agree”). Items 1a to 1d based on items which had already been used in previous studies (19, 20). These items were not designed to be averaged into a common scale: they comprised two ratings on the participants’ own (perspective one) vs. their professional groups’ (perspective two) basic power sensitivity (see Table 1; items 1b and 1c).

	2. Specific ratings on power sensitivity comprised five statements (items 2a to 2e; please see Table 1 for details), which were rated in the same way as described above (e.g., 2b: “The power I have as a social worker could change even me for the worse”). These items were part of the previously developed and validated scale on specific power sensitivity within the field of social work. They were designed to be averaged into a common scale, but initially contained partially differing items for social work students (Cronbach’s α = 0.74, original: 6 items) and –professionals [Cronbach’s α = 0.81, original: 9 items (20)]. Here, the scale was shortened and measured by the same five items for both groups to ensure comparability (see Table 1). Shortening the scale also led to a reduction in internal consistency (students: α = 0.70; professionals: α = 0.66). Please see the limitations section for further discussion.




TABLE 1 Translated questionnaire items (primary endpoints).

	Single items: Basic ratings on power sensitivity
	Answer options

 

 	1a: “I think power sensitivity is important.” 	Numeric scale1


 	1b: “I consider myself power-sensitive.”


 	1c: “I consider my professional group to be power-sensitive.”


 	1d: “Professional ethics and my own principles are important to me in my work.”







	Five-item scale: Specific ratings on power sensitivity
	Answer options

 

 	2a: “Power has an effect, even before it is applied.” 	Numeric scale1


 	2b: “The power I have as a social worker could change even me for the worse.”


 	2c: “The extent to which one’s own word is heard has a lot to do with one’s position in society or within a group.”


 	2d: “I have already experienced that I had stereotypical ideas about the people I was addressing.”


 	2e: “I have already experienced that I had prejudices about the people I was addressing.”





All statements were rated on a 1numeric scale (percentage from 0 to 100% with a grid spacing of 1% containing two anchors: “strongly disagree” at 0%; “strongly agree” at 100%). Besides the primary endpoints, demographic information was recorded (please see section 2.2 for details).
 



2.3 Statistical analysis

We used SPSS® statistical software (version 30) for data analysis. Descriptive representation of the variables was accomplished using means (M), mean differences (MDiff), standard deviations (SD), frequencies (Freq.), and correlations (r1). For comparison of demographic and additional variables between both samples we used t-tests (e.g., age) along with corresponding effect sizes (Cohen’s d: demp) and one Chi-squared test (gender).

For the first primary endpoint of this study (basic ratings on power sensitivity) analysis was performed on the single-item level (items 1a to 1d) via general linear model (GLM) for dependent measures. The participants’ ratings on the items were integrated as a four-stage within-subject factor. Occupational situation (“student” vs. “professional”) was integrated as two-stage between-subject factor. To map possible variations in pairwise differences between students and professionals for the single items, the interaction effect between both factors was tested together with the two main effects. Four additional pairwise comparisons (t-tests) were performed to validate a possible interaction effect between students and professionals for items 1a to 1d.

As second primary endpoint of this study, specific ratings on power sensitivity were compared between both samples for the combined scale comprising all five items with a single t-test (averaged items 2a to 2e; see section 2.2 for details). Differences between both groups were also analyzed on the single-item level for items 2a to 2e analogously to our first primary endpoint: We created a second GLM and integrated the participants’ ratings as five-stage within-subject factor. Again, the two main effects, interaction effect and five pairwise comparisons were tested for significance.

Additional within-group analyses were performed for both subgroups on the common scale of specific power sensitivity. (1) For social work students, we analyzed semester-wise differences on power sensitivity via UNIANOVA (eight subgroups: semesters 1 to ≥ 8) with pairwise comparisons between the semesters. (2) For social work professionals, the years in profession were categorized in five-year steps, leading to an overall of seven categories being analyzed analogously (UNIANOVA, seven subgroups: < 5 years to ≥ 30 years). Again, pairwise comparisons were used to analyze possible differences between these subgroups. Furthermore, an additional UNIANOVA was created to analyze differences between social work professionals depending on their professional field of activity (eight subgroups built on free responses; see results section for details on differentiation between the fields).

Due to α-error inflation, all pairwise comparisons reported here were adjusted within each model (GLMs/UNIANOVAs) using the Bonferroni method. A global adjustment over all models was not performed. Participants were allowed to skip individual items leading to a variation of included cases. Please see the degrees of freedom for each statistical test and further details in the results section.




3 Results


3.1 Sample and descriptive results

In sum, 414 social work professionals and 271 social work students participated in this study (total N = 685; please see Table 2 for an overview and correlations between descriptive variables). Of the total sample, n = 533 (77.8%) were female, n = 111 (16.2%) were male, n = 22 (3.2%) identified as diverse, and n = 19 (2.8%) gave no answer with regard to their gender. The subgroup of professionals had proportionally more male members (+6.1%), fewer female members (−3.4%) and fewer diverse members (−2.8%; χ2(df = 2, N = 666) = 7.35, p = 0.025). The overall mean age was M = 34.58 years (SD = 11.36). Students were MDiff = 11.93 years younger on average (M = 27.17, SD = 7.12) than professionals (M = 39.10, SD = 11.09; t(621) = 14.78, p < 0.001, demp = 1.22). The overall scale of specific power sensitivity exceeded ratings of 75% for the total sample (M = 75.06; SD = 17.22). Differences on the global level were minimal and did not reach significance between professionals (M = 75.98, SD = 16.70) and students (M = 73.66, SD = 17.92, MDiff = 2.32, t(683) = 1.72, p = 0.085, demp = 0.14).


TABLE 2 Correlations and descriptive results.

	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	M ± SD/Freq.

 

 	Sociodemographic variables


 	1. Professional vs. student 	– 	 	 	 	p: 414 s: 271


 	2. Gender (binary) 	0.075 	– 	 	 	m: 111 f: 533


 	3. Age (years) 	−0.510*** 	−0.172*** 	– 	 	34.58 ± 11.36


 	4. Specific power sensitivity (%) 	−0.066 	−0.033 	−0.048 	– 	75.06 ± 17.22





Correlations: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; Freq. = frequency; professional = 1, student = 2; gender (male = 1, female = 2); specific power sensitivity = averaged ratings for the items 2a to 2e (see Table 1) from 0 to 100% (“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”); N = 685 (gender: non-binary: n = 22, no answer: n = 19).
 



3.2 Basic power sensitivity in social work professionals vs. students

Out of N = 685 participants, 672 rated all four statements for basic power sensitivity (items 1a to 1d). Analysis revealed a significant dependent-measures effect for the total sample (GLM: F(3, 2010) = 1004.53, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.60). All six pairwise comparisons between items 1a to 1d reached significance (all p < 0.001; see Figure 1A for an overview, and Table 1 for all item formulations). The highest rating was found for (1) item 1a (“I think power sensitivity is important”; M = 94.69%, SD = 14.14), followed by (2) item 1d (“Professional ethics and my own principles are important to me in my work”; M = 91.88%, SD = 13.44), (3) item 1b (“I consider myself power-sensitive”; M = 73.89%, SD = 17.50) and (4) item 1c (“I consider my professional group to be power-sensitive”; M = 53.37%, SD = 21.62).
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FIGURE 1
 Ratings on basic power sensitivity on the single item level. Bonferroni corrected pairwise comparisons: *p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001; means with 95% confidence intervals; numeric scales from 0 to 100% with a grid spacing of 1% and two opposed anchor points at 0% (“strongly disagree”) and 100% (“strongly agree”; please see Table 1 for all item formulations). (A) Differences between items 1a to 1d for the whole sample (N = 672, n = 13 missing); aall pairwise comparisons significant (p < 0.001). (B) Pairwise differences between social work professionals (n = 408) and -students (n = 264) for items 1a to 1d.


Both a significant between-subjects effect (GLM: F(1, 670) = 10.62, p = 0.001, partial η2 = 0.02) and a significant interaction effect was found (GLM: F(3, 2010) = 13.68, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.02), indicating general differences between professionals vs. students, as well as varying pairwise differences between both groups on the item-level. As shown in Figure 1B, corrected pairwise comparisons revealed two significant differences: (1) Students rated the importance of ethics and their own principles (item 1d; M = 93.51%, SD = 11.46) higher than professionals (M = 90.82, SD = 14.50, t(670) = 2.55, p = 0.044, demp = 0.20). (2) Students rated their professional group to be more power-sensitive (item 1c; M = 58.79%, SD = 19.38) than professionals (M = 49.87%, SD = 22.29, t(670) = 5.33, p < 0.001, demp = 0.42).



3.3 Specific power sensitivity in social work professionals vs. students

For the single items 2a to 2e of the specific power sensitivity scale, a significant dependent-measures effect was found, indicating variation between the single items for the total sample (GLM: F(4, 2,732) = 110.28, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.14). Out of 10 pairwise comparisons, 9 reached significance (all p < 0.001; see Figure 2A for an overview, and Table 1 for all item formulations). In sum, item 2b (“The power I have as a social worker could change me for the worse”) was rated significantly lower than all other items (M = 61.54%, SD = 31.48, all p < 0.001). Both items 2a (“Power has an effect, even before it is applied”; M = 82.48%, SD = 20.67) and 2c (“The extent to which one’s own word is heard has a lot to do with one’s position in society or within a group”; M = 84.29%, SD = 19.52) were rated significantly higher than all the remaining items (all p < 0.001), but did not differ significantly from each other (p = 0.588).
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FIGURE 2
 Ratings on specific power sensitivity on the single item level. Bonferroni corrected pairwise comparisons: ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; means with 95% confidence intervals; numeric scales from 0 to 100% with a grid spacing of 1% and two opposed anchor points at 0% (“strongly disagree”) and 100% (“strongly agree”; please see Table 1 for all item formulations). (A) Differences between items 2a to 2e for the whole sample (N = 685); aall pairwise comparisons significant (p < 0.001), except for the difference between 1a and 1c. (B) Pairwise differences between social work professionals (n = 414) and -students (n = 271) for items 2a to 2e.


Although no significant between-subjects effect was found (GLM: F(1, 683) = 2.97, p = 0.085, partial η2 < 0.01), a significant interaction effect indicated varying pairwise differences between professionals and students (GLM: F(4, 2,732) = 13.49, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.14). As illustrated in Figure 2B, corrected pairwise comparisons revealed significant differences between both groups in two cases: (1) Professionals stated to already have had stereotypical ideas about the people they were addressing (item 2d; M = 78.48%, SD = 25.41) to a higher degree than students did (M = 69.41%, SD = 30.04, t(683) = 4.25, p < 0.001, demp = 0.33). (2) The same applied for prejudices about the people they were addressing: item 2e was also rated higher by professionals (M = 75.21%, SD = 27.61) than by students (M = 67.35%, SD = 30.83, t(683) = 3.48, p = 0.003, demp = 0.27).



3.4 Within-group analysis: specific power sensitivity

Out of n = 271 social work students, 238 were studying for a Bachelor’s degree of whom 236 provided information about their semester (Master’s degree: n = 32, missing: n = 1). For the within-group analysis, these n = 236 Bachelor students were selected and assigned to eight subgroups ranging from 1st semester to 8th and above. Subgroup size ranged from n = 13 (7th semester) to n = 41 (4th semester). Master’s students were excluded as semester-subgroups were too small (range from n = 1 to n = 10 across seven different semesters). Overall, power sensitivity was numerically lowest during the 1st Bachelor’s semester (M = 57.35%, SD = 19.07) and correlated positively with increasing semesters (r = 0.280, p < 0.001). The in-depth analysis revealed significant variation between the semesters, as illustrated in Figure 3A (UNIANOVA: F(7, 228) = 3.98, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.11). Corrected pairwise comparisons showed significant differences in 4 out of 28 pairs. Significance was reached for 1st vs. 4th semester (M = 74.47%, SD = 17.70, p = 0.031), 1st vs. 6th semester (M = 80.41%, SD = 17.49, p < 0.001), 1st vs. 7th semester (M = 79.49%, SD = 18.22, p = 0.025), and 1st vs. ≥ 8th semester (M = 78.37%, SD = 16.73, p = 0.003).
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FIGURE 3
 Ratings on specific power sensitivity on the global level. Bonferroni corrected pairwise comparisons: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001; means with 95% confidence intervals; averaged numeric scale (items 1a to 1e) from 0 to 100% with a grid spacing of 1% and two opposed anchor points at 0% (“strongly disagree”) and 100% (“strongly agree”; please see Table 1 for all sub-item formulations). (A) Semester-wise differences for social work students (N = 236, subgroup range n = 41–13). (B) Differences between social work professionals assigned to subgroups depending on their years in profession (N = 409, subgroup range n = 115–18). (C) Differences between social work professionals assigned to subgroups depending on their field of activity (N = 395, subgroup range n = 163–15).


A total of n = 409 social work professionals provided information about their years in profession (range: 0.25–43 years; missing: n = 5). These were assigned to seven subgroups, each spanning 5 years (0 to < 5 years, 5 to < 10 years, etc.). Subgroup size ranged from n = 18 (25 to < 30 years) to n = 115 (5 to < 10 years). Power sensitivity was negatively correlated with increasing years in profession (r = −0.105, p = 0.033). The UNIANOVA did not reveal a significant variation between the subgroups (F(6, 402) = 1.36, p = 0.23, partial η2 = 0.02; all corrected pairwise comparisons ns, p 0.684 to 0.999; see Figure 3B). In sum, the minimal specific power sensitivity did not fall below an average of 70% for any subgroup.

Information about their professional field of activity was provided by n = 411 social work professionals (missing: n = 3). These free-text responses were then categorized using Pantuček-Eisenbacher’s well-established categorization system for professional fields in social work (27). To accomplish this, two experts assigned each free-text response to the appropriate pre-existing category. Any differences between the experts were discussed and resolved, if necessary. In sum, n = 13 responses could not be assigned clearly, and two fields comprised too small subgroups (“old people,” n = 2; “international−/development work,” n = 1). The remaining n = 395 responses were successfully assigned to eight subgroups (see Figure 3C), listed in descending order of size: (1) “children, young people, family” (n = 163), (2) “profession and education” (n = 71), (3) “health” (n = 63), (4) “basic security” (n = 31), (5) “delinquency” (n = 20), (6/7) “migration and integration”/“integration aid” (each n = 16), and (8) “community work and street work” (n = 15). Differences between these subgroups were minimal (UNIANOVA: F(7, 387) = 1.51, p = 0.161, partial η2 = 0.03; all corrected pairwise comparisons ns, p 0.342 to 0.999). The minimal specific power sensitivity was M = 70.88% (SD = 17.66, “delinquency”), compared to a maximum of M = 84.46% (SD = 14.61, “migration”).




4 Discussion

This cross-sectional questionnaire study aimed to gain insights into the perception and evaluation of power sensitivity. A total of 271 social work students and 414 -professionals were surveyed on this topic. First, we analyzed overall ratings and general differences between the groups for the single items of basic and specific power sensitivity. Second, we compared ratings for a five-item scale on specific power sensitivity within both subgroups (a) between Bachelor’s semesters (social work students) and (b) between years in profession as well as fields of profession (social work professionals).


4.1 Basic power sensitivity

The general importance of power sensitivity was rated high by the participants (94.7%) and did not differ between students and professionals. The importance of the participants’ own professional ethics/principles was rated similarly (91.9%). However, students rated this item significantly higher than professionals (+ 2.7%). Overall, these results suggest that the critical discourse on this matter (8, 9, 17) may also affect social workers in practice as well as during studies. Furthermore, the high level of agreement for both statements (> 90%) is in line with one previous study (19). On the one hand, this speaks for a currently successful and early sensitization.

On the other hand, a stark contrast was found concerning the ratings on the participants’ own (73.9%), vs. their group’s power sensitivity (53.4%). This finding is consistent with multiple studies in the context of social work (19, 20) and schools (23), and it may be interpreted as a self-serving bias. It could also be an empirical indication of the corruption effect and thus a precursor to the abuse of power, as observed within Stanley Milgram’s obedience studies (14, 15) and the Stanford Prison Experiment (16). One way to reduce a self-serving bias is to educate students and social workers that their own status and the associated power are not personal characteristics, but rather aspects of their professional role as social workers. This would ensure that the power available to them is geared toward benefiting their clients, thus expressing a professional relationship rather than being wrongly interpreted as a personal characteristic (10). Furthermore, it seems appropriate to educate (future) social workers on basic social psychological theories, such as the corruption effect, to increase power sensitivity. However, the difference between participants’ own vs. their group’s power sensitivity found here is significantly less pronounced among students, who rated the power sensitivity of their own group higher than professionals (though still lower than their own). One could speculate whether this is due to greater sensitization to this topic during studies or if the sensitivity just decreases over the years of work practice (please see 4.3).



4.2 Specific power sensitivity

Participants rated the likelihood that their power as social worker could change them for the worse significantly lower than all other items on the specific power sensitivity scale (61.5%). Again, this may allude to a typical bias for persons in positions of power (12, 26). They may perceive their own power as appropriate and manageable, while viewing the power of others more critically (see 4.1). In contrast, participants largely agreed with the statements that power even has an effect before it is applied (82.5%) and that one’s position in society/group is connected to enforcing one’s own word (84.3%). Both statements were rated significantly higher than all other items on the scale. These results suggest an awareness of the impact of power on everyday (working) life, both actively applied and as a passive status. Interestingly, both items regarding stereotypes and prejudices about their clients were rated > 72% by the total sample, but differed significantly between students and professionals. Social work professionals were more self-critical in acknowledging their own stereotypes and prejudices than students. The most obvious explanation would be the professionals’ work experience compared to students and the associated realization that prejudices and stereotypes occur and play a role in work practice. This can only be recognized if there is a certain amount of self-reflection regarding one’s own professional attitude (28). Nevertheless, students should be made more aware of stereotypical ideas and prejudices during their studies and reflect on them for their future work practice. This could possibly create an (even) greater awareness of such distortions in dealing with clients in the future.



4.3 Differences between semesters, professional years, and fields of profession

For Bachelor’s degree students, analysis revealed a positive correlation between specific power sensitivity and length of studies. During the 1st semester, it was rated lowest (57.4%), whereas significantly higher values were reached for 4th (74.5%) and from 6th to ≥ 8th semester (78.4–80.4%). Overall, students seemed to become increasingly sensitive to their power over clients. This could indicate that, in addition to developing specialist knowledge, students are also developing power-specific aspects of professional identity formation progressively during their studies. However, there still seems to be room for improvement in terms of a stronger professionalization of students regarding their power sensitivity. This could be incorporated into curricula: For example, since accreditation in 2016, two courses titled “Status and power relations” and “Power sensitivity in professional practice” have been successfully established at the HAWK Hildesheim/ Holzminden/ Göttingen within the study program “Bachelor of Social Work in Healthcare.” Both courses intend to promote power sensitivity by providing theoretical as well as evidence-based input. They contain practical exercises like role-playing. For example, a court trial may be reenacted, and the participants may reflect on their different positions of power (e.g., judge, defendant, prosecutor, defense attorney) afterward. Both courses are held on a regularly basis with 2 h per week per semester, the former during 3rd semester as mandatory course, the latter during 6th semester as part of an elective subject. Such courses may facilitate the development of practical work skills (e.g., being able to assess own actions) and professional profiling (e.g., self-reflection skills, critical thinking).

For social work professionals, an increase in years of profession was negatively correlated with specific power sensitivity. The results showed a consistent, albeit minimal, reduction in values from 77.8 to 70.3%. Pairwise comparisons failed to reach significance, leading us to interpret power sensitivity as being largely stable or stagnant over the course of one’s career. However, there are indications that social work professionals with many years of professional experience are more likely to insist on their position of power and professional status than those who have not worked in the field as long (29). Professional burnout or institutional factors may also play a role here. One strategy to counteract a possible decline in power sensitivity is targeted, event-related training and further education that focuses on power sensitivity and the constructive use of power. Clearly, more empirical research is needed in this field. Encouragingly, differences in terms of specific power sensitivity across the fields of profession were minimal (all ratings > 70%). The lowest value was found for the coercive context with offenders (“delinquency”; 70.1%), the highest for working with migrants (84.5%). Overall, these results suggest that social workers seem to ascribe a high relevance to power sensitivity overall, regardless of their field of profession.



4.4 Limitations

First, power sensitivity was not assessed longitudinally in this cross-sectional questionnaire study. Therefore, differences between semesters (students) and professional years (social workers) were analyzed on an inter-subgroup level using a single survey. Consequently, differences between subgroups (e.g., individual semesters) may exist due to fundamental differences between them (e.g., personal traits), and thus may be misleading. It is, however, extremely improbable to find a largely consistent pattern such as increasing power sensitivity with each additional semester, as we found here. In sum, a longitudinal design would allow us to track intrapersonal changes over multiple semesters. This would come at the cost of feasibility and at the cost of a significantly smaller sample size due to potential dropouts over the years. Besides sample attrition, one problem could be the fear of a lack of anonymity in the event of repeated participation (e.g., through token-based assignment), which could reduce willingness to consistently participate in the study. It should also be noted at this point that the study design was susceptible to inclusion bias because participation was voluntary and most likely conducted by those who were interested in the topic. Second, most effect sizes found here are moderate (see results: GLMs). Due to our large overall sample size (N = 685) and also large subgroups, even small differences reached statistical significance despite Bonferroni correction. On the one hand, this can be criticized as overpowered study design. On the other hand, the large sample size enabled us to conduct further inter-subgroup analyses, which outweighs this disadvantage in our view. Third, the scale presented here for specific power sensitivity did not show a sufficient internal consistency for professionals (α = 0.66), but exclusively for students (α = 0.70). To this point, two established and reliable scales to assess power sensitivity do exist, but they have partially unique item-formulations for professionals (α = 0.81) and students [α = 0.74; (20)], which makes them less comparable. It would be worthwhile to further modify and empirically substantiate the scale presented here to achieve a better internal consistency with common items for both groups. The compromise was to select items that could be used in identical form for both students and professionals. The reduction in internal consistency observed in this study was partially caused by items 2d and 2e, which referred to stereotypical ideas and prejudices toward clients. While students tended to rate these items more cautiously, probably due to a lack of contact with clients, professionals gave more offensive ratings, probably due to their experience. In future versions, we plan to rewrite both statements in a way that is more universally applicable, as we did for items 2a to 2c. We expect this modified version to have a better internal consistency.




5 Conclusion

Power abuse in asymmetrical relationships as occurring in social work can have negative consequences both for clients and professionals. Therefore, power sensitivity is essential. As this study found, both social work students and social work professionals show good levels of sensitivity. However, the results also emphasize the need to raise awareness of power at various points, such as incorporating courses into curricula during studies and providing targeted, event-related training in work practice. On the one hand, differences between students and professionals highlight the importance of practical experience. On the other hand, these differences point to the need to link the theoretical content of training more closely with practical experience to raise awareness of power structures. One way to achieve this is by raising awareness of stereotypical thought patterns in order to reduce their impact in the context of social work interventions. Further research should focus on the mechanisms behind these differences and their impact on social work practice.
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