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Abstract 
Racism, discrimination, despotism, and genocide are forms of human rights 
abuses occurring in various times and places and implying a lack of regard 
for human dignity. The profession of social work’s dignity and worth of the 
person core value is consistent with (a) phenomenological theories of self-
concept, (b) the Constitution of the United States, and (c) international hu-
manitarian and human rights laws such as the 1949 Geneva Convention and 
the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Previous social work con-
tributions on dignity and worth of clients have not been empirical in nature. 
In general, ethics and values are not about empiricism, but agreed upon 
standards of behavior for the greater good. However, scientific support 
could arguably make a value more appealing, especially in politically fragile 
times. This study contributes to the literature by determining whether there 
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is a scientific basis for the above-mentioned core value beyond the purview 
of ethics, theories, and law. Using Well-Being and Basic Needs Survey data, 
this study compared self-determination outcomes among 7,033 partici-
pants based on their perception on their own worth (self-worth). Multivari-
ate regression analyses revealed a strong, positive correlation between self-
worth and self-determination. These results are significant for humanistic 
theories, social work ethics, social work practice and research, as well as hu-
man rights. 
Keywords: Self-worth, self-determination, social work ethics, humanistic theories, human 
rights 

Background and Purpose 
The 2017 Code of Ethics of the National Association of Social Workers 
(NASW) identified dignity and worth of the person as one of the six core values 
of the social work profession (NASW, 2017). First introduced in the 1996 
code, this value—alongside service, social justice, human relationship, in-
tegrity, and competence—has taken the social work discipline to new ethi-
cal heights. Reamer (1998) argued that, at the time of its publication, the 
1996 code of ethics was the most significant document in both scope and 
breadth. Its eclectic nature, drawn primarily from 155 ethical standards and 
six core values, superseded that of the three previous versions published in 
1960, 1967, and 1979 (Reamer, 1998). Subsequent revisions implemented in 
2008 and 2017 left the core values in the 1996 code unscathed. The 2017 
NASW Code of Ethics expressed the human dignity and worth core value as 
follows: 

Social workers treat each person in a caring and respectful fashion, 
mindful of individual differences and cultural and ethnic diversity. So-
cial workers promote clients’ socially responsible self-determination. 
Social workers seek to enhance clients’ capacity and opportunity to 
change and to address their own needs… (pp. 5, 6) 
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On what basis have social workers been compelled to respect the dignity 
and the worth of their clients? Why is the dignity and self-worth of a client 
important? Is there a scientific basis for the dignity and worth of people in 
social work? Those are fundamental questions not often raised in the litera-
ture on social work values and ethics. Based on the aforementioned state-
ment from the code of ethics, there seems to be an implied connection be-
tween human dignity/self-worth and self-determination. The purpose of 
this study is to determine whether there is a scientific connection between 
these two concepts. 

Literature Review 
After social justice, human dignity and worth is perhaps the most cherished 
core value in social work. Bisman (2004) argued that social work should take 
pride in promoting its values to overcome 21st century challenges. Interna-
tionally, there has been a recent surge in published materials on the afore-
mentioned core value (Anastasov & Kochoska, 2020; Bisman, 2004; Bitten-
court & Amaro, 2019; Borowski, 2007; Healy, 2008; Henrickson, 2018; 
Ioakimidis & Dominelli, 2016; Kamiński, 2008; Szot & Kalinowski, 2019 ; 
Wessels, 2017). Yet, questions remain in regard to the importance of this 
core value in social work. There could be possible face value, legal, theoret-
ical, and empirical explanations for the adoption of this value by the social 
work profession. 

Face Value Explanations 
At face value, dignity and worth of all people has merit. This core value rep-
resents a balm for many souls ravaged by racism, discrimination, despot-
ism, genocide, and other forms of human rights abuses in various times and 
places across the world. In the west, for example, the United States (U.S.) is 
still a country with rampant systemic racism. One direct evidence of sys-
temic racism in the U.S. is the fact that this country has known just one non-
White president (Barrack Obama) out of 46. This fact implies that the 
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system is tilted in favor of the white racial group and against racial minori-
ties. Another issue that has become the face of systemic racism in the coun-
try is police brutality against African Americans. Not only is the number of 
African Americans killed or beaten by police relatively overwhelming, but 
usually the manner in which the killing or beating takes place is repulsive 
and racially radioactive (e.g., the killing of George Floyd and the beating of 
Rodney King).  

Meanwhile, in the eastern part of the globe, multiple news outlets 
have accused the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) of ethnic cleansing 
against Uyghur Muslims. National Public Radio (NPR) reported that the 
CCP used genocidal practices on more than 1.5 million Uyghur minorities in 
the form of “mass sterilization, forced abortions and mandatory birth con-
trol” (NPR, 2020, para 1). All of this occurred on top of the 1989 Tiananmen 
Square massacre and the ongoing infringement upon the rights of citizens 
in Hong Kong. One could understand why many social work scholars recom-
mend a human rights-based approach micro and macro social work practice 
across the world (Berthold, 2015; Gatenio Gabel, 2016; Gatenio Gabel & 
Mapp, 2020; Jansson, 2019; Libal & Harding, 2015; Reisch, 2016; Steen, 
2006). 

Legal Explanations  
Social work scholars may point to key documents, including the Constitu-
tion of the United States and international legislation, to justify the inclu-
sion of the value in the code of ethics. In fact, this value is consistent with 
both international humanitarian law and international human rights law, 
as codified in the 1949 Geneva Convention and the 1948 Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, respectively (Shultziner & Rabinovici, 2012; Sulmasy, 
2007).  
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Theoretical Explanations  
Ethics experts may argue that the value coincides with theoretical frame-
works that emphasize the importance of human agency (theoretical expla-
nation). In particular, phenomenological approaches such as Carl Rogers’ 
(1951) personality theory and George Kelly's (1955) personal construct theory 
influenced the letter and spirit of the human dignity and worth social work 
core value. The wording of the above-referenced value dovetails with the 
key assumptions of Rogers’ (1951) and Kelly’s (1955) phenomenological the-
ories, especially with regard to self-worth and self-determination. 

According to Rogers (1951, 1959), everyone has the natural ability to de-
velop and achieve personal goals. However, the perception one makes of 
himself or herself is crucial in the goal-reaching process. A positive self-per-
ception is likely to enhance self-determination. The opposite is also true, 
since a negative perception of self can hinder an individual’s progress to-
ward self-actualization. Rogers (1959) also believed that a positive self-per-
ception does not always lead to positive outcomes due to ecological barri-
ers, and that the discrepancy (incongruence) between self-image and life 
outcomes could be hurtful to individuals in their quest for self-actualiza-
tion. The recognition of the influence of the environment sets Rogers’ ap-
proach toward personality apart from Freud’s. For his part, Kelly (1955, 1963) 
explained how humans naturally develop personal constructs based on ob-
servations. People, in general, collect different types of information from 
the surrounding environment, synthesize them, and interpret them accord-
ing to their own experience. This notion of construct is central to how people 
perceive themselves (Kelly, 1955, 1963). 

Moreover, it bears noting that self-worth and self-confidence are re-
lated to Bandura’s conceptualization of self-efficacy that suggests consider-
able overlap in these concepts (Bandura, 1977; 1989). However, the litera-
ture contains a kaleidoscopic range of publications that demonstrates—un-
der Bandura’s framework—both similarities and differences between self-
concept (self-worth/self-esteem) and self-efficacy (self-confidence/self-
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determination) (Bandura, 1989; Baumeister & Scher, 1988; Benoit et al., 
2018; Bong & Skaalvik, 2003; Bong & Clark, 1999; Byme, 1996; Chen et al., 
2004; Cochrane, 2008; Flynn, & Chow, 2017; Hong et al., 2012; Jansen et al., 
2015; Marsh et al., 2019; Pajares, 1996; Swann et al., 2007). In line with the 
literature, this study considered self-worth and self-confidence two related 
but distinct concepts. 

Empirical Explanations 
Core values are guiding principles that form the bedrock of social work’s 
mission (NASW, 2017, p. 2). Because values constitute an integral part of a 
profession, scholars have voiced support for their adoption in the field of so-
cial work (Bisman, 2004; Levy, 1973; Reamer, 1995, p. 11; Timms, 1983; Vigi-
lante, 1974; Younghusband, 1967). It should be noted that social workers 
promoted values and ethics even before the NASW adopted its first code of 
ethics in 1960 (Hall, 1952; Johnson, 1955; Pumphrey, 1959). Values, however, 
are not always grounded in science. Reamer (1995) wrote that values may 
emerge from strong beliefs and emotions about things that a group of peo-
ple hold to be true (p. 11). Hence, values are socially constructed.  

Scholars have generally considered social work a science (Anastas, 
2014; Brekke, 2012; Brekke, 2014; Brekke & Anastas, 2019; DeCarlo, 2018; 
Guo, 2015; Reid, 2001; Shaw, 2016; Weick, 1991). In the name of science, this 
study sought to understand the importance of dignity and self-worth of 
people important beyond the purview of ethics, law, and theories. While 
the ethical, legal, and theoretical explanations seem enough to justify the 
adoption of the core value in question, the scientific pursuit in this study 
could not possibly hurt the science of social work. Quite the contrary. The 
findings would advance the standing of a profession deemed a science. 

Study Rationale 
The literature does not provide clarity about the relationship between self-
efficacy and self-concept (Pajares & Schunk, 2005).  Although related, these 
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two terms are conceptually and empirically different (Gardner & Pierce, 
1998; Pajares & Schunk, 2005). Pajares and Schunk (2005) warned that 
“there is no fixed relationship between one’s beliefs about what one can or 
cannot do and whether one feels positively or negatively about oneself” (p. 
105). However, as previously mentioned, the language used in the ethical 
code to describe the dignity and worth core value (see block quotes above) 
contains hints as to why such value is important. There seems to be the un-
confirmed hypothesis about a positive relationship between a sense of dig-
nity/worth and a sense of self-efficacy/self-determination.  

This hypothesis is consistent with Gardner & Pierce’s (1998) following 
assumption that individuals who “perceive themselves as highly capable, 
successful, and worthy with high global self-esteem will generally predict 
higher probabilities of task success (high self-efficacy) than those who see 
themselves as less capable, significant, successful, and worthy (low global 
self-esteem)” (p. 51). This research tested the veracity of this hypothesis. 
Previous social work contributions on the dignity and worth core value (An-
astasov & Kochoska, 2020; Bittencourt & Amaro, 2019; Bisman, 2004; Bor-
owski, 2007; Healy, 2008; Henrickson, 2018; Ioakimidis & Dominelli, 2016; 
Kamiński, 2008; Szot & Kalinowski, 2019 ; Wessels, 2017) have not been em-
pirical in nature. Hence, this study extends the literature.   

Methodology 

Design and Data 
This study used a cross-sectional design by examining individual and family 
well-being data collected at one point in time. All data came from the Well-
Being and Basic Needs Survey (WBNS) conducted by the Urban Institute in 
2017. The WBNS is a publically available dataset with downloadable prop-
erties directly from the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social 
Research (ICPSR) website. The Urban Institute administered the survey 
online, targeting nonelderly adults as participants (Zuckerman, 2020). 
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With more than 200 variables, this nationally representative survey ex-
plores a multitude of topics. These include but are not limited to de-
mographics, workforce participation, family income, participation in safety 
net programs, material hardship, family financial security, family composi-
tion, substance use, disability, sense of self, and sense of agency (Zucker-
man, 2020). The last two variables make the WBNS a suitable match for this 
study by reflecting to a certain degree self-worth and self-determination, 
respectively. 

Sample 
The sample consisted of 7,033 working-age adults, those between the age 
of 18 and 64.  Most of the participants were heads of household (75.8%), 
identified as non-Hispanic Whites (63.2 %), had no children under 18 
(61.6%), and lived in metropolitan areas (85.8%). In the same vein, over two-
thirds of the sample was made of participants with no college degree. From 
a gender perspective, a slightly greater number of survey respondents iden-
tified as women (56.4%) as opposed to men (43.6%). Regarding sexual ori-
entation, only a minority of respondents (7.8%) reported being from the 
LGBTQ+ community.  Roughly half (50.9%) of the total participants re-
ported a family income above 200% of the federal poverty level (FPL). The 
remaining half (49.1%) of the sample came from low-income families, those 
whose annual income falls below 200% of FPL.  A similar situation took 
place for marital status, where half of the respondents (49.1%) were mar-
ried with the other half (50.9%) not married. Finally, approximately half 
(47.2%) reported material hardship in the past year. 

Study Variables 
There were two dependent variables in this study: (a) ability to control the 
important things in one’s own life, and (b) confidence in one’s ability to han-
dle personal problems. These were two categorical variables recoded as 1 = 
control/confidence, and 0 = no control/no confidence. The independent 
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variable measured participants’ sense of personal worth. This, too, was a 
categorical variable recoded as 1 for a positive feeling of self-worth and 2 for 
a negative feeling of self-worth. A positive feeling means that participants 
never experienced a sense of worthlessness in the past 30 days as opposed 
to those who did.   

It is worth mentioning that, in most instances, scholars and research-
ers used self-efficacy and self-worth as predictors of positive outcomes 
and/or moderators or mediators of relationships between variables (Affuso 
et al., 2017; Cherian & Jacob, 2013; Choi, 2005; de Fátima Goulão, 2014; 
Hwang et al., 2016; Merolla, 2017; Motlagh et al., 2011; Samavi et al., 2017; 
Saragih, 2015; Slovinec D'Angelo et al., 2014; Tannady et al., 2019). In some 
instances, though, these concepts became outcome variables in correla-
tional studies (Alt, 2015; Barbee et al., 2003; Goreczny et al., 2015; Hong et 
al., 2012; Korkmaz, 2016; Lent et al., 2009; Mullen et al., 2015; Panadero et 
al., 2017; Rhew et al., 2018; Van Dinther et al., 2011).  In keeping with its hy-
pothesis, this study used self-worth as predictor and self-efficacy/self-con-
fidence as outcome. 

The study controlled for 10 different sociodemographic variables: age 
(under 40 vs. 40 and over), gender (male vs. female), race/ethnicity (white 
vs. non-white) education (college degree vs. no college degree), family in-
come (low-income vs. moderate/higher income), reported material hard-
ship (1 for yes and 2 for no), marital status (married vs. not-married), metro-
politan status (metro area vs. non-metro area), family size (one person fam-
ily vs. multiple person family), and presence of children in the home (1 = yes 
and 0 = no). All of these variables were categorical as well. 

Data Analysis  
The categorical nature of the data required binary logistic regression. The 
researcher tested the hypothesis that there is a positive relationship be-
tween self-worth and (a) participants’ ability to control important things in 
their lives and (b) participants’ confidence in their ability to handle personal 
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problems. The researcher entered the variables in hierarchical order to bet-
ter assess the impact of the independent variable, while controlling for the 
10 aforementioned predictors. The researcher used the weight variable dur-
ing the analysis to generate more accurate point estimates. 

Results 
Table 1 displays parameter estimates for participants’ ability to control im-
portant things in their lives (self-determination) in regression analysis. 
These results indicated that, while controlling for all other predictors, the 
independent variable (self-worth) correlates with the dependent variable 
(self-determination) to a statistically significant proportion. In fact, partici-
pants with a positive view of themselves were almost six times as likely to 
have the ability to control their own lives, compared to their counterparts 
with a negative feeling of their worth (OR = 5.65, p < .001). Based on odds 
ratio (OR) interpretation standards (Buchholz et al., 2016; Osteen & Bright, 
2010), the magnitude of the correlation was strong.  This finding indicates 
that there is a positive relationship between self-worth and self-determina-
tion, thereby supporting the study hypothesis.  
 

 
Table 1: Logistic Regression Parameter Estimates for Self-Determination 
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The results in Table 1 also demonstrated statistically significant relation-
ships between control variables and the dependent variable, with a low ef-
fect for gender and family size (OR = 1.19, p = .002 and OR = .74, p = .001, 
respectively) and moderate effect for material hardship (OR = .368, p < .001). 
There was no connection between the other predictors and the dependent 
variable. That is, variables such as age, race, metro status, marital status, 
and income level did not interact with self-determination at the 95 percent 
confidence level. 

In similar fashion, Table 2 exhibits regression estimates for partici-
pants’ confidence in their own ability to handle personal problems during 
the past 30 days (confidence about self-determination). As seen in the table, 
there was a moderate-to-large association between self-worth and confi-
dence about self-determination. Indeed, participants with a positive self-
worth were more likely to report confidence in their ability to handle per-
sonal problems than were their counterparts with a negative self-worth (OR 
= 3.42, p < .001).   

Participants who reported material hardship 80 percent (1/.555) were 
less likely to express confidence in self-determination than their peers who 
did not face any sort of material hardship. Meanwhile, individuals who live 
alone, are low-income, non-white, female, and without a bachelor’s degree 
were less likely to have confidence about self-determination than were 
their peers who live with other people, have higher income, identify as 
white and male, and completed a bachelors’ degree or higher. However, the 
strength of the relationship between family size, income status, race, gen-
der, and education was small. A small correlation also existed between age 
and the dependent variable, as people who are 40 and over registered 
higher levels of confidence in self-determination than their younger, under 
40 counterparts (OR = 1.3,    p < .001). Metro status, presence of children in 
the household, and marital status did not relate to the dependent variable 
with statistical significance. 
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Table 2: Binary Logistic Regression Parameter Estimates for Confidence in Self-Determina-
tion 

Discussion 
Most, if not all, publications on the dignity and worth of the person core social 
work value have not involved empirical analysis (Anastasov & Kochoska, 
2020; Bittencourt & Amaro, 2019; Bisman, 2004; Borowski, 2007; Healy, 
2008; Henrickson, 2018; Ioakimidis & Dominelli, 2016; Kamiński, 2008; Szot 
& Kalinowski, 2019 ; Wessels, 2017). Perhaps this reflects the belief that it is 
normal for a profession to embrace core values that have no basis in science. 
In other words, in general, ethics and values are not about empiricism, but 
about agreed upon standards of behavior for the greater good. However, 
scientific support could arguably make a value more appealing, especially 
in politically fragile times. Hence the rationale of this study.  

This study strengthens the science of social work’s position vis-à-vis the 
adoption of dignity and worth of people as a core value, though indirectly 
(as variables were about the values held by a sample of the population). 
Through regression analyses, this study found that negative perception of 
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self-worth impedes people’s ability to control their own lives and develop 
confidence in their ability to solve personal problems. The variables in this 
study, self-worth and self-determination, take center stage in social work. 
Hence, through these aforementioned findings, this study expands 
knowledge on social work research, in general, and contributes to the liter-
ature on social work ethics, in particular. 

These findings hold implications for micro social work practice in that 
practitioners are likely to work with clients who exhibit low self-worth. Their 
encounters usually take place in clinical settings where social work thera-
pists and clients work on common goals. Such therapeutic partnership is 
consistent with Carl Rogers’ (1951) client-centered approach toward self-ac-
tualization. As clients have a natural penchant for self-determination, a cli-
ent-centered framework would assist them every step of the way. Social 
work clinicians, therefore, should not lose sight of the detrimental impact 
poor self-worth can have on self-determination.  One way to help during the 
therapeutic process is to create an environment where clients can develop a 
positive view of themselves. Another way is the promotion of a human 
rights-based approach in clinical settings (Berthold, 2015). 

These findings also have implications for macro social work practice in 
that social policies may be construed in a way that erodes self-worth among 
the most marginalized populations. Social workers are called upon to not 
only meet the pressing needs of their clients but also to fully embrace a hu-
man rights-based approach in practice (Gatenio Gabel, 2016; Libal & Har-
ding, 2015). Social workers can do so through (a) promotion of human rights 
in clinical practice (Berthold, 2015), (b) inclusion of implementation of 
strengths-based community practices (Libal & Harding, 2015), (c) adoption 
of empowerment-driven social policies (Gatenio Gabel, 2016), (d) integra-
tion of social justice contents in social work curricula (Gatenio Gabel & 
Mapp, 2020), and (e) involvement in political activism and social advocacy 
(Jansson, 2019; Reisch, 2016; Steen, 2006). 

By extension, these findings also have implications for human rights. 
By default, racism conveys a lack of dignity and worth toward others. 
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Despite seeing major increases in minority enrollment, social work is still a 
white-majority profession. Because white people, in general, do not experi-
ence racial prejudice, there is a risk for them to develop a false sense of racial 
superiority. Hence, white social workers should be careful in how they work 
with underrepresented populations. Social workers should understand that 
a sizeable number of their clients comes from minority backgrounds. Some 
of these clients may experience racial indignities.  

Social work has long been a profession that advocates for the rights of 
marginalized groups. Hence, social workers should refrain from advancing 
racial stereotypes baked into the fabric of the country. Racial microaggres-
sions can be so subtle that white social workers may not even realize being 
guilty of them. White people may be subject to racial abuses themselves. 
Black social workers should be aware of the fact that the political climate 
can make white clients uncomfortable and resistant to services. Social work-
ers should not internalize ideologies that target specific racial groups in a 
harmful way. Rather, social workers should become a part of the healing 
process. Becoming pillars of support for others starts with dignity and re-
spect for others. 

Limitations 
This study is limited in three significant ways. First, the variables in the 
model only explained about one-third of the variance in self-determina-
tion. This suggests that there are other predictors of self-determination not 
accounted for in this study. However, the classification table indicates that 
the logistic regression model applied in this study correctly predicts 72% of 
the cases, a 17-point increase from its null hypothesis’ 55 % predictive accu-
racy. In addition, the strong effect size registered for the relationship be-
tween the main predictor (self-worth) and the dependent variable (self-de-
termination) shows the model’s goodness of fit.  

Second, the methodology in this study does not support inferential in-
terpretation of the results. That is, researchers should not interpret or apply 
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the findings in this study beyond their scope of applicability. Nonetheless, 
the relatively large sample, the inclusion of control variables in the regres-
sion analysis, and the strong effect sizes all point to the significant contribu-
tion of this research to the literature. After all, the use of a nationally repre-
sentative sample to confirm empirically the utility of dignity and worth of the 
person as a social work value is an original effort in the existing literature.  

Third, in its current form, the study is more about the values held by a 
sample of the population than about social work. Nevertheless, the partici-
pants in this study represent potential social work clients, as the profession 
does not exclude people. In fact, although its focus is primarily on margin-
alized populations, social work does provide services to clients from all 
backgrounds. Hence, it is probable that many social work clients would pro-
vide responses similar to those expressed by the sample of the population 
in this study. 

Conclusion 
This study sought to determine whether there exists a scientific rationale 
for the inclusion of one core value: dignity and worth of the person. Because 
social work paints itself as a science, there is a burden to demonstrate that 
the profession is in keeping with the spirit and letter of science. In fact, crit-
ics may question the validity of any major claim or endorsement that falls 
outside the scientific realm, especially in times of political bickering. A value 
deeply seated in the NASW Code of Ethics, dignity and worth of the person 
has not been (or barely been) subjected to scientific scrutiny. This study ad-
dresses this gap in the literature by testing the hypothesis that there is a 
positive correlation between self-worth and self-determination. The find-
ings supported this hypothesis.  

The scientific aspect of the findings in this study strengthens the posi-
tion of the social work profession. As a science, social work can point to the 
results of this study to promote the dignity and worth of all people, regard-
less of their backgrounds. Future work should, of course, attempt to address 
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the limitations raised in this study. In addition, future research should focus 
on establishing the scientific validity of the other social work core values: 
service, social justice, importance of human relationships, integrity, and 
competence. 
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