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Abstract 
This research explored social work licensure board members’ decision-making 
about alleged violations by social workers and subsequent sanctioning.  Partic-
ipants served within the last five years on a jurisdictional board regulating so-
cial workers in the US. The survey included factors related to board member de-
cision-making, rank ordering the seriousness of listed allegations, and four vi-
gnettes where participants rated the seriousness of the allegations and the im-
portance for a board to discipline the social worker. Persons serving on twelve 
US boards that license social workers (n=21) read four vignettes of hypothetical 
social worker violations and rated the seriousness of the violations and the im-
portance of disciplining the social workers. The violations, in order from most 
(7) to least severe (1) were fraudulent record keeping (5.63), professional bound-
aries (non-sexual) (5.37), impairment (5.1), and improper termination (2.63).  
The importance to discipline, in order from most (7) to least important (1), were: 
professional boundaries (non-sexual) (6.1), fraudulent reporting (5.68), impair-
ment (4.4), and improper termination (2.47).  Having an MSW degree, as op-
posed to BSW, was the only variable increasing the seriousness of the offense 
in all four vignettes. Results may help with understanding how licensing boards 
review alleged violations and determine sanctions. 
Keywords: Allegations, board member participants, importance, sanctions, seriousness 

 
US jurisdictions regulate health care and social service providers to protect 
the public from potential harm.  Regulation of social work practice began in 
Puerto Rico in 1934 and moved to the US in California in 1945 (Goodenough, 
2021).  It was not until 1992 that every US jurisdiction regulated social work 
practice (Cooper-Bolinskey, 2019). Once social work was fully regulated, it 
became important to understand the consequences for improper practice 
and how boards make these decisions.  Unfortunately, to date, there has 
been little research on this topic.  Results from the study being presented in 
this article explore board decision making from several perspectives.  Par-
ticipants were asked about board member training, rank ordering the seri-
ousness of a list of practice violations, and then asked to review four 
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vignettes and rate the seriousness of the social worker’s behavior as well as 
the importance to discipline.  A brief discussion of the history of regulation 
is provided, first, in order to frame the context of the study. 

Literature Review 

Protecting Consumers from Harm by Social Workers 
Social work began as a profession in the late 19th Century, initially address-
ing issues of poverty experienced by immigrants and other oppressed 
groups. As the profession grew, the Conference of Boards and Charities de-
veloped, followed by the National Conference of Charities and Correction, 
and in 1955 the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) was 
founded.  NASW developed the professional Code of Ethics, which was 
identified as the gold standard of practice for social workers. Schools of so-
cial work developed during this same period, along with the Council on So-
cial Work Education (CSWE), the accrediting body for social work education 
(Stuart, 2013). The Association of Social Work Boards (ASWB) emerged as 
the profession’s regulatory-focused organization in 1974, providing support 
and services to social work boards in the effort to ensure public protection 
and safe, ethical, and competent practice (CSWE, 2018).   

The professional and educational growth of social work, along with a 
focus on addressing sensitive issues and assisting vulnerable people, led to 
the passing of laws for protecting the public and regulating social work prac-
tice. Through the advocacy of professional organizations, all US jurisdic-
tions have enacted legislation to regulate social work practice (Cooper-Bo-
linskey, 2019).  Some jurisdictions regulate by title protection, some by prac-
tice protection, and some use both.  Jurisdictional regulatory boards are 
composed as either only social workers, or a composite board.  Composite 
boards include other professions, for example, professional counselors or li-
censed marriage and family therapists.  
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In response to the variations in board composition, ASWB aimed to provide 
technical and advisory assistance to jurisdictional regulatory boards as they 
enforce practice regulation. ASWB also provided new board members with 
training about regulation and disciplinary procedures. In 1997, ASWB devel-
oped the Model Social Work Practice Act (MSWPA). The MSWPA served to de-
fine a practice standard to guide developing regulatory laws by defining 
such components as title protection, board structure, and requirements of 
practitioners (ASWB, 2022). 

ASWB (2018) produced another regulation resource for social work 
board members, the Guidebook on Social Work Disciplinary Actions. The guide-
book provided regulatory board members with a resource when deciding on 
license violations. It described a variety of violations reviewed by board 
members and types of disciplinary actions board members may consider in 
social work regulation.  

There is little to no literature on how social work boards use these re-
sources.  There is also little information on what other sources are available 
to assist board members about making decisions when disciplining social 
workers who have had professional violations. 

Board Regulation Research 
Daley and Doughty (2007) noted that previous research on social worker 
professional violations was primarily based on records of reports of viola-
tions to NASW.  Strom-Gottfried (2003) reported on NASW ethics commit-
tee reviews of social worker ethics violations complaints between 1986-
1997.  Daley and Doughty (2007) compared ethics complaints reported to 
NASW and violations reported to the Texas licensure board between 1995-
2003.  

The primary focus of social work regulation research has been on ethi-
cal violations, including the characteristics of individuals committing viola-
tions. Daley and Doughty (2007) focused on license type and level of educa-
tion, while Boland-Prom (2009) offered insight into the entity disciplining 



Seriousness of Social Worker Violations and Importance to Discipline: A Study of Social Work Licensure 
Board Members 
 
 

 
 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK VALUES AND ETHICS • VOLUME 21(1) | 75 
 

the social worker. Magiste (2020) conducted a study that reviewed discipli-
nary actions. Common violations included failure to obtain continuing edu-
cation, the standard of care, and boundary violations. Over 50% of the vio-
lations were committed by licensees with ten or more years of experience. 

Boland-Prom et al. (2015) collected data on sanctioned social workers 
and reported that social workers in their twenties were more likely than 
other age categories to have sanctions for recordkeeping. Continuing edu-
cation and lapsed licenses were problems for social workers in their thirties 
and sixties, while those in their fifties had more standard-of-care violations.  
Sanctions such as license revocation and license surrender were the leading 
type of discipline. Boards also sanctioned licensees using suspensions, rep-
rimands, and warnings.  Boland-Prom (2009) called for more research re-
garding social worker violations and sanctioning to improve social work su-
pervision, education, and management. 

Gricus and Wysierkierski (2021) is perhaps the most influential study, 
comparable to the one underlying this article.  Gricus and Wysierkierski con-
ducted an extensive study in which social workers read vignettes created 
from actual violations of jurisdiction regulations and rated the seriousness 
of the violations and the importance of disciplining the social worker. They 
reported a strong relationship between the perceived seriousness of the in-
cident in the vignette and the importance of discipline. In other words, as 
seriousness increased, so did the importance of discipline. Additionally, Gri-
cus and Wysierkierski (2021) explained that additional considerations, such 
as length of time, affected the perception of the seriousness and im-
portance of discipline, while personal characteristics, such as race, did not.  
They posed several research questions to consider the contextual picture of 
violations of professional practice. They focused on social workers’ percep-
tion of violations, why the Code encourages rank ordering of principles, and 
whether it is used in regulatory board decision-making.  Boland-Prom and 
Alvarez (2014) recommended increasing the transparency of reported sanc-
tions, including detail regarding the unprofessional conduct and category 
of the misconduct. 
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Board Regulation Process 
Krom (2019) identified common steps in disciplinary processes among li-
censing boards.  First, a professional violation (wrongful act) must be iden-
tified and reported to the jurisdictional licensing board. Most boards have 
information online about how to file a complaint.  Individuals may be reluc-
tant to report unprofessional conduct due to fear of reprisal or belief that 
the issue was not important enough to report, or they may not know where 
to register a complaint. Finally, the jurisdictional board must adjudicate the 
complaint and impose sanction when warranted. Krom (2019) also found 
variation among the jurisdictions in how they investigate violations and 
how board members assess investigation results to inform decisions. 

Board Member Training 
Regulatory boards follow the laws that establish regulations and practice 
standards; boards also sanction individuals for practice violations as a nec-
essary point in protecting the public.  Board members must also be trained 
to understand their roles as regulators beyond their professional identifica-
tions (ASWB, 2018). The need for adequate preparation to become a social 
work board member has been established; yet previous research has not ex-
plored the factors that affect board member decision-making about allega-
tions of unprofessional social work practice.  

Rationale for the Study 
The US is a world leader in social work regulation and other countries look 
to the US as a model. Decisions made by regulatory boards have significant 
impact on protection of the public as well as standards of practice for social 
workers. It is vital that jurisdictional boards have some measure of con-
sistency in their decision-making processes as well as equity in sanctions.    
This study aims to develop a body of knowledge that informs board mem-
ber decision-making regarding the sanctioning of social workers.  The 
knowledge gained from the study can inform board members who review 
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allegations of how other board members might implement violations and 
sanctions across jurisdictions, thus promoting consistent, equitable, and 
proportionate sanctions. 

Methods 
The University of Wisconsin – River Falls Institutional Review Board ap-
proved this exploratory mixed methods study. The researchers included six 
social work educators participating in the ASWB’s Pathway to Licensure In-
stitute (ASWB, 2019), two of whom have served on boards regulating social 
workers and one executive director of a jurisdictional licensure board.   

Participants 
The researchers conducted an online survey of social work licensing board 
members across the US, current or having served within the past five years, 
in order to assess the factors influencing social work board members’ deci-
sion-making.  A total of 21 board members from 12 jurisdictions participated 
in the study, though not all respondents answered every question.   The par-
ticipation represents approximately 5% of eligible social work regulators 
(ASWB personal communication, 2022).   

Procedures 
To ensure confidentiality, the survey was conducted via Qualtrics, and no 
identifying data were collected nor provided to the researchers.  No incen-
tives were provided to participants. The survey link was posted in a newslet-
ter sent electronically by ASWB to social work licensing board members in 
all US jurisdictions.  The study opened with an explanation of the study and 
purpose, and participants were asked to verify eligibility.  Eligible partici-
pants completed demographic questions regarding age (grouped by dec-
ade), gender, ethnicity, profession, and years of professional experience. In 
addition, participants were asked to identify their board type (social work 
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only vs composite) and their board jurisdiction.  The survey also asked for 
years of experience on the board. Participants advanced to the next phase 
of the study where they were asked to rank order the seriousness of twelve 
listed violations.  The last phase of the study involved review of four vi-
gnettes in which social workers were engaged in unprofessional conduct.  In 
each, participants were asked to use a Likert scale to rate the seriousness of 
the alleged behavior, the importance for the board to sanction, and select 
the most fitting sanction from a list of options.  Participants were also asked 
if their opinion of the seriousness of the behavior would change using six 
variables: BSW vs. MSW, less than vs. more than two years of experience, 
admission vs. denial of the allegation, the client reported no harm vs. harm, 
the social worker was male vs. female, and race of the social worker was 
known vs. unknown.   

Study Design 
Before reading the vignettes, participants were asked to rank the serious-
ness of licensing violations most reported to jurisdiction licensure boards, 
as reported in prior studies (Boland-Prom, 2009; Boland-Prom et al., 2015; 
Daley & Doughty, 2007; Gricus & Wysiekierski, 2021). 

The use of vignettes in this study was modeled after Gricus and 
Wysiekierski (2021). The four vignettes were based on general social worker 
violations: breaking professional boundaries (non-sexual), fraudulent re-
porting, improper termination, and impairment. The vignettes were cre-
ated after reviewing common complaints submitted to one jurisdiction li-
censing board. Similarly, the questions about the seriousness of violations 
and the importance of the board to sanction were modeled after the Gricus 
and Wysiekierski (2021) study. Researchers were intentional in this method 
in order to offer some basis for comparison between social worker percep-
tion and board member perception of these variables. 
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Upon completing the phase of the study involving vignettes, participants 
were given opportunity to provide comments. This was an exploratory 
study; no results were hypothesized. 

Results and Discussion 

Demographics 
Of the 44 individuals who responded to the survey, 27 (61%) reported being 
eligible to complete the study, 11 did not answer, and six noted ineligibility.  
Of the 25 participants providing demographic information, the majority 
were white women between the ages of 51 and 70. Further explanation of 
demographics include age: one was 31-40 years, seven were 41-50 years, 
eight were 51-60 years, eight were 61-70 years, and one was 70+ years of age; 
gender: 12 were female, 11 were male, and two preferred not to identify; and 
ethnicity: 18 were White, one was Black, two were Asian, two were Native 
American, and two preferred not to answer. 

Twelve jurisdictions were represented, covering all regions of the US; 
however, 7 of the 19 (37%) respondents indicated living in the Midwest ju-
risdictions of Ohio, Indiana, and Minnesota. Other jurisdictions represented 
included Arkansas, California, Georgia, Idaho, Michigan, North Carolina, 
Oklahoma, Rhode Island, and West Virginia.  

The professional composition of the sample included 17 social workers, 
two mental health counselors, two public representatives, one addictions 
counselor, one academic, and one guardian ad litem. Years of experience in 
their profession ranged from seven to 49 years, with a median of 26.46 
years. Of the 24 that indicated years of professional experience, 11 indicated 
having between 20 and 29 years of experience, while five had over 40 years 
of experience, four reported between 30 and 39 years of experience, and 
four reported 19 years or less of experience.  

Participants were asked to describe their board member experience. 
Of the 21 responses, 12 indicated serving on a social work-only board, while 
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nine served on a composite board. This is a slight overrepresentation of 
composite board members, as composite boards make up only about 30% 
of all licensing boards across the US (ASWB, personal communication, 
2022). Of the participants, 14 of 20 reported serving on the board for less 
than ten years.   

Open-ended, qualitative data was collected from 19 participants about 
their experiences with board member orientation. Orientation experience 
included attending formal new board member training provided by ASWB, 
face-to-face training by the jurisdiction Executive Director and staff, and 
self-directed orientation via manuals, emailed documents, and previous 
board agendas and minutes. Nearly two-thirds of respondents (12 of 19) 
identified the ASWB training as a critical part of their orientation.   

Participants were asked an open-ended question about how their 
board conducts investigations.  There was some variety in the details of re-
sponses. However, most followed a general process of complaint received, 
assigned to an investigator, the subject of the complaint was allowed to re-
spond, the board chair or other member reviewed information, then the en-
tire board formally voted on outcomes. About half of the participants re-
ported that their boards have staff complete the investigations. In contrast, 
just over a third used investigators from their jurisdiction’s Attorney Gen-
eral’s (AG) office, and the others reported a combination of staff and AG of-
fice investigators. Some participants mentioned using settlement confer-
ences or consent agreement processes before being sent to the entire board 
for review. In some situations, a committee of board members or the board 
chair was primarily responsible for final outcomes. However, the majority 
involved the entire board in the final sanctioning decision. 

Ranking of violations 
Participants were asked to rank order a list of licensing violations from 1 
(most important) to 12 (least important). Table 1 provides details of these 
results. The most apparent consensus among the participants regarded the 
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breaking of professional boundaries, with sexual, as the most severe viola-
tion. From there, breaking client confidentiality, breaking professional 
boundaries, non-sexual, and billing fraud was considered less severe but 
similarly important.  Impairment, inadequate standard of care, practicing 
without a license or with an expired license, and felony conviction after re-
ceiving a license were in the third most important group of violations.  Inad-
equate record keeping, improper termination, and committing a misde-
meanor during practice were among the fourth most important violations.  
Most participants saw not meeting continuing education requirements as 
the least important violation. The greatest variation in determining im-
portance was found for practicing without a license or with an expired li-
cense, billing fraud, improper termination, and inadequate care. 
 

 

Range of 
rank 

Most 
frequent 
rank 

Mean Median 
Rank 
Median 

Rank 
Mean 

Breaking professional 
boundaries, sexual 

1st-5th 1st 1.6 1 1 
1 

Breaking client confidential-
ity 

2nd-9th 2nd, 3rd 4.3 3.5 2 
2 

Breaking professional 
boundaries, non-sexual 

2nd-9th 4th 4.35 4 3 3 

Billing fraud 1st-9th 3rd, 7th 4.45 4 3 4 

Impairment 1st-11th 5th 5.25 5 5 5 

Inadequate standard of care 6th-12th 10th 5.85 5.5 6 6 

Practicing without a license 
or with an expired license 

1st-12th 4th, 7th 6.5 7 7 7 

Felony conviction after re-
ceiving license 

2nd-10th 8th 6.65 8 8 
8 

Inadequate or lack of re-
quired record keeping 

6th-12th 10th 8.95 9 9 9 

Improper termination 5th-12th 7th, 9th 9 9 9 10 
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Misdemeanor in the course 
of practice 

6th-12th 11th 9.75 10.5 11 
11 

Not meeting continuing ed-
ucation requirements 

8th-12th 12th 11.35 12 12 12 

Table 1: Results of rank order violations by seriousness 

Vignettes 
For each vignette, respondents were asked to determine the seriousness of 
the incident, the importance of disciplinary action, and recommendations 
for disciplinary action.  They were also asked whether the level of education 
(bachelor or master), more vs. less than two years of experience, social 
worker admission vs. denial of the violation, client reports harm vs. no 
harm, the social worker was male vs. female, or if race of the social worker 
were known vs. unknown would change the seriousness of the incident. 

Vignette 1 
A complaint that a social worker blurred professional boundaries was 
submitted by a client’s mother.  The client is a 21-year-old White female 
who sought help for anxiety one year earlier.  The social worker diag-
nosed anxiety and depression. As treatment progressed, the social 
worker offered the client her cell phone number and personal email. The 
client indicated she called the social worker frequently just to talk “like I 
would with my mom”.  These calls and texts were not always docu-
mented in the social worker’s progress notes.  The client asked to follow 
the social worker on social media. The social worker occasionally “liked” 
posts from the clients.  The social worker attended the client’s birthday 
party at a local pub where the client’s friends, family, and co-workers 
were present. The social worker indicated she was invited.  

 
Overall, 17 of the 19 participants ranked the violation a 5 or higher on a 7-
point scale from 1 (not at all serious) to 7 (very serious), and 17 of the 19 par-
ticipants ranked 5 or higher  that it was important to discipline the social 
worker. See Table 2. 
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Of the 21 participants who identified sanctions, 15 indicated a reprimand 
was the appropriate sanction, four selected non-public caution, and two se-
lected suspension.  Of the 15 who recommended a reprimand, 13 recom-
mended additional training, and 12 indicated that supervision should be re-
quired.  

In considering the factors that might change the seriousness of the in-
cident, most agreed that the various factors would not change the serious-
ness of the violation.  Of the 20 who responded, nine stated the seriousness 
of the violation was increased if the social worker had a master’s degree, and 
four indicated an increase if the social worker was male.  Five responded 
that the seriousness was decreased if the social worker had less than two 
years’ experience, and three responded with a decrease in seriousness if the 
social worker admitted behavior. See Table 3. 

Vignette 2 
Following an investigation based on a 67-year-old, African American fe-
male client asking about her appointment, an agency supervisor sub-
mitted a complaint that a licensed social worker falsified visitation rec-
ords of five clients. The public agency serves the physical, mental, and 
social needs of clients 65 and older in a seven-county region. Each social 
worker has a caseload of approximately 90 clients, with whom they need 
to visit in the home at least once every three months. The supervisor sub-
mitted the allegations, providing evidence that on five different occa-
sions the social worker documented that she visited the client, but each 
of the clients told the supervisor there was not a visit on those dates. The 
social worker stated she was unable to keep up with the minimum 
agency deliverables. 

 
For this vignette, 19 participants responded. The vignette was deemed 
slightly more serious than the first, with 16 responses scoring 5 or higher on 
the Likert scale.  No response was rated lower than 4.  The respondents were 
less likely to deem it important that the licensure board discipline the social 
worker, although there were no responses of 2 or 1 (not important).  Fewer 
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respondents, in this case, 15 of the 19, indicated that discipline was im-
portant compared to the first vignette. See Table 2. 

In Vignette Two, the sanction recommended was more likely to be a 
reprimand vs. a non-public caution or a suspension. Of the 18 participants 
who identified sanctions, 11 indicated a reprimand was the appropriate 
sanction, two selected non-public caution, three selected suspension, and 
two selected revocation. Of the 11 who recommended a reprimand, 10 rec-
ommended additional training, eight recommended supervision be re-
quired, and one recommended a fine.  

When examining the qualifying factors, the results were similar to the 
first vignette. The race of the worker was least likely to change the serious-
ness. Being a master’s level practitioner was seen as most likely to increase 
the seriousness though substantially less significant than in Vignette One. 
Admitting the offense and lack of experience were perceived as lessening 
the seriousness. The gender of the social worker was viewed as having no 
effect on the seriousness. See Table 3. 

Vignette 3  

A director of a chemical dependency prevention agency submitted an al-
legation that a licensed social worker did not terminate properly with 
her support group clients.  The attendance in the support group ranged 
from 8-10 persons, ranging in age from mid-20s to mid-50s, and from 
diverse cultural groups.  During the investigation interview, the social 
worker stated she had many disagreements with her supervisor’s evalu-
ation of her and many complaints about the agency over the last six 
months.  She gave a two week notice and did contact her individual cli-
ents, either by phone or in person.  None of those clients were in the sup-
port group, and the support group did not meet during the social 
worker’s last two weeks of employment.  The social worker felt it was in-
appropriate to notify the support group members by phone.  The sup-
port group was co-led by another social worker, so the licensee felt there 
was no discontinuation of services for the group.  The licensee felt the 
agency director filed the allegation because the agency director was up-
set that the social worker only gave two weeks’ notice when resigning. 
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Unlike the first two vignettes, the majority, 15 of the 19 participants, indi-
cated the violation rated lower in seriousness (rating of 3 or lower).  Only one 
respondent rated with score of 4 or higher on the Likert scale.  Not surpris-
ingly, the majority, 16 of the 19 respondents, also deemed it of low im-
portance for discipline (rating 3 or lower). See Table 2. 

Of the 18 participants who identified sanctions, 16 selected non-public 
caution, and two selected reprimand. Of the two who recommended a rep-
rimand, both recommended additional training, and one recommended 
supervision.  

The qualifying factors contributed little change to the perception of se-
riousness by the respondents. The social worker as a master’s level practi-
tioner was perceived to increase the seriousness of the incident; this factor 
aligns with the previous two vignettes. See Table 3. 

Vignette 4 
A Clinical Director of an outpatient setting submitted a complaint alleg-
ing that a licensed social worker had been cancelling an inappropriate 
amount of client appointments. The director alleged that many were 
cancelled last-minute, without appropriate or timely notice to clients, 
often not showing up to appointments even though clients arrived for 
the service. The director reported having evidence to prove that the so-
cial worker has “no-showed” on at least six occasions over the course of 
four weeks and has cancelled “more than 15 sessions”, but with only 
three clients more than once. Also alleged within the complaint is that 
clients had reported to the clinical director that the social worker had of-
ten been negligent during sessions, for example texting or stepping out 
briefly to take personal phone calls. The director heard this from at least 
four clients over the last month. Two clients reported that they think the 
social worker dozed off briefly during a session. The social worker can-
celled several appointments due to personal reasons and reported hav-
ing been under a “large amount of stress.” The social worker reported to 
the board that her mother recently became terminally ill, and she is now 
the full-time caregiver of her mother outside of her work hours. 
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Responses in the first three vignettes were consistent; however, this vi-
gnette had notable variability in the responses.  While the mean perception 
of seriousness was 5.1, the responses were split between very and moder-
ately serious.  Of the 19 respondents, 13 selected a seriousness rating of 5 or 
higher on the Likert scale, and six selected ratings of 3 or 4, and no partici-
pant selected seriousness less than 3. Ratings of importance to discipline 
were slightly different with 11 selecting a rating of 5 or higher in importance, 
three selecting ratings of 3 or 4, and five selecting the importance to disci-
pline as low. See Table 2. 

 
Vignette                     
(n=19) 

Measure Seriousness 
Importance to Dis-

cipline 

  7 (very) 3 11 

  6 6 3 

  5 8 3 

  4 0 1 

Vignette 1 3 1 0 

  2 1 1 

  1 (not at all) 0 0 

  Analytics 
Mean 5.37        

Median 5 Mode 5 
Mean 6.1         

Median 7 Mode 7 

  7 (very) 4 5 

  6 8 8 

  5 3 2 

  4 4 3 

Vignette 2 3 0 1 

  2 0 0 

  1 (not at all) 0 0 

  Analytics 
Mean 5.63        

Median 6 Mode 6 
Mean 5.68        

Median 6 Mode 6 

  7 (very) 0 1 
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  6 1 0 

  5 0 1 

  4 3 1 

Vignette 3 3 5 5 

  2 7 5 

  1 (not at all) 3 6 

  Analytics 
Mean 2.63        

Median 2 Mode 2 
Mean 2.47        

Median 2 Mode 2 

  7 (very) 2 2 

  6 7 4 

  5 4 5 

  4 3 3 

Vignette 4 3 3 0 

  2 0 4 

  1 (not at all) 0 1 

  Analytics 
Mean 5.1 

Median 5 Mode 6 
Mean 4.4         

Median 5 Mode 5 
Table 2: Vignettes – Results of Seriousness and Importance to Discipline 

 
Of the 21 participants who identified sanctions, 14 indicated a reprimand 
was the appropriate sanction, six selected non-public caution, and one se-
lected suspension.  Of the 14 who recommended a reprimand, eight recom-
mended supervision, six recommended additional training, six recom-
mended counseling, and one recommended a fine. The respondent who 
recommended suspension also recommended supervision and training. No 
one recommended revocation of license.  

The importance to discipline leaned toward more important, although 
a quarter of the respondents indicated it was not at all or not important.  At 
a higher rate than the other three vignettes, counseling was recommended 
in addition to reprimand and suspension. Supervision and training were 
also more utilized in sanctions.  
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As in the first three vignettes, the qualifying factors were perceived as hav-
ing little impact on changing the seriousness of the offense.  Having a mas-
ter’s degree was perceived to increase seriousness.  The client reporting no 
harm reduced perceived seriousness. Admission by the social worker pro-
duces interesting results in this vignette as some perceived it to increase se-
riousness while others perceived it to decrease. See Table 3. 

Vignette Comparisons 
There were significant differences across the vignettes in terms of both per-
ceived seriousness F (3.54) = 22.94, p < .001, and importance for the board to 
sanction the social worker, F (3.54) = 21.79, p < .001.  Vignette 3 was perceived 
as notably less serious and less important for the board to sanction. 

The ranking of vignettes by importance to discipline mean scores (see 
Table 2) aligns with respondents’ rank ordering seriousness of violations (see 
Table 1). Vignette 1 was ranked being most important to discipline, followed 
by Vignettes 2, 4, and then 3. However, the seriousness mean scores, per vi-
gnette, did not follow the same pattern (see Table 2). Vignette 2 ranked most 
serious, followed by Vignettes 1, 3, and then 4.  One would expect to see a 
pattern of the highest perceived seriousness and highest importance to dis-
cipline.  The difference here is most likely explained by the mean serious-
ness scores for Vignette 1 (5.37) and Vignette 2 (5.63), indicating very similar 
levels of seriousness and different perceptions by respondents on the most 
relevant sanctions for the different behaviors demonstrated in the vi-
gnettes. 

Most participants reported no change in the seriousness when consid-
ering six factors in the vignettes; however, a few differences were found and 
are worthy of discussion.  The perceived seriousness of allegations increased 
or greatly increased (26%) if the social worker was master’s level educated 
in all four vignettes. The social worker having less than two years of experi-
ence was perceived to decrease the seriousness in Vignettes 1 (non-sexual 
boundary violation and lack of documentation) and 2 (inadequate standard 
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of care and inadequate recordkeeping), but potentially increase the serious-
ness in Vignette 4 (impairment and inadequate standard of care). The social 
worker admitting the behavior was perceived to decrease seriousness in Vi-
gnettes 1, 2, and 3; however, the effect of admission in Vignette 4 was less 
clear.  Gender of the social worker was perceived as increasing seriousness 
in Vignette 1, but no effect in Vignettes 2, 3, or 4. See Table 3. 
 

Would it 
change the 
seriousness 
of the viola-

tion if:   

Vignette 
1 (n=20) 

Vignette 
1 (n=20) 

Vignette 
1 (n=20) 

Vignette 
1 (n=20) 

To-
tal 

Master Level 

Greatly increase 2 0 0 0 2 

Increase 7 3 4 4 18 

No change 11 16 15 15 57 

Decrease 0 0 0 0 0 
Greatly de-

crease 0 0 0 0 0 

< 2yr. Experi-
ence 

Greatly increase 0 0 0 1 1 

Increase 1 0 0 1 1 

No change 14 17 18 16 65 

Decrease 5 2 1 1 9 
Greatly de-

crease 0 0 0 0 0 

Admission by 
social worker 

Greatly increase 0 0 0 1 1 

Increase 1 0 0 1 2 

No change 16 15 18 15 64 

Decrease 3 4 1 2 10 
Greatly de-

crease 0 0 0 0 0 

Greatly increase 0 1 0 0 1 

Increase 1 0 0 0 1 
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Client re-
ported no 

harm 

No change 18 18 17 17 70 

Decrease 1 0 1 1 3 
Greatly de-

crease 0 0 1 1 2 

Social worker 
was male 

Greatly increase 0 0 0 0 0 

Increase 4 0 0 0 4 

No change 16 19 19 19 73 

Decrease 0 0 0 0 0 
Greatly de-

crease 0 0 0 0 0 

Race of so-
cial worker 
was known 

Greatly increase 0 1 1 0 2 

Increase 0 0 0 0 0 

No change 19 18 18 19 74 

Decrease 0 0 0 0 0 
Greatly de-

crease 1 0 0 0 1 
Table 3: Vignettes – Results of Seriousness change questions 

 
Graph 1 visually demonstrates the significant relationships between mean 
scores of Seriousness and Importance to discipline among the four vi-
gnettes. While there is a slight variation, the mirroring of the pattern of 
means between seriousness and importance to discipline represents con-
sistency in the performance of the vignettes and the validity of the re-
sponses by participants. 

There was consistency in the outcomes of each vignette regarding se-
riousness. Each vignette skewed highly toward either very serious or not at 
all serious and there was little variability on the opposite ends.  The partici-
pants collectively deemed Vignette 2 as the most serious. It was surmised 
that the falsification of records, which required a conscious decision by the 
social worker to act unethically, contributed to the determination of a high 
level of seriousness in this situation. This was followed by Vignette 1, which 
also alleged inadequate documentation but withheld suggestions of 
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intentional behavior. Vignette 4, which described unprofessional conduct 
on the part of the worker but in the context of personal struggles, was not 
seen as serious as other violations, but still serious. Researchers assume that 
context mattered in this vignette; however, the impact on clients was clear, 
which likely maintained some level of seriousness in the case.  Vignette 3 
was regarded as improper termination which seemed to suggest that con-
text mattered. Perhaps participants considered the situation to be more of 
a disagreement between the worker and the supervisor since there was no 
reported impact on clients.   

 

 
Graph 1: Comparisons of means for Seriousness and Importance to discipline in the 
four vignettes 

 
The recommendations for disciplinary action followed the same tendencies 
as the perceptions of seriousness. The most variability occurred in Vignette 
4, which indicated an overall intent by the participants to address the issue, 
but not in a punitive manner. When selecting sanctions, training, and su-
pervision were the most frequent addition to the sanction. Fines and 
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counseling were rarely chosen, with the exception of Vignette 4 where the 
social worker reported personal stress as a contributing factor to the viola-
tion. 

Graph 1 visually demonstrates the significant relationships between 
mean scores of Seriousness and Importance to discipline among the four vi-
gnettes.  

Limitations 
As with any exploratory study, there were several limitations. First, the sam-
ple size was very small, representing fewer than 5% of the members serving 
on social work regulatory boards.  It was possible that a larger sample may 
have produced more variability in the responses. In addition, the sample 
was strongly represented by white, female, and older respondents, which 
may have impacted the results, especially regarding the question about the 
race of the social worker. Participants from composite boards were overly 
represented in this sample, which also may have impacted the results.  This 
is important to consider in future research, given the need to understand 
how much decision-making is tied to social work values versus those of 
other behavioral health professionals, those in other helping professions, or 
the values of board members who are not licensed professionals.  Finally, at 
least half of the respondents were from only three jurisdictions, which may 
have overrepresented the consistency of board member perceptions. 

There were also limitations within the study design.  Participants could 
answer any part of the study which may have contributed to inconsistency 
among the data. Because results were received in the aggregate, the pattern 
to which questions were skipped was unclear. The survey completion time-
line was less than four weeks and spanned end-of-the-year holidays. This 
may have affected available time and who was willing to participate in the 
study. Another factor affecting participation was the time intensity of up to 
thirty minutes to complete the study with no incentive or remuneration.  



Seriousness of Social Worker Violations and Importance to Discipline: A Study of Social Work Licensure 
Board Members 
 
 

 
 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK VALUES AND ETHICS • VOLUME 21(1) | 93 
 

Regarding whether the social worker’s race changed the seriousness of the 
violation, two responses may have been due to misapplication of the scale 
as they seem inconsistent with other responses. Participants were not given 
information about the race of the social worker in initial vignettes, so chang-
ing the race later in the questions may not have been accurately assessed. 
Further, consent agreements, disciplinary supervision, and diversionary 
measures may have influenced the ways different board members viewed 
the ranked misconduct in the vignettes. Balancing the provision of enough 
information for the participants to make good decisions and not making the 
survey take an inordinate amount of time also may have contributed to 
some participants unintentionally adding their own contexts from experi-
ence.  Finally, it cannot be overstated that this study collected only a small 
sample of participants, and while the results are meaningful in many ways, 
they cannot be generalized about board member decision-making. The re-
sults promote substantial thoughts, and raise more questions for further 
consideration for future research. 

Implications 
As stated in the literature review, some research has explored social work-
ers’ perceptions of violations already sanctioned by jurisdictional licensing 
boards or reviewed by NASW. This exploratory study examined the percep-
tions of board members who make the decisions about social worker viola-
tions and the sanctions for those violations. Although the sample size was 
small, the results of this study are important because, as the quantitative 
data demonstrated, many non-social workers serve on boards that hear al-
legations and determine sanctions for social worker violations.  The qualita-
tive data reveal that board members may make decisions based on investi-
gations done by other personnel, often persons with legal expertise, who 
determine if the allegation violates the jurisdictional licensure law.  The re-
sults of this study may be more influenced by respondents’ familiarity with 
the legal regulation of social work practice than knowledge of the NASW 
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Code of Ethics as the basis for judging the seriousness of the violations and 
the importance to discipline.  

Though the respondents connected the seriousness of the offense to 
the importance to discipline, which matched conclusions from prior studies 
(Boland-Prom, 2009; Gricus & Wysiekierski, 2021), there were some contra-
dictions. For example, Vignette 2 had the highest mean score on the seri-
ousness scale, but Vignette 1 was rated higher on the importance to disci-
pline scale.  Respondents may have focused on other variables in the vi-
gnettes besides the primary allegation. Additionally, jurisdictional legisla-
tion may influence the perception of the seriousness of the violation.  Fur-
ther, Vignette 3 was used in the study because it was a common violation 
written into the law in some jurisdictions; however, respondents rated this 
violation low in both seriousness and importance to discipline. In some ju-
risdictions, improper termination may not be stated explicitly as a violation 
but rather subsumed under a more general category, such as standards of 
ethical practice and professional conduct. Future research may include a 
content analysis of different jurisdictional legislation to assess whether 
laws highlight some more serious violations than those in other jurisdic-
tions.  This study also identified that sanctions, primarily reprimands with 
training and supervision required, were often recommended for more seri-
ous offenses.  Other factors identified as important include the educational 
degree of the social worker, whether the social worker admitted the of-
fense, and the number of years of experience of the social worker, and these 
influenced the seriousness of the offense for some respondents.   

The majority of respondents reported attending the ASWB new board 
member training, which uses case examples to apply the Model Social Work 
Practice Act (ASWB, 2018). The vignettes and survey questions used in this 
study, followed by discussion, could be used as tools for board member 
training. Further exploratory and descriptive studies of board member 
training may provide more understanding of the contextual influences of 
board decision-making.   
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Since the majority of participants reported attending ASWB new board 
member training as part of their orientation, it would be helpful to under-
stand if the consistencies observed in this study were due to attending the 
same training; thus, board members are trained to think similarly about vi-
olations and expect similar outcomes. If there is belief that the measures are 
adequate for seriousness, the importance of the need to discipline, and the 
sanctions themselves, then the influence of this orientation serves jurisdic-
tional regulatory boards well. If not, then ASWB’s new board member ori-
entation may be a place to influence board member decision-making.  Fur-
ther research is needed to explore how jurisdictional legislation uses the 
Model Social Work Practice Act (ASWB 2018) in creating board regulatory 
practices. Additional research regarding how boards and board members 
determine sanctions imposed would be useful. 
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