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Abstract
This article presents findings from a study designed to explore the perceptions of 
social work faculty about out of work behavior (OWB) and other activities within 
the private-life realm. A focus is placed on the intersection between OWB and so-
cial work education. Major research questions asked respondents to reflect on (1) 
whether private-life behaviors change as a result of social work education; (2) the 
extent to which social workers are expected (and students should be taught) to 
maintain high moral standards in their private lives. Implications of study find-
ings are discussed, highlighting the potential for schools of social work to imple-
ment best educational practices that relate to personal life responsibilities. An 
internet-based survey was used to reach a broad spectrum of respondents. No 
potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).
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Introduction
Social work is commonly acknowledged as a profession grounded in core values 
and ethical principles (Barsky, 2019; Noble & King, 1981; Osmo & Landau, 2003; 
Reamer, 2018; Sweifach, 2011). These principles are outlined in the International 
Federation of Social Workers [IFSW] Global Social Work Statement of Ethical 
Principles (2018), emphasizing the unique commitment of the social work pro-
fession to social justice, social change, and the promotion of general welfare. So-
cial workers are expected to engage in social and political action, combat ex-
ploitation and discrimination, and uphold a host of core values that reflect a 
deep concern for individuals and society (Reamer, 2018). Scholars contend that 
social work is one of the most value-based professions, with practitioners adher-
ing to core values due to their concern for humanity (Chechak, 2015; Reamer, 
2018). A mindset predisposed toward creating a better world necessitates inter-
nal desire, personal commitment, and accountability. For many, this predilection 
begins long before social work training. It makes sense that many social workers 
would likely act on these values even if they had not pursued a career in social 
work.

Through their codes of ethics and other regulations, professions often articu-
late expectations that extend to the private-life behaviors of their members, ex-
pecting that certain values and behaviors are maintained. The concept of ‘out-
side-work behavior’ (OWB) describes actions taken by employees outside their 
professional roles that include both private and public behaviors (Althoff, 2000). 
This perspective is seen in virtue ethics, which suggests that moral character 
ought to remain consistent across both professional and personal domains of 
practice (Cornwell & Higgins, 2019). The practical rationale for this perspective is 
clear; when professionals act in ways that are anathema to the values of the pro-
fession, its integrity becomes suspect. 

The topic of OWB is commonplace in the news. The private-life behaviors of 
musicians, actors, politicians, and other public figures are frequently on display 
and often judged. In today’s cancel-culture world, such public scrutiny can have 
detrimental fallout, serving as a reminder that private-life behavior is something 
to consider because the general public is watching. Beyond public figures, the 
private-life behaviors of professionals are also highlighted by the media: for ex-
ample, teachers involved in indiscretions with students or viral videos showing 
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police officers engaged in racist behavior. These types of activities attract consid-
erable public attention.

This study explores the perspectives of social work faculty members regard-
ing OWB, examining the extent to which faculty members believe that social 
workers ought to be guided by professional standards in their personal lives. A 
specific focus is placed on how these views are considered within the context of 
social work education.

Clarification of terms
In the literature, several terms are used to describe the behavior of employees 
outside of working hours, such as ‘off-duty behavior,’ ‘private-time behavior,’ and 
‘non-working hours behavior.’ OWB, however, appears to be the scientific term 
most often used. Moral behavior is defined as a code of conduct that corresponds 
with society’s expectations of good character in professionals and as a represen-
tation of core values and norms, such as virtue, honesty, respect, and integrity, 
which help maintain public trust. A moral exemplar is an individual whose be-
havior consistently reflects moral excellence, serving as a behavioral role model 
for others and the broader community (Morgenroth et al., 2015; Yin & Li, 2023).

Background
Some professions more than others, articulate clear expectations regarding 
OWB, specifying that members are to act in their private lives with integrity, hon-
esty, and trustworthiness (see, for example, General Osteopathic Council [GOsC], 
2019; International Association of Chiefs of Police [IACP], 2008; National Associa-
tion of School Psychologists [NASP], 2020). Personal behavior and conduct are 
expected to be principled, as poor private-life behavior is seen as potentially 
eroding public trust and jeopardizing the dignity of the profession (Garner & 
O’Sullivan, 2020; Halabuza, 2014). 

Although some commentators advocate for personal autonomy and argue 
against imposing standards on private behavior (Clark, 2006; Lippke, 1989; 
Olivier, 2006), this does not tend to be a majority view. Many professional organi-
zations require that their members uphold high standards of conduct both in 
and outside of the workplace. These standards include honesty, legality, and re-
spect for others (GOsC, 2019; IACP, 2008; NASP, 2020). The National Association 
of School Psychologists (NASP, 2020, p. 40), for example, articulates that their 
members should maintain a high standard of good character and conduct in 
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their private lives because they serve as role models for children. The General Os-
teopathic Council (GOsC, 2019) in the United Kingdom stipulates that members 
are to “uphold the reputation of the profession at all times through [one’s] conduct 
in and out of the workplace” (p. 19). The International Law Enforcement Code of 
Ethics (IACP, 2008) mandates that all sworn police officers keep their “private life 
unsullied as an example to all.” In both professional and personal life, “be honest in 
thought and deed” and “be exemplary in obeying the laws of the land” (p. 111).

Expectations of good private-life moral conduct extend to social work as well, 
with practitioners expected to act according to these standards in both their pro-
fessional and personal lives (Adusumalli & Jainer, 2020; Banks, 2016; Levy, 1974; 
Miller, 2022). IFSW’s Global Social Work Statement of Ethical Principles (2018) 
emphasizes that ethical responsibilities extend beyond the workplace, encour-
aging social workers to advocate for human rights and social justice, celebrate di-
versity, work toward equal access to resources, and promote a culture of peace 
and nonviolence. Although the current United States NASW Code of Ethics 
(2017/2021) avoids specificity about private-life conduct, the 1979 iteration of the 
Code of Ethics included the principle of propriety, specifying that “the so-
cial worker should maintain high standards of personal conduct in the capacity or 
identity of social worker” (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], Code 
of Ethics, 1979). Other social work codes, such as those from the British Associa-
tion of Social Workers (2002) and the Scottish Social Services Council (2003), 
specifically state that social workers must uphold standards of conduct both in-
side and outside work. 

Social work education plays a critical role in shaping the professional identity 
of students (Liu et al., 2022; Wiles, 2013). Commentators suggest that students 
are engaged in a process of cultivating a sense of ‘being’ a social worker in order 
to ‘become’ one (Wiles, 2013). When one ‘becomes’ a social worker, this extends 
into the private-life realm. Students become inculcated into this process early on 
in both classroom and practicum learning, with expectations to act with integrity 
and professionalism. MSW and BSW school catalogs emphasize the many sides 
of personal and professional comportment, such as punctuality, dependability, 
and commitment to diversity. Many schools also note a responsibility to adhere 
to high standards of ethical behavior in both personal interactions and online ac-
tivity, avoid the use of illegal substances, and refrain from becoming romantically 
involved with clients. These school/professional expectations are very much con-
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nected to the personal realm, endeavoring to teach students that professional 
practice and personal behavior are linked. An implicit message is conveyed about 
the importance of upholding certain personal values and behaviors so as not to 
cast aspersions on the profession or school. This socialization process is all part of 
‘becoming.’ Wiles (2013) suggested that the ways in which students think and be-
have in their personal lives are significantly influenced by their social work edu-
cation. ‘Becoming’ a social worker involves the internalization of a unique ‘moral 
core’ of the profession (Bisman, 2004; Butler-Warke & Bolger, 2021; McBeath & 
Webb, 2002), which calls for consistency between private-life behaviors and pro-
fessional principles (Knapp & Vandecreek, 2006). 

For social workers, whom some view as defenders of social morality (Glasser, 
1984), consistency in representing virtuous character traits in both personal and 
professional life is crucial. Although it is clear that the profession places a sub-
stantive emphasis on ethical behavior, which does extend into private life, ques-
tions remain about whether social workers themselves agree with these expecta-
tions. 

Literature
Research on OWB spans several disciplines, frequently addressing the topic of 
private-life misconduct as it relates to professional reputation and moral in-
tegrity. Scholars have produced a wide range of work in disciplines such as law, 
medicine, and education, emphasizing the moral obligations of professionals be-
yond their work environment (Althoff, 2000; Gagnon, 2015; Kaptein, 2019; Lister, 
2022; Meadows, 1993; Ross et al., 2013; Sawicki, 2009). Substance use, domestic 
violence, and discriminatory conduct are examples of behaviors that do not go 
unnoticed, particularly within the context of ‘cancel culture,’ which has emerged 
as a societal process for holding individuals accountable for perceived transgres-
sions. In practice, being ‘canceled’ may involve public shaming or ostracizing, loss 
of employment, or reputational damage following controversial behavior or per-
ceived moral/ethical transgressions. (Norris, 2021). The behaviors that result in 
individuals being ‘canceled’ have been studied theoretically and empirically in 
the literature. For instance, the private lives of teachers (DiCenso, 2005; Maxwell, 
2018), police (Abel, 2022; Lamboo, 2010), clergy (Hargrove, 2023), healthcare pro-
fessionals (Thompson et al., 2008; Marshal et al., 2021), educators (Griffin & Lake, 
2012; Zinskie & Griffin, 2023), and law professionals (Menkel-Meadow, 2001; 
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Rhode & Woolley, 2011), have all been the subject of scholarly work on the moral 
realm of OWB, emphasizing the importance of professionals being mindful of 
their private-life behavior. 

In one of the most comprehensive recent works on OWB, Kaptein (2019) 
offers a thorough discussion and overview of OWB, including its many definitions 
and iterations, interdisciplinary applications, and how scholars interpret and un-
derstand the concept today. Kaptein (2019) also highlights the range of interdis-
ciplinary research around OWB, including its application in professional sports, 
healthcare, law enforcement, politics, and other sectors.

A growing area of OWB research focuses on online activity, particularly social 
media, where private posts can quickly become public and impact professional 
standing (Byrne, 2019; Cook & Kuhn, 2020; Drude & Messer-Engel, 2020; Marshal 
et al., 2021; Mauldin, 2024; Sarmurzin, et al., 2025). A significant proportion of re-
cent literature in this area pertains to the perceptions of students and the con-
cept of e-professionalism, exploring the issues and risks associated with inade-
quate personal oversight of social media and other online activities (Hussain et 
al., 2021; Kamarudin et al., 2022; Nasri et al., 2023). Much of this literature con-
cludes that, while individuals have a right to privacy, they must also be mindful 
that their behavior is subject to public scrutiny and that poor private-life judg-
ment can lead to significant professional consequences.

It is clear from much of the literature that principles guiding OWB, whether 
professional or organizational, are very subjective, though broad guidelines 
around areas such as confidentiality and integrity are generally consistent across 
disciplines. More specific guidelines, however, are quite varied; for example, re-
garding private-life social media use, some agencies might require that employ-
ees avoid posting content that could be seen as discriminatory, offensive, or unprofes-
sional. In general, there is some expectation by both agencies and professional 
regulatory bodies that professionals will uphold good character in their private 
lives, which includes behavior that promotes moral norms of virtue and integrity. 

A significant debate within the recent literature centers on whether employ-
ers/regulatory bodies have the right to regulate employee behavior outside of 
working hours and, if so, to what extent (Kaptein, 2019; Lister, 2022; Sperdin & Si-
tum, 2024). Some scholars argue that private-life misconduct should have pro-
fessional repercussions only when directly related to specific work-related situa-
tions. Some in the same camp argue that protecting private life is a “considerable 
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and humane public good” (Whittle & Cooper, 2009, p. 98), advocating for allow-
ing professionals some moral slack in their private lives (Menkel-Meadow, 2001). 
Others advocate “the good of accountability” (Allen, 2003, p. 1387) in order to 
maintain public trust (Bryan-Brown & Dracup, 2003; Milton, 2014; Staud & Kear-
ney, 2019). What stands out in the literature is the lack of consensus over whether 
individuals should face termination for off-duty misconduct (Drouin et al., 2015) 
and the need for policy and guidance surrounding private-life conduct (Maxwell, 
2018).

Despite the growing body of literature examining OWB in professions such 
as law, medicine, and education, the social work literature has primarily focused 
on ethical misconduct related to direct practice, such as boundary issues, dual re-
lationships, and confidentiality (Boland-Prom et al., 2015; Congress, 2001; Pugh, 
2007; Reamer, 2003, 2013; 2018; 2023). While these behaviors sometimes occur 
outside of working hours, they are directly tied to professional duties. The schol-
arship in this area, which is relatively extensive, largely focuses on malpractice 
claims and ethics complaints against social workers (see, for example, Barsky et 
al., 2021; Boland-Prom et al., 2015; Reamer, 1995; Strom-Gottfried, 2003; 2014). 
Conversely, aside from a few studies on private-life social media use (see, for ex-
ample, Duncan-Daston et al., 2013; Fang et al., 2014; Mukherjee & Clark, 2012), 
and Reamer’s (2017; 2019) work on evolving ethical standards, which does speak 
to the need for caution in personal online activity, off-duty behavior unrelated to 
direct-practice remains underexamined in the social work literature.

Some research in the social work literature highlights the debate over regu-
latory oversight of private life, particularly in the United Kingdom, following the 
development of the General Social Care Council (2002), which developed a code 
of conduct to regulate and discipline social workers (see for example, Clark, 2006; 
Furness, 2015; McLaughlin, 2007; Wiles, 2013). Studies have raised concerns 
about regulatory intrusion into private life, focusing on moral character and suit-
ability for the profession. Wiles (2013), for example, examines social work stu-
dents’ perceptions of private-life behavior, suggesting that while social workers 
certainly have a right to a private life, there is also a responsibility to ensure that 
off-duty behavior adheres to professional norms. McLaughlin (2007), questions 
whether the state has the right to regulate the private-life conduct of social work-
ers, and Furness (2015) examines the ethical implications of such oversight. 

The social work literature also explores private life as it relates to the charac-
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ter of students’ and suitability for the profession (Currer, 2009; Holmström, 2014; 
Tam & Coleman, 2009). Banks (2016) writes about the character trait of integrity, 
suggesting, like other commentators (Musschenga, 2002; Oakley & Cocking, 
2001), that social workers possess “a disposition to act with integrity in the variety 
of situations encountered in their professional lives, and according to many theo-
rists and most codes of ethics, also in their personal lives” (p. 11). 

An expansion of social work research in these and other areas of private-life 
conduct could provide a clearer understanding of the responsibilities that social 
workers have regarding private-life behavior, such as providing more explicit pro-
fessional guidelines for outside-work conduct, clarifying the extent to which pri-
vate-life conduct ought to be regulated, defining what constitutes moral turpi-
tude, and elucidating the issues and risks associated with poor private-life conduct.

Methodology
Research Design and Objectives
This study employed a descriptive, exploratory design to investigate the following:

1. The views held by social work faculty regarding the private-life behavior 
of social workers. 

2. The extent to which private-life behaviors become modified as a result 
of social work education.

3. The extent to which social workers and social work students should be 
expected to maintain high moral standards in their private lives.

Participants and Sampling Procedure
A purposive, non-random sampling approach was used to select 15 universities in 
the United States, offering MSW and BSW programs. The selection of schools 
was based on a review of accredited institutions listed by the Council on Social 
Work Education [CSWE]. The schools were chosen from four distinct geographic 
regions (Northeast, South, Midwest, and West) to represent a mix of large and 
small schools, as well as public and private universities. This purposive approach 
was used to maximize variability in institutional and faculty contexts, enhancing 
the generalizability of findings. Faculty members from the selected universities 
were contacted via email, with contact information obtained from publicly avail-
able faculty directories on university websites. The email invitation provided
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information detailing the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participa-
tion, and the confidentiality of their responses.

A total of 83 survey responses were initially collected. However, 14 responses 
were excluded from the analysis due to incomplete data or non-responsiveness 
to key survey items, reducing the final usable sample to 69 faculty members. The 
exclusion of these responses did not significantly affect the demographic compo-
sition of the final sample, but it is important to note that the analyses were con-
ducted with a sample size of 69, which limits generalizability.

Survey Instrument
The survey instrument featured questions on OWB perceptions, practices, be-
haviors, and sociodemographic factors. The survey included questions about 
both personal beliefs regarding OWB and whether OWB-oriented content ought 
to be integrated into classroom/practicum learning. Also asked were questions 
about whether private-life behavior ought to be externally monitored in some 
way (Appendix 1 includes a sample of survey questions). Alongside multiple-
choice questions (with response options of ‘to a great extent,’ ‘to a moderate ex-
tent,’ ‘to a small extent,’ ‘not at all,’ and ‘unsure,’) it included open-ended ques-
tions that allowed respondents to elaborate on answers to Likert scale items. The 
53-item survey was pilot-tested with a small, representative sample of social 
work faculty to assess face validity and reliability. Based on feedback from the pi-
lot test, minor revisions were made to improve clarity and ensure that all items 
adequately captured the constructs under study. Reliability analysis indicated 
that the instrument demonstrated acceptable internal consistency, yielding a 
Cronbach's alpha of .87.

Collection Procedure & Informed Consent
Data were collected through an online survey administered to social work faculty 
from July 1st through August 31st, 2024. A reminder email was sent to partici-
pants one week and again three weeks after the initial invitation and the survey 
closed on September 30th, 2024. Before beginning the survey, participants were 
informed of the study’s purpose, confidentiality measures, and their right to 
withdraw at any time without consequence. Informed consent was obtained 
from all participants prior to data collection, and all procedures adhered to ethi-
cal guidelines. Data were collected and stored in a secure, password-protected 
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database to maintain confidentiality. Responses were anonymized prior to anal-
ysis to ensure that no personal identifiers were included in the dataset. 

Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using SPSS version 29.0 to examine the relationships be-
tween various variables and test the study’s underlying assumptions. Descriptive 
statistics were first computed to summarize the characteristics of the sample. 
Specifically, means, standard deviations, frequencies, and percentages were cal-
culated for categorical variables to provide a general overview of the data. Con-
tinuous variables were examined for distributional properties, and where appli-
cable, t-tests and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) were used to assess differences 
across groups.

Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients were computed to explore 
relationships between continuous variables. This provided insight into the 
strength and directionality of associations between key variables and provided a 
deeper understanding of the interconnectedness between personal views about 
OWB, professional commitments, and opinions regarding the teaching of OWB 
principles to students.

In order to ensure the validity of findings, assumptions of normality and ho-
mogeneity of variances were tested prior to conducting parametric tests, and 
where necessary, non-parametric alternatives were considered. All statistical 
tests were conducted at a significance level of p ≤ .05 to determine whether ob-
served patterns were statistically significant.

Demographic Characteristics of the Sample
The final sample comprised 69 full-time social work faculty members. Faculty 
teaching responsibilities were diverse: (45.3%) of respondents exclusively taught 
Master of Social Work (MSW) courses, with the remaining respondents instruct-
ing in a variety of social work courses, including Bachelor of Social Work (BSW), 
MSW, Doctor of Philosophy (PhD), and Doctor of Social Work (DSW). Respon-
dents had a wide range of teaching experience, with the number of years of 
teaching experience spanning from 1 to 54 years (M=14.52 years), which indicates 
a moderate to highly experienced group of faculty. 

Political orientation was diverse, reflecting a range of perspectives. Specifi-
cally, 1.6% of respondents identified as very conservative, while 6.2% identified 
as conservative. A larger portion of the sample, 17.2%, identified as moderate. 
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The majority identified as liberal (37.5%), and very liberal (31.2%), showing a 
strong inclination toward liberal ideologies within the group. This ratio is consis-
tent with other data (see, for example, Stoeffler et al., 2021) on the social work la-
bor force, reflecting a strong leaning toward liberal and progressive ideologies. A 
small proportion (6.2%) of respondents were unsure or preferred not to answer 
regarding their political orientation. 

Geographic Location
Respondents, all from the United States, provided their state of residence, which 
was coded into the 10 Federal regions used for census purposes. These regions 
were then recoded into four broader geographic areas: Northeast, South, Mid-
west, and West. This categorization allowed for an examination of potential re-
gional differences in attitudes toward OWB and social work education. While 
specific regional distributions are provided in Table 1, the general geographic 
breakdown reflects the diversity of the sample in terms of location. The inclusion 
of faculty from various regions helped to promote a more representative sample 
rather than being biased by the views of faculty from a particular region.

 Table 1

Views about the OWB of social workers
A majority, 62.5% (n=40), believe that social workers should be held to higher 
moral standards compared to other professionals. Additionally, 68.7 % (n=44) be-
lieve that social workers should serve as moral exemplars for society. With regard 
to views about societal perceptions, almost three-quarters (73.4 %, n=47) of re-
spondents believe that the general public expects social workers to maintain ele-
vated private-life conduct. A substantial proportion (68.7 %, n=44) suggests that 
participating in private-life behaviors, such as making offensive racial jokes or 

Recoded Region Sample Representation
Region 1 = Northeast 64.52 % (n=40)

Region 2 = Midwest 19.35 % (n=12)

Region 3 = South 8.06 % (n=5)

Region 4 = West 8.06 % (n=5)
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displaying prejudiced attitudes, can potentially have a negative impact on soci-
ety’s view of the profession. Opinions were more mixed about whether a social 
worker’s moral character is a public matter, with just over half (53.9 %) either dis-
agreeing or only somewhat agreeing that it is. 

Oversight of OWB
Regarding external monitoring, just under 40 % (39.1 %, n=25) believe that agen-
cies should have some say in how social workers act outside of working hours. 
Nearly three-quarters (70.3 %, n=45) argue against state licensing board over-
sight of OWB. Just over one-third (36 %, n=23) believe that schools of social work 
ought to conduct some level of social media screening of applicants to assess 
whether they demonstrate a moral character that aligns with the profession. 

Teaching about Private-life Behavior to Students
An index was created to assess perceptions of whether social work education 
affects changes in students' personal behavior. The index included four items, 
each with five ordinal response options that were logically consistent. Items were 
recoded and dichotomized as high or low based on the original rating scale, i.e., 
high corresponding with ‘to a great extent’ and low corresponding with ‘not at all.’ 
The Cronbach’s alpha, measuring the scale’s reliability, was .71. A mean score of 
3.6 indicated a strong consensus that social work education does impact student 
private-life behavior.

Findings related to teaching about private-life conduct revealed that 59.3 % 
(n=40) of respondents believe that students should be educated about private-
life conduct; the same proportion also indicated that students ought to ensure 
that private-life behavior aligns well with the ethical principles of the profession.

Open-ended comments were varied, with many commenting on the per-
ceived impact of social work education on student OWB. 

■ “Exposure to new ideas and information can have an immediate impact 
on some students, though not all.”

■ “Teaching may plant a seed, but whether it leads to changes in thoughts 
and behavior depends largely on life experiences and environment.”

■ “Social work education and the university environment may not neces-
sarily make students more sensitive, but might make them hesitant to 
express their true beliefs.”
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■ “Most students would likely have reservations about these issues before 
taking social work classes, but if they hadn't considered them, the 
classes could have an impact.”

Limitations
Study limitations include the small sample size and limited geographic variabil-
ity, as most respondents indicated residence in the Northeast. This region leans 
more democratic, which could have produced a potential bias in perceptions of 
ethics and OWB. In addition, the sample only included faculty from the United 
States, limiting generalizability and an international perspective. As well, the 
non-probability sampling method could also limit generalizability; that is, fac-
ulty whose contact information was unavailable from their institution's website 
were not included in the study. This limitation is a drawback of convenience sam-
pling. Method of contact could also have led to self-selection bias; in effect, the 
study may have attracted only those faculty members who have an interest in 
ethics or private-life behavior. In addition, as social work faculty, respondents are 
a group who have an interest in promoting a positive perspective of the profes-
sion, which could have resulted in some bias. 

Discussion
Professional associations direct their membership to uphold certain ethical stan-
dards in both personal and professional life. Society expects professionals to ex-
hibit and embody these standards as well. The respondents of this study suggest 
that this perspective extends to social work, with nearly two-thirds (62.5 %, n=40) 
asserting that social workers should be held to a higher moral standard com-
pared to other professionals. Additionally, a substantial majority of respondents 
(73.4 %, n=47) believe that society expects social workers to maintain high moral 
character both in their professional and personal lives. Further support comes 
from 68.7 % (n=44) of respondents who feel that social workers should serve as 
moral exemplars for society.

Opinions diverge, however, when it comes to the oversight of personal be-
havior. While 39.1 % (n=25) of respondents support some level of employer over-
sight regarding off-duty conduct, a significant proportion oppose such interven-
tion. This resistance also extends to state licensing regulation, with nearly three-
quarters (70.3 %, n=45) of respondents suggesting against board oversight of 
OWB. 
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This study sought to explore how social work faculty view OWB as it relates 
to both the profession and education of social workers. Some professions, in their 
ethical standards, provide specific guidelines regarding the expectations and be-
havior of practitioners in their private lives. We see this in law Braverman & Sny-
der, 2022; Corker, 2020), psychology (NASP, 2020), and other professions. At one 
time, the social work NASW Code of Ethics included the principle of propriety 
(NASW, 1979), articulating an expectation that social workers maintain high 
standards of personal conduct. Charles Levy, whom some have noted as the 
grandfather of social work ethics (NASW Massachusetts Chapter, 1999), suggests 
that: 

“What is generally expected of the practitioner is that he should have 
high standards of personal or ‘moral’ conduct. The objective for the 
practitioner is to avoid any conduct in his [or her/their] private life that 
might be carried over to his [or her/their] occupational life. The princi-
ple of propriety cautions the practitioner to avoid doing anything that 
would generate public doubt about his [or her/their] honesty or 
morality as a practitioner or about the trustworthiness or his [or her/
their] colleagues as a group” (Levy, 1974, p. 209).

The IFSW Global Social Work Statement of Ethical Principles (2018), the NASW 
Code of Ethics (2021) and other social work codes worldwide imply through em-
phasis on social justice, social change, empowerment of the vulnerable and op-
pressed, advancing racial justice, and through the principles of service and in-
tegrity, that social workers are expected to uphold certain values in both profes-
sional and personal lives. These values are indicative of living a moral life in ways 
that envisage social workers as stewards of ethical integrity. The respondents of 
this study overwhelmingly support the idea that social workers conduct them-
selves according to a high standard of moral integrity.

When it comes to teaching students about private-life behaviors, faculty 
consider it important to speak with students about private-life moral conduct. 
Research suggest that schools play an important role in influencing the values of 
students (Brandenberger & Bowman, 2015; Corker, 2020; Seijts et al., 2022). 
Commentators do suggest that educational institutions ought to emphasize 
character development (Corker, 2020; Brandenberger & Bowman, 2015), and our 
findings reinforce the notion that integrating discussions on OWB into curricula 
is both relevant and necessary.
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At the undergraduate level, universities are encouraged to focus on character 
formation alongside academic learning (Seijts et al., 2022). It seems reasonable 
to suggest that this becomes even more important in post-graduate terminal de-
gree programs like social work. In agreement, a majority of respondents (59.3 %, 
n=38) advocate for incorporating discussions on private-life behavior into the cur-
riculum. 

Implications
These findings suggest several implications, with specific attention to integrat-
ing personal conduct standards into the education and practice of social workers. 
These implications can be instructive regarding how private-life activity relates to 
the profession and to the education of social work students.

Moral Standards and Integrity
A majority of respondents assert that social workers ought to be held to high 
moral standards and act as moral exemplars. Both the historical and current cul-
ture of the profession, which emphasizes values of social justice, integrity, and 
empowerment, support this perception. OWB, which includes such things as 
prejudicial comments, telling offensive jokes, or displaying social media images 
of drunken behavior, could contribute to a sullied societal perception of the pro-
fession. Further standards developed by organizations like IFSW have the poten-
tial to reinforce already established guidelines that emphasize the importance of 
integrity and propriety in private-life behavior.

Oversight of Private-life Behavior
Opinions regarding external monitoring were generally mixed, though support 
for external oversight of OWB was in the lower range. Those who do support over-
sight could be particularly focused on the profession’s standing in the public eye. 
For instance, one respondent stated, “I am not really in favor of big brother watch-
ing, but I am concerned that a few bad apples could really damage our reputa-
tion.” The majority of respondents, however, indicated strong opposition to pri-
vate-life oversight. These diverse opinions suggest a need to support private-life 
privacy but not at the expense of compromising the profession’s standards of 
conduct. Perhaps this could involve the creation of more explicit guidelines 
around integrity and propriety, similar to NASW’s 1979 Code, but without exter-
nal monitoring or scrutiny. This would maintain respect for privacy and auton-
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omy while suggesting self-monitoring that keeps in mind private-life responsi-
bilities. 

The Role of Educational Institutions
Given that 59.3 % of faculty advocate for integrating private-life conduct discus-
sions into social work education, schools should consider incorporating content 
that addresses both professional and private-life behavior into the curriculum. 
Content on OWB could be instructive in helping students navigate private-life ac-
tivities, such as digital communication, in which boundaries have become in-
creasingly blurred.

To summarize, findings suggest that any integration of OWB into social work 
education requires thought and sensitivity that takes into account the diversity 
of opinion that appears to exist on the matter. Though some OWB content areas 
may only be moderately embraced as central to social work education, the values 
underlying ethical and moral considerations of OWB directly support both pro-
fessional standards and societal expectations.

Conclusion
Faculty perceptions indicate that social workers ought to serve as moral exem-
plars, adhering to high moral standards in their private lives. This expectation co-
incides with the general public, as there is certainly evidence that deviations 
could adversely affect the profession’s reputation and weaken public trust. Sup-
port for adhering to moral private-life behavior is also found in the IFSW (2018) 
Global Social Work Statement of Ethical Principles. These expectations, coupled 
with social work’s esteemed reputation as one of the most value-based profes-
sions (Chechak, 2015; Osmo & Landau, 2003; Reamer, 2018), engenders consider-
able responsibility.

Some commentators argue that private-life behavior is just that, private, and 
should not be subject to scrutiny (Lippke, 1989; Olivier, 2006). This opinion does 
tend to contrast with the perspectives of professional social work organizations 
and agencies, the general public, and the respondents of this study, all of which 
suggest that for professionals, private-life rights are not absolute. In the past, per-
haps OWB had less visibility, existing only peripherally with minor seriousness. 
However, given the proliferation of social media and other virtual environments, 
where personal lives are displayed with excruciating detail in front of the world, 
private-life behavior does become a public matter. Students need guidance in 
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juxtaposing private-life conduct with professional standards. Creating a space for 
these conversations seems well-advised.
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Appendix 1: Sample of survey questions in each section of the survey
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