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ABSTRACT: This study examines social workers' self-perceptions regarding their ability to recognize, reflect upon, 

and manage power dynamics in client relationships. The research assesses how demographic factors such as age, 

gender, professional experience, and educational background influence these competencies. Data from a survey of 101 

practicing social workers in Germany reveal that awareness of power dynamics is generally high, but challenges exist 

in applying strategies to balance power, particularly among less experienced practitioners. Older and more experienced 

social workers reported higher levels of critical reflection and confidence. The findings underscore the need for social 

work education to emphasize experiential learning and reflective practices to enhance skills in managing power 

dynamics. Implications for training programs and future research directions are discussed. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Social work is a profession deeply rooted in the pursuit of social justice, client empowerment, and ethical practice. A 

fundamental aspect of social work involves addressing power dynamics that can shape client-worker interactions, 

influencing outcomes and the overall therapeutic process (Fook, 2016). Power in social work relationships manifests 

through various forms, including the professional authority and expertise held by social workers and the vulnerable 

position clients often occupy (Dominelli, 2002). Effective practice requires a critical awareness of these dynamics, 

enabling practitioners to balance power in ways that empower clients and reduce inequalities. Research suggests that 

the ability to recognize and manage power imbalances is essential for fostering a collaborative and ethical practice 

(Payne, 2015). While many social workers acknowledge the importance of addressing power dynamics, differences 

exist in their self-perceived competence in this area, which may be influenced by demographic factors such as gender, 

age, experience, and educational background. Given the evolving landscape of social work, with increasing demands 

for cultural competence and ethical sensitivity, it is vital to understand how these factors impact social workers’ 
awareness and practices regarding power dynamics. 

 

This study seeks to assess social workers' self-perceived abilities to reflect on and address power dynamics in client 

relationships. It examines demographic influences, such as age, gender, years of experience, and educational 

attainment, on their perceptions. The central research question is: How do demographic factors influence social 

workers’ self-perceptions of their ability to manage power dynamics in client relationships? The findings aim to 

contribute to improving social work education and professional development, ensuring practitioners are equipped to 

handle complex relational dynamics effectively. 

 

II.  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

The issue of power dynamics in social work has long been a topic of scholarly interest, with various studies 

emphasizing its complex nature and impact on practice. Thompson (2016) describes power as a pervasive element in 

social work, shaped by the roles and responsibilities that define the profession. The power inherent in the client-worker 

relationship often stems from social workers’ access to resources, legal authority, and specialized knowledge, which 

can create imbalances that must be addressed to promote client autonomy (Dominelli, 2002). Social workers are thus 

tasked with the dual responsibility of exercising authority while striving to empower clients, a balance that requires 

continuous self-reflection and adaptation. A key area of focus in the literature is the role of self-reflection in addressing 

power dynamics. Haug (2001) argues that critical reflection on power is essential for ethical social work practice, 
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enabling practitioners to recognize how their positionality and biases may affect their interactions with clients. Studies 

have shown that social workers who engage in regular self-reflection tend to have a more nuanced understanding of 

power and its implications, leading to more equitable client outcomes (Fook, 2016). However, there is a lack of 

research examining how demographic factors such as age, gender, and experience level affect the capacity for critical 

reflection on power dynamics. Gender is another factor considered in discussions about power in social work. 

Holloway (2005) suggests that female social workers may demonstrate greater sensitivity to relational dynamics, 

potentially due to socialization processes that emphasize empathy and relationship-building. This could influence their 

perceptions of power in client interactions. Nevertheless, empirical studies providing conclusive evidence on gender 

differences in managing power dynamics remain sparse. Age and experience are also significant variables that could 

shape social workers' approaches to power. Older social workers and those with more years of experience may possess 

a greater level of practice wisdom, allowing them to navigate complex power dynamics more effectively (Payne, 2015). 

Conversely, younger or less experienced practitioners may lack the same level of confidence or competence in this 

area, underscoring the need for targeted training programs that address these gaps. While there is a robust body of 

literature on the general importance of power dynamics in social work, empirical studies that explore how specific 

demographic factors influence social workers' self-assessment of their competencies are limited. This study aims to 

address this gap by examining how social workers’ age, gender, professional experience, and educational background 

affect their self-perceived ability to reflect on and manage power in client relationships. By providing empirical 

insights, the study seeks to inform strategies for enhancing social work education and professional development. 

 
III. METHODOLOGY 

 

This quantitative study employed a cross-sectional survey design to investigate social workers' self-perceptions 

regarding their ability to recognize, reflect upon, and manage power dynamics in client relationships. The primary goal 

was to understand how demographic factors such as age, gender, years of professional experience, and educational 

background influenced these perceptions. A cross-sectional approach was chosen to efficiently gather data from a large 

group of participants, allowing for statistical analysis of the relationships between demographic variables and self-

assessed competencies in power management. Participants were recruited through professional networks and social 

media platforms related to the social work field in Germany. The final sample included 101 practicing social workers 

who met the inclusion criteria of being actively employed in social work. The demographic composition of the sample 

reflected a diverse range of backgrounds. Among the participants, 68.3% were female, 29.7% were male, and 2% 

identified as non-binary. The age of the social workers ranged from 20 to 59 years, with a mean age of 38.2 years. The 

age groups were categorized as follows: 21.8% of participants were aged 20-29, 34.7% were aged 30-39, 27.7% were 

aged 40-49, and 15.8% were 50 years or older. In terms of professional experience, participants had an average of 9.7 

years in the field, with 30.7% having 0-5 years of experience, 26.7% having 6-10 years, 22.8% having 11-15 years, and 

19.8% possessing more than 16 years of experience. Regarding educational background, 61.4% held a Bachelor’s 

degree, 36.6% held a Master’s degree, and 2% had a doctoral qualification. The participants represented various fields 

of social work practice, including child and youth services (27.7%), health care (21.8%), community work (18.8%), 

migration and refugee services (16.8%), disability services (8.9%), and other specialized areas (5.9%). Data were 

collected through an online survey, which included demographic questions followed by four items designed to measure 

participants' self-perceived ability to manage power dynamics in client relationships. Each item was rated on a 5-point 

Likert scale, where 1 indicated "strongly disagree" and 5 indicated "strongly agree." The survey questions focused on 

four key areas: awareness of power dynamics, ability to critically reflect on one's position of power, strategies for 

balancing power inequalities, and confidence in handling situations involving power dynamics. Data analysis was 

conducted using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences), where descriptive statistics such as means and 

standard deviations were calculated to provide an overview of participants' responses to the Likert-scale items. To 

explore the impact of demographic factors on self-assessed competencies, independent t-tests and ANOVA were used 

to compare mean scores across different gender, age, experience, and educational groups. Pearson correlation 

coefficients were calculated to assess the relationships between the four self-assessment questions, while multiple 

regression analysis was employed to identify demographic factors that significantly predicted social workers’ perceived 

abilities to recognize and manage power dynamics in their practice. 

 

IV. RESULTS 
 

The results of this study provide a detailed picture of social workers' self-perceptions regarding their ability to 

recognize, reflect on, and manage power dynamics in client relationships. This section presents descriptive statistics for 

each survey item, explores differences based on demographic factors, and discusses the relationships between self-
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assessed competencies and demographic variables. Statistical tests were conducted to identify significant patterns and 

correlations. 

 
Table 1 presents the mean scores and standard deviations for the four Likert-scale items measuring social workers' self-

assessed abilities in managing power dynamics: 

 

Survey Item Mean Standard Deviation 

Awareness of power dynamics in client relationships 4.04 0.71 

Ability to critically reflect on one's position of power 3.65 0.88 

Application of strategies to balance power inequalities 3.37 0.88 

Confidence in handling situations involving power dynamics 3.66 0.85 

 
Table 1: Mean Scores and Standard Deviations for Self-Perceived Competencies in Managing Power Dynamics 

 

The results indicate that social workers generally perceive themselves as being aware of power dynamics (M = 4.04, 

SD = 0.71) and confident in managing power-related situations (M = 3.66, SD = 0.85). The lower mean scores for 

applying strategies to balance power inequalities (M = 3.37, SD = 0.88) suggest that while awareness is relatively high, 

there may be challenges in effectively implementing strategies to mitigate power imbalances. 

 

To investigate gender differences, an independent t-test was conducted for each survey item. Table 2 summarizes the 

mean scores by gender: 

 

Survey Item Female (M) Male (M) t-value p-value 

Awareness of power dynamics 4.12 3.87 2.17 0.032 

Ability to critically reflect on one's position of power 3.69 3.57 0.72 0.474 

Application of strategies to balance power inequalities 3.39 3.33 0.28 0.781 

Confidence in handling situations involving power dynamics 3.68 3.63 0.32 0.751 

 
Table 2: Mean Scores by Gender for Self-Perceived Competencies in Managing Power Dynamics 

 

The results indicate a significant difference in the awareness of power dynamics between female and male social 

workers (t = 2.17, p < 0.05), with females reporting higher levels of awareness (M = 4.12) than males (M = 3.87). 

However, there were no statistically significant gender differences for the other items, suggesting that while gender 

may influence awareness levels, it does not significantly impact critical self-reflection, the application of strategies, or 

confidence in handling power dynamics. 

 

An ANOVA was conducted to compare mean scores across different age groups (20-29, 30-39, 40-49, and 50+ years). 

Table 3 shows the mean scores for each age group: 

 

Survey Item 
20-29 
(M) 

30-39 
(M) 

40-49 
(M) 

50+ 
(M) 

F-
value 

p-
value 

Awareness of power dynamics 3.88 3.99 4.21 4.13 2.46 0.067 

Ability to critically reflect on one's position of power 3.41 3.58 3.84 3.72 3.15 0.029 

Application of strategies to balance power inequalities 3.12 3.31 3.63 3.52 3.77 0.013 

Confidence in handling situations involving power 

dynamics 
3.38 3.62 3.88 3.78 3.29 0.024 

 
Table 3: Mean Scores Across Age Groups for Self-Perceived Competencies in Managing Power Dynamics 

 

The results show significant differences in the ability to critically reflect on power, the application of strategies, and 

confidence in handling power dynamics, with older social workers (40-49 and 50+ years) reporting higher scores than 
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younger participants (20-29 years). These findings suggest that age may be associated with greater practice wisdom and 

confidence in dealing with power dynamics. 

 

To assess the influence of professional experience, another ANOVA was conducted, comparing the mean scores across 

different experience levels (0-5, 6-10, 11-15, and 16+ years). Table 4 provides the results: 

 

Survey Item 
0-5 Years 

(M) 
6-10 Years 

(M) 
11-15 Years 

(M) 
16+ Years 

(M) 
F-

value 
p-

value 

Awareness of power dynamics 3.85 4.00 4.20 4.28 3.89 0.011 

Ability to critically reflect on one's position of 

power 
3.32 3.58 3.77 3.90 4.34 0.006 

Application of strategies to balance power 

inequalities 
3.05 3.28 3.58 3.73 5.12 0.002 

Confidence in handling situations involving 

power dynamics 
3.34 3.60 3.85 3.91 4.92 0.003 

 
Table 4: Mean Scores Across Professional Experience Levels for Self-Perceived Competencies in Managing 

Power Dynamics 
 

The findings indicate significant differences across all four survey items, with more experienced social workers 

consistently reporting higher scores. This suggests that professional experience plays a substantial role in shaping social 

workers' self-perceptions of their competencies in managing power dynamics, likely due to the accumulation of 

practical skills and insights over time. 

 
The influence of educational background was assessed using an independent t-test, comparing mean scores between 

participants with a Bachelor’s degree and those with a Master’s degree. The two individuals with a doctoral degree 

were excluded from this analysis due to the small sample size. Table 5 shows the results: 
 

Survey Item Bachelor (M) Master (M) t-value p-value 

Awareness of power dynamics 4.01 4.11 0.81 0.421 

Ability to critically reflect on one's position of power 3.61 3.73 0.66 0.511 

Application of strategies to balance power inequalities 3.31 3.47 0.91 0.366 

Confidence in handling situations involving power dynamics 3.62 3.74 0.79 0.435 

 
Table 5: Comparison of Mean Scores by Educational Background for Self-Perceived Competencies in Managing 

Power Dynamics 
 

No significant differences were found between educational levels across the survey items, suggesting that higher 

educational attainment (Bachelor’s versus Master’s) does not substantially affect self-perceptions of competencies in 

managing power dynamics. Correlation analyses were conducted to examine relationships between the four survey 

items. Table 6 presents the Pearson correlation coefficients: 

 

Item Pair Correlation (r) p-value 

Awareness of power dynamics – Critical self-reflection 0.68 <0.001 

Awareness of power dynamics – Strategies for balancing power inequalities 0.54 <0.001 

Critical self-reflection – Confidence in handling power dynamics 0.72 <0.001 

Strategies for balancing power inequalities – Confidence in handling dynamics 0.71 <0.001 

 
Table 6: Pearson Correlation Coefficients Between Self-Perceived Competency Items 
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Strong positive correlations were found between awareness of power dynamics and critical self-reflection (r = 0.68), as 

well as between strategies for balancing power inequalities and confidence in handling power-related situations (r = 

0.71). These results suggest that social workers who are more aware of power dynamics are also more likely to engage 

in critical self-reflection, and those who have effective strategies tend to feel more confident in managing power 

dynamics. To determine which demographic factors were significant predictors of self-perceived competencies, a 

multiple regression analysis was performed using age, gender, professional experience, and educational background as 

predictors. The results showed that professional experience was the strongest predictor of self-assessed ability to 

manage power dynamics (β = 0.32, p < 0.01), followed by age (β = 0.21, p < 0.05). Gender and educational background 
did not significantly predict the outcomes. 

 

V. DISCUSSION 
 

The study found that social workers generally perceive themselves as competent in recognizing power dynamics, as 

indicated by the high mean score for awareness. This aligns with existing literature, which emphasizes the centrality of 

power considerations in ethical social work practice. Scholars such as Fook (2016) and Payne (2015) argue that 

recognizing power imbalances is fundamental for promoting client empowerment and social justice. The slightly higher 

levels of awareness among female social workers may reflect differences in socialization, professional experiences, or 

the relational orientation that some researchers, like Holloway (2005), suggest is more common among women in 

helping professions. Female social workers may have a heightened sensitivity to relational aspects of their work, 

making them more attuned to the power dynamics at play. Alternatively, these differences could be due to varying 

professional experiences, with female social workers potentially facing unique power-related challenges that heighten 

their awareness. 

 

Although the findings suggest that most social workers are aware of power dynamics, the results for critical reflection 

indicate that self-assessment is more varied in this area. While critical reflection on power is acknowledged as essential 

for ethical practice, the slightly lower mean score for this item suggests that not all social workers feel equally equipped 

to engage in reflective practices. This supports Haug's (2001) argument that critical reflection is an advanced skill that 

tends to develop over time. The higher scores reported by older and more experienced social workers reinforce this 

perspective, implying that such competencies may be acquired through accumulated practice wisdom and ongoing 

exposure to complex client situations. On the other hand, younger or less experienced social workers may still be 

developing the reflective skills needed to engage deeply with power issues, as their focus may be more on acquiring 

practical skills during the early stages of their careers. These findings indicate a need for training programs that 

emphasize critical reflection as a core component of social work education, particularly for newer professionals who 

may benefit from structured guidance in developing reflective practices. The findings related to the application of 

strategies to balance power raise concerns about the practical implementation of measures to mitigate power 

imbalances. Despite relatively high levels of awareness, the mean score for applying strategies was lower, suggesting 

challenges in translating this awareness into effective actions. This aligns with Payne's (2015) observation that while 

social workers are often trained to recognize power imbalances, they may lack the specific tools or strategies necessary 

to address them effectively in practice. The significant differences in strategy application scores across age and 

experience levels suggest that more seasoned practitioners may have developed a repertoire of effective strategies 

through practice. Conversely, less experienced social workers may require additional training and support to learn and 

apply concrete strategies for balancing power. This emphasizes the importance of incorporating practical exercises, 

case studies, and scenario-based learning into social work training programs to better equip practitioners for handling 

power dynamics in diverse settings. 

 

Confidence in handling power-related situations was strongly correlated with both critical reflection and the application 

of strategies. This indicates that social workers who engage in reflective practices and have developed a toolkit of 

strategies feel more confident in managing power dynamics. The interconnectedness of awareness, reflection, and 

practical application underscores the need for a holistic approach to training that integrates these competencies to foster 

a comprehensive ability to navigate power dynamics effectively. The correlation findings align with theories suggesting 

that professional growth occurs through a cyclical process of reflection and action, where increased awareness leads to 

better strategies, which in turn enhances confidence. These results correspond with much of the existing literature, 

particularly regarding the significance of age and experience in developing competencies for managing power 

dynamics. The positive association between practice wisdom and skills related to power management aligns with 

research suggesting that experiential learning contributes significantly to effective social work practice. The observed 

gender differences in awareness further resonate with Holloway's (2005) findings that suggest women may be more 
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relationally oriented, potentially influencing their sensitivity to power issues. However, some findings diverge from the 

existing literature. For example, the lack of significant differences based on educational background contrasts with 

studies suggesting that higher education, particularly graduate-level training, should correlate with greater 

competencies in recognizing and managing power imbalances. This divergence may suggest that practical experience 

plays a more crucial role in shaping these skills than formal education alone, calling into question whether current 

educational curricula are adequately preparing social workers to address power dynamics in real-world settings. It may 

also imply that experiential learning opportunities such as internships and field placements have a more substantial 

impact on developing these skills than classroom instruction. 

 

The theoretical implications of this study suggest that power dynamics in social work should not be viewed solely as an 

individual competency but as an area that can be enhanced through continuous professional development and reflective 

practices. The variations in self-perceived competencies based on age and experience support the theory that reflective 

practice evolves over time, emphasizing the need for ongoing professional growth. In practical terms, these findings 

suggest that social work education and training programs should prioritize experiential learning and reflective practice 

from the early stages. Programs should integrate practical exercises and role-playing scenarios that simulate power 

dynamics, allowing students to practice strategies and refine their skills in a safe environment. Additionally, 

supervision and mentorship programs could play a vital role in fostering reflective practices among younger social 

workers, offering guidance and feedback from more experienced colleagues to facilitate skill development. The study’s 

limitations include the use of self-report measures, which may be subject to bias. Participants might have overestimated 

or underestimated their abilities due to social desirability bias, potentially impacting the accuracy of the results. Future 

research could address this limitation by incorporating external assessments, such as supervisor evaluations, to provide 

a more objective measure of competencies. The sample was also limited to social workers in Germany, which may 

restrict the generalizability of the findings to other cultural or professional contexts. Different cultural norms and 

organizational practices could influence the ways power dynamics are perceived and managed in social work. The use 

of a cross-sectional design further limits the ability to draw conclusions about the development of these competencies 

over time. Longitudinal studies could provide more insight into how self-perceptions and abilities evolve throughout a 

social worker’s career, shedding light on critical periods for growth and skill development. 

 

Building on these findings, future research should focus on longitudinal studies that track the development of 

competencies over time, as well as qualitative research that explores social workers' experiences with power dynamics 

in practice. Such research could provide a deeper understanding of the factors that contribute to competency 

development, offering insights that quantitative data alone may not capture. Cross-cultural comparisons could also 

reveal how different cultural and organizational settings influence social workers’ approaches to power dynamics, 

providing a broader perspective on the topic. Additionally, experimental studies that test the effectiveness of various 

training interventions could help identify the most impactful approaches to teaching social work students and 

practitioners how to manage power dynamics. For instance, comparing traditional lecture-based training with 

experiential methods such as simulations could yield valuable information on best practices for social work education. 

The findings also have implications for social work policy, particularly in relation to professional development 

standards. Given the significant role of experience in shaping competencies, policies should encourage continuous 

learning and professional growth throughout a social worker’s career. Mandating periodic training sessions or 

workshops focused on reflective practice and power dynamics could help practitioners stay engaged with ethical 

standards and improve their practical skills. Promoting mentorship and supervision within social work organizations 

could also facilitate the transfer of knowledge and reflective practices from experienced social workers to those at 

earlier career stages, enhancing overall competency in managing power dynamics. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 
 
The study provides valuable insights into social workers’ self-perceptions of their ability to manage power dynamics, 

highlighting the significant influence of age and professional experience on these competencies. While awareness of 

power dynamics is generally high, challenges remain in translating this awareness into concrete strategies for balancing 

power, especially among younger or less experienced practitioners. The findings underscore the need for social work 

education and training programs to prioritize experiential learning and reflective practice, ensuring that social workers 

are equipped to navigate power imbalances effectively. Future research should explore longitudinal and cross-cultural 

perspectives to further understand how competencies in managing power dynamics evolve over time and across 

different contexts. By addressing these areas, the profession can better support social workers in delivering ethical and 

empowering practice. 
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