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Abstract 
The article seeks to reveal the importance of critical evaluation of authority of social workers. The 
problem of authority and different meanings attached to the role of a social worker are discussed and 
the practical and theoretical value of the research study is revealed. The article presents the theoreti-
cal explanations of the concept of authority and its ethical implications for social work practice at 
a children day care center. It also discusses the empirical findings of the qualitative case study con-
ducted at the day care center X. The perceptions of its practitioners, what authority of a social worker 
means and consists of and how to gain it, are peresented. The article includes a detailed description 
of the specific context of the case study and indicates the selected research methods. The degree of 
reliability and validity of research study are also discussed. The empirical data of the case study is 
analyzed and discussed and conclusions are presented.  
KEYWORDS: authority, social worker, ethics, children day care centers, case study. 

Anotacija
Straipsnyje atskleidžiama socialinių darbuotojų autoriteto kritiško vertinimo svarba, aptariama 
autoriteto problema ir skirtingos socialinio darbuotojo vaidmeniui priskiriamos reikšmės, taip pat 
mokslinio tyrimo apie socialinio darbuotojo autoritetą praktinė ir teorinė vertė, pristatomi teoriniai 
autoriteto sąvokos paaiškinimai, aptariama galima etinė autoriteto įtaka socialinio darbo praktikai 
vaikų dienos centruose. Straipsnyje aptariami empiriniai vaikų dienos centro X atvejo kokybinio 
tyrimo duomenys, pristatoma, kaip vaikų dienos centro praktikai supranta socialinio darbuotojo 
autoritetą ir būdus, kaip tapti autoritetu. Pateikiamas detalus atvejo konteksto aprašymas ir pristatomi 
tyrimo metodai, aptariamas tyrimo rezultatų patikimumas ir pagrįstumas. Empiriniai duomenys ana-
lizuojami ir pristatomos tyrimo išvados. 
PAGRINDINIAI ŽODŽIAI: autoritetas, socialinis darbuotojas, etika, vaikų dienos centras, atvejo 
analizė. 
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Introduction 

E. Gambrill (2001) argues that social work is an authority based profession. 
Different meanings attached to authority of a social worker might influence how 
social workers understand the concept and how they use their professional and 
personal authority in their daily practice. Eventhough the role of a social worker 
at a children day care center might overlap with a role of an educator; it also has 
some distinct and unique functions and values assigned only to this contemporary 
profession. A day care center for children is a structure with its own rules and 
boundaries (Sipovič, 2007). Despite of the importance and relevance of the topic 
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to daily practice, there is a lack of research studies conducted to explore author-
ity of a social worker working at the contemporary context of a day care center 
for children. Furthermore, there is a significant lack of research studies exploring 
authority of a social worker in general. According to O. Tijūnėlienė (2006), the 
problem of authority is a practical and scientific problem and requires scientific 
recommendations, how to strengthen authority in contemporary conditions. The 
phenomena of authority of a teacher or parents has been analyzed and discussed by 
various researchers. The studies in the areas of education and psychology offer val-
uable insights about the phenomena of authority. Many explored research studies 
are based on the philosophical notions of authority and the relationalism perspec-
tive, which defines authority primarily not as a capacity but as a relationship (Bo-
chenski, 2004). Despite of observed similarities in social theories describing the 
concept of authority, it remains a complex concept and has many interpretations 
and is influenced by social, cultural, political conditions of the time (Tijūnėlienė, 
2006). The awareness about the professional authority or the lack of it might influ-
ence if social workers practice ethically and effectively. Therefore, authority is not 
only scientific, but also a practical problem in social work and deeper analysis is 
required to understand, how authority of a social worker is perceived by practition-
ers working at children day care centers to be able to improve social work practice. 

The conducted research study is a qualitative participatory case study. It ex-
plores the phenomena of authority of a social worker in the contemporary context 
of a children day care center. The case study is bound by contemporary time and 
context and is aimed to answer the question, how the authority of a social worker is 
perceived by practitioners working at the children day care center X. The research 
participants were actively involved answering the question. It is a theoretical and 
empirical case study specific to time and space focusing on the phenomenon of 
authority of a social worker. The empical data of a case study was compared with 
the theoretical concepts of authority. The describtion of the case, reflections about 
the ethics of the research, bias and values, validation of the accuracy of findings, 
interpretations and agendas for change were included in the analysis of the findings 
of the research study. 

1. The Meanings of the Concept of Authority in Social Research

The Oxford dictionary (2014) defines authority as “the power to give orders, 
make decisions, and influence others and confidence resulting from personal ex-
pertise”. R. R. Robertson (2014, p. 23) also presents the perspective of instruc-
tional communication researchers of authority, who describe authority as “the ef-
fective use of power, in the form of influence and control”. B. Bitinas (2004) does 
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not support the definition of authority linked to power and argues that authority is 
linked firstly to being an example for others. Various research studies in the fields 
of education, psychology are based on premises of a relationalism perspective pre-
sented by J. M. Bochenski (2004). The philosopher emphasizes not just a capacity 
of individuals but puts a strong emphasis on the status of an individual, which de-
rives from a relationship. According to J. M. Bochenski (2004), the authority fig-
ure might have certain features or capacities, which support their authority, but the 
main feature of authority is a relationship. It is argued that authority figure should 
be recognized to be authority and deliver an important message to other person. 2 
main categories of authority are presented – epistemic and deontic authority. The 
first depends on professional training, skills and knowledge gained by specific 
social work training and the skills, which are used in daily professional practice. 
The second category is linked to power, which a concrete person has to give orders 
to others, make decisions. The philosopher argues that the most common form of 
abuse of deontic authority, when a person tries to get epistemic authority by force. 

Recognition is also the essential feature of authority (Tijunėlienė, 2006). The re-
searcher argues that authority informs the subject about something. O. Tijūnėlienė 
(2006) argues that “authority is gained by people, who speak courageously and 
clearly, who can say their opinion first, who without doubt declare their views, 
solve problems. They gain authority with their spirit, creative and moral energy. 
They orientate first, offer solutions and are not scared to risk. They know, when to 
speak and when to be silent. Society choose such people as their leaders and reject 
those in doubt, who cannot orientate in time, afraid of risk and unable to sacrifice” 
(2006, p. 145). Therefore, the researcher connects the phenomena of authority with 
the leadership and moral qualities of a person. It is argued that spiritual maturity 
is one of the most important elements for gaining authority and that a person with 
authority needs not only to be recognized but also to be trusted and represent moral 
ideals by the way they live and work to awake the desire of other to follow him / 
her and listen to. A. Skarbalienė, (2015) also explores close links between the con-
cepts of authority and leadership. O. Tijūnėlienė (2006) argues that the qualities 
of a person only support their authority; however the main element of authority 
remains a relationship between authority and other person. 

R. R. Robertson (2014) emphasizes the complexity and ambiguity of the con-
cept. Nevertheless, he argues that there is a consensus among researchers that it 
exists in the relationships between people. He argues that understanding of the 
concept might depend on particular situations and people. Care, trust, respect are 
identified as relational communication elements for authority development. The 
researcher argues that once authority is earned, it needs to be maintained through 
evidence that it is reasonable and that power and influence are used properly. Au-
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thority can have ethical implications and become ethical problem if is not used 
properly by social work professionals. R. Hugman (2005) emphasizes the impor-
tance of professional ethics in social work, because the profession carries deontic 
authority and professionals exercise power in relation to service users. S. Banks 
(2006) claims that social work is based on contradictory aims and values, which 
are linked to care and control functions, what might sometimes create tensions be-
tween social workers and service users. C. Clark argues that “social work involves 
modelling ways of life and counselling over morally problematic issues” (2006, 
p. 75). Therefore, value neutrality is not possible or desirable among professionals 
of social work and the role requires demonstrating a virtuous character of a profes-
sional.

2. The Description of the Case

Children day care center are institutions, which offer social and educational 
services for children from social risk families. The first day care centers for chil-
dren were opened in 1994. At the moment there are around 150 day care centers for 
children and 24 % of children from social risk families are attending them. Com-
munities in a partnership with municipalities establish day centers for children to 
spend their leisure time in a meaningful way and offer help with their homework. 
Day centers offer care for children during the day and additional services to fulfil 
the main needs of a child, which cannot be fulfilled by their families. At the same 
time social workers support parents to improve their parenting skills. Various pre-
ventive programs are offered to seek integration of kids from social risk families 
into schools, environment, society, protecting them from abuse, bullying and pre-
venting from being taken to institutional care. Volunteering is well-developed at 
day care centers and social workers work alongside volunteers (Sipovič, 2007). 58 
percent of practitioners at children day care centers are social workers (Sipovic, 
2007). They often work alongside other practitioners such as psychologists and 
social pedagogues. According to legal requirements, unqualified worker cannot 
work at a day care center (Social Security and Labor Ministry, 2013). A role and 
authority of a social worker is confined by certain legal regulations and general 
requirements for a day center setting and the policies and values of the specific or-
ganization. The legal requirements set certain boundaries, expectations and powers 
for a role of a social worker and might impact, how social workers understand and 
use their professional and personal authority at work. 

The perceptions on authority of a social worker were explored at the particu-
lar children day care center X. The day care center is managed by the NGO ‘X’ 
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and is partly funded by the Ministry of Social Security and Labor and private 
funders. Currently, there are two permanent social workers responsible for organ-
izing day care center activities. Currently, it is attended by 25 children from 7 to 14 
years old from “social risk families”, “families lacking social skills”, experienc-
ing difficulties or living on benefits. There are various routes, how children can 
come to the day care center X, some are referred by state social workers or social 
pedagogues from schools, others come because their parents hear about a day care 
center or their friends are attending it. There is a selection process and a waiting 
list to attend the day care center X. Therefore, families are attending interviews, 
fill questionnaires. The evidence is needed that family needs support for a child to 
attend the day care center X. The priority is given to children from the local area 
to increase cooperation with parents and to work with local community. Children 
and parents get services for free. The attendance is voluntary and children are not 
obliged to participate in all activities. Children come after school and get help 
with their homework, get snacks and attend various activities, which aim to de-
velop their social and practical skills, increase their emotional awareness, coping 
skills. Social workers try to work not only with children, but also to cooperate with 
their families, school and other agencies. Qualified social workers work together 
with psychologists, social work practice students and volunteers. The NGO “X” is 
guided by Christian values and principles. However, not all workers or children are 
practicing faith, but all staff members are familiar with the values and principles 
of organization and adhere to them. The methodology of organization is an educa-
tive approach based on the recognition of the inherent value and dignity of every 
person, on his/her treatment as an integral person, on building a strong relationship 
and nurturing it through time and persistent work seeking his / her empowerment. 
When designing the activities, the attention is drawn to peculiar needs of a person. 
Workers and practitioners have daily reflections about their work and weekly team 
meetings and monthly supervisions. There are legal requirements and documents, 
which describe the role of a social worker working at the day care center X and 
describe rights, duties and powers of a social worker. Also, the authority of a social 
worker at a day care center might be formed by the values of organization and 
personal values of social workers working at the organization. Different meanings 
attached to the role of a social worker and different qualities of workers, might 
influence, how social workers understand and use their professional and personal 
authority in their daily practice at the day care center X and the aim of the research 
study was to explore the perceptions of various practitioners of a day care center 
about the authority of a social worker working at a day care center. 
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3. The Research Methods and validating the Accuracy of Findings

A purposefully selected site, which could help to understand the research ques-
tion more in depth, was chosen. The choice was based on good access to participants, 
documents and opportunity for a researcher to be actively engaged with participants 
of research – a convenient sample. A convenient sampling of research participants 
was also used because of a limited number of practitioners working at the research 
site. The case study protocol was developed, therefore it is possible to familiarize 
with all procedures, interview questions and replicate the study in other settings, 
what increases validity of the study. Archival analysis was conducted and data was 
collected from documents, which define the functions and the role of a social worker 
at the organization X, 2 small focus group discussions were organized with 7 practi-
tioners of the day care center X about the phenomena of authority of a social worker 
and observational data of focus group discussions was also used for data analysis. 
Data was triangulated to increase validity of the study. The validity was increased by 
following instructions of guide books, how to carry effectively a document analysis, 
focus groups and interviews and how to analyze research data. The open-ended, 
emerging data was collected and coded and themes were developed and compared.

The conducted case study is context bound and perceptions were limited to 
practitioners connected to the specific day care center X and might reveal only the 
perceptions of practitioners of the specific organization. However, the case study 
allowed to explore the concept of authority of a social worker to produce deeper 
understanding, how the phenomena operates and what the concept might mean 
at the specific context and how to become a social worker with authority. Some 
validity of data might have been lost because of translation from Lithuanian to 
English by a researcher and the meaning of the words of participants might have 
been changed in the process. Grounded theory approach was chosen to analyze 
data, because the aim of the research project was to produce new theories grounded 
by research data. Useful concepts and key phrases were marked in the chunks of 
transcribed text and categorized to thematic groups. Coded categories were linked 
together in theoretical models around the central category of authority of a social 
worker. The constructed categories were compared with pre-existing theories if 
they match them or new theories were searched to explain them (Creswell, 2003). 
Observational data was used to complement verbal data.

4. The Discussion of empirical Data

All focus group participants, when asked to define, how they understand, what 
the concept of authority means, identified it as being hard to define and measure. 
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The practitioner A stated that “it is hard to evaluate your own authority, because 
it can be revealed later” and “it is hard to understand, what it is”. The practitioner 
B expanded the idea that often “we do not see and measure our influence, maybe 
in a long term people can reflect, what a relationship or being at the organization 
does for them and sometimes they express their gratitude, but most of the time, 
they leave a question mark if it was our contribution or their own towards their 
growth”. Practitioner C simply expressed that “she never thinks if she is authority 
or not”. Therefore, even though the concept of authority was familiar for all the 
practitioners participating in the focus groups, it was expressed by all participants 
that it is not usual to reflect and think about their own authority and it is difficult 
to discover if you are authority to service users, because service users rarely give 
feedback on that. The practitioner D stated that it might be hard to define your 
own authority, because “its influence might be beyond work boundaries and the 
results might come in 10 years or so”. Therefore, the dimension of time was 
identified as being important to test if a person is authority to someone. The other 
difficulty, which was identified by practitioners A and B that it is hard to tell “what 
kind of authority you have”. Practitioner A argued that it is difficult to know if 
“children listen to you because of fear or respect”. The practitioners identified 
two main types of authority – “something you fear” or “forced institution” hav-
ing influence you want it or not and “authority of love”, “authority of respect”. 
It was suggested that the ideal social worker would have a former authority. All 
practitioners needed time to define, what authority is and seemed a bit confused 
and thoughtful answering the question. Their silence and body language indicated 
that it was not an easy question for them and it was hard to find words to define 
the concept of authority. 

The concepts of authority, which were presented by practitioners, were close 
to a relationalism perspective, which defines authority not as a capacity but as a re-
lationship (Bochenski, 2004). “Respect”, “fear”, “love”, “having influence” – the 
words, which were frequently used by practitioners define a relationship with their 
service users, but also describe the phenomena of authority. As R. Hugman (2005) 
participants also emphasized the importance of professional ethics in social work, 
because professionals exercise power in relation to their service users. It was also 
identified by one participant that “authority sometimes might conflict with a need 
of a person to have an equal relationship with other person”. As S. Banks (2006) 
they presented contradictory aims and values of social work, which are linked to 
care and control functions of the role, what sometimes might create tensions and 
unclarity “if children respect you or fear sanctions” and power attached to your 
role. The new categories were introduced by practitioners, which were not pre-
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sented in the analyzed theories such as “authority of love” and “a social worker, 
who loves his job”, which might be closer to the Christian definitions of authority 
or the concept of pedagogical love described in the research study of K. Määttä and 
S. Uusiautti (2012).

Eventhough the concept seemed familiar to all interviewed practitioners, it 
was not clear for most of them, what it actually means. However, when the ques-
tion was made more specific and when the practitioners were asked, what it means 
to be a social worker with authority at a day care center, where they practice, prac-
titioners began to share more confidently their insights about the concept. Despite 
of their initial difficulties practitioners identified several criterias, which might be 
useful measuring and evaluating authority of a social worker at a day care center. 
One of them can be “how much the child tells you, opens up and trusts you” 
identified by practitioner A. Other criteria might be “how you manage to lead a 
group” and “if they listen to you and you feel respected” added by practitioner 
B. Practitioner C argued that authority of a social worker at a day center is “your 
own feeling that you have certain competencies” and practitioner D also had a 
similar view that it is “a good feeling that you have certain understanding in the 
area”. The perceptions of authority, which were identified by practitioners, can be 
divided into two different categories – one category, which defines authority as a 
relationship, primarily with a child as the main service user of a day care center. 
Other category is related to internal feelings of practitioners about them having 
certain qualities and competences, their self-confidence at work. The perception 
of a practitioner that he/she has understanding in the area and competencies were 
emphasized as important qualities for building authority of a social worker at a 
day care center. The categories are similar to J. M. Bochenski’s (2004), who di-
vides authority into epistemic or deontic authority. As focus group a participant 
indicated service users might do something out of respect and love or out fear 
and the line between these two types of authority is not always clear and easy to 
identify. The other dilemma identified by a practitioner C “that it is not always 
clear if you are authority or more a leader”. Practitioner B also identified a quality 
“to lead a group” as a quality, which a social worker has to possess. The dilemma 
of leadership versus authority is explored in depth by A. Skarbalienė (2015), who 
also argues that there is a lot of in common between the concepts of authority and 
leadership. 
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Fig. 1. Defi nitions of authority provided by focus group participants

5. The Defi nitions of Authority provided by Focus Group Respondents

The picture represents the sub-categories of “authority” constructed from the 
defi nitions provided by practitioners, who participated in the focus group. As it 
was discussed above, it is hard to fi nd a unifi ed defi nition of the concept as it 
encompasses various meanings attached to it by practitioners and refl ects its com-
plexity. Some are very general; others are more specifi c to a profession of a social 
worker at the children day care center. Most of them are also encountered in the 
reviewed scientifi c literature. However, some concepts are relatively unexplored 
and unique such as “authority of love”, “a social worker, who loves his / her job”, 
“infl uence beyond boundaries of a day care center” and might refl ect the values 
of practitioners of the particular day care center and the values of the particular 
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organization. Most of the concepts used by practitioners to describe authority are 
not instrumental and describe moral dimension- such as a relationship with a child, 
an approach of a child towards a social worker, which includes respect, trust, and 
love, willingness to follow him/her or a forced institution and something that they 
fear. Other definitions describe professional and personal qualities such as compe-
tencies, leadership, loving a job, certain understanding in the area as the essential 
components of authority concept. These characteristics are close to the concept of 
O.Tijūnėlienė (2000), who describes authority as the influence of a person in vari-
ous aspects of the life of other person or a group and suggests the characteristics of 
a person, who have a strong influence for others and gained trust and respect. The 
values and moral dimension is also emphasized in the document of the day care 
center X, which defines the vision, mission, objectives, tasks, methods of work of 
a specific day center at the organization X. It puts a lot of emphasis on a positive 
relationship with a child and states that workers need constantly to be educated 
and reflect on their practice in order to be able to educate others. This document is 
important, because it sets certain expectations about the value system of a social 
worker working at the specific organization and places a lot of attention on posi-
tive relationships as the means to get authority. These values were also reflected in 
the focus group discussion, where several practitioners emphasized the qualities 
related to maintaining strong relationships with service users and colleagues as the 
key elements of social worker’s authority. These positive aspects of authority dom-
inated in the responses. One of the reasons, why practitioners concentrated mostly 
on the positive aspects of authority can be the nature of their work and the context, 
where social workers work, because the organization X is a non-governmental or-
ganization and the participation of children at the child day center is voluntary and 
not obligatory. Therefore, children and other service users might be less likely to 
perceive the authority of social workers as a forced institution and the relationship 
with service users becomes the main tool of effective work with them. 

6. Qualities needed to be Authority at a Day Care Center according  
to Practitioners

After answering a general question, what is a social worker with authority is, 
the participants of a focus group discussed what qualities a social worker of a chil-
dren day care center need to have or obtain in order to become a social worker with 
authority. Participants identified various qualities – both personal and professional 
qualities, some related to charisma and a character of a person working at a day care 
center, others to their expertise, knowledge and competences. It was observed dur-
ing the discussion that practitioners having more experience were more proactive, 
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defining the skills and qualities necessary for a social worker at a day care center. 
It might be related with their experience and increased confidence at work, better 
understanding of the role and its requirements, its power and limits, which are de-
scribed in the document defining the general requirements of a children day care 
center and they might have internalized better the values of the specific organiza-
tion. The qualities identified by practitioners are really diverse; however they can 
fall into several categories. One category to describe a social worker with authority 
identified by practitioners during focus group discussion is leadership. Practitioners 
identified that a social worker with authority should “set an example by his / her 
behavior”, “can manage a group and make it interested in activities”, “can lead a 
group”. A. Skarbalienė (2015) made a comparison between the concept of leader-
ship and authority and argued that these concepts have many similarities and some-
times leadership can go alongside authority. However, when defining authority, she 
puts a stronger emphasis on a relationship and a moral dimension as the necessary 
components of authority and argues that authority and leadership are not the same. 
The definitions of practitioners are also close to B.Bitinas (2004) definition of au-
thority, who argues that authority can be linked with being an example for others. 

The second category is ability of a social worker to build a positive relationship 
with service users and others. According to practitioners, a social worker needs to 
be “patient and understanding”, “respect himself and boundaries”, “respect others 
and is respected”, “accepts other the way they are”, “has a strong relationship with 
a child”. As J. M. Bochenski (2004) participants emphasized not just the capac-
ity of individuals but put a strong emphasis on the status of an individual, which 
derives from the relationship. 

The third category could be reliability and professionalism of a social work-
er. According to practitioners “the words and actions of a social worker should 
match”, he / she can “set and maintain clear boundaries till the end”, “set an exam-
ple by his/her behavior”. The last category could be authenticity of a person, which 
includes various personal qualities and a charisma of a person such as “being your-
self, sincere and self-confident”, having “goals and vision, what people are and 
what is important to them”, “has individuality, own views, opinion, feels valued”, 
“respects himself and boundaries”, “you can get new ideas from him”, “loving his 
job”. It seems that ability of a social worker to build positive relationships with 
service users and personal authenticity are the qualities, which are the most de-
sired for a social worker with authority, because the biggest number of identified 
qualities could fall under these two categories. A new perspective, which was also 
presented by practitioners and not found in the analyzed theories that authority is 
closely related to self-perception, the relationship with themselves, self-confidence 
and self-respect of social workers and not only the relationship with others and 
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their possessed skills and qualities. They expect social workers with authority to 
be “self-confi dent”, suggest that he/she “feels valued”, “respects himself and oth-
ers”. Therefore, self-confi dence is also an important category to defi ne authority. 
The picture below represents all these 5 categories, which were constructed from 
perceptions of research participants about a social worker with authority. 

Fig. 2. The main concepts of authority constructed by the researcher 
from the responses of respondents

7. The Ways to become a Social Worker with Authority according 
to Practitioners

Practitioners identifi ed various ways, how to become a practitioner with au-
thority working at a day care center. 2 different positions were presented by practi-
tioners. One that authority is something you can learn or gain over time if you gain 
necessary “competencies, knowledge, experience” and have the examples you 
can follow – can “learn from others, who are more experienced” and “being in a 
friendly professional relationship”. This attitude is also emphasized in an analyzed 
document of the organization, which defi nes its values. Research participants iden-
tifi ed similar ways of becoming authority as J. M. Bochenkski’s (2004) description 
of epistemic authority. According to him, epistemic authority depends on profes-
sional training, skills and knowledge gained by specifi c training and skills, which 
are used in daily professional practice. Practitioners also identifi ed that you “need 
cooperation, support and help at organization”, need to have “a clear structure and 
clarity about your role”, “to know the methods and principles of work, to be clear 
about your role”. One practitioner added that you have “a strong supporting fam-
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ily” referring to relationships among colleagues, which need to be as strong as in 
a family to help for a social worker to maintain his / her authority. Therefore, it 
means that supporting relationships and support systems and authority examples 
within the organization are also important factors for creating and maintaining au-
thority of social workers. It was also emphasized that it is important to have a clear 
structure and clarity about the role. The other position, which was presented by 
practitioners that a social worker “might be doomed to failure trying to become au-
thority artificially” and it is important to “be yourself, honest, self-confident”, “set 
and maintain clear boundaries”, and know how to “keep your position”. They put 
emphasis on authenticity of a social worker and his/her personal qualities. These 
positions are not contradictory but separate personal and professional dimensions 
of authority. According to most of practitioners, ideally, a social worker should 
have a combination of both – authentic personality and qualities related to gained 
experience and professional qualities. D. Hepworth et al. (2006) discuss about the 
importance of authenticity in direct social work practice. 

Fig. 3. The main categories of the ways to become authority identified by the researcher 
from the responses of respondents
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To sum up, the case study at a day care center revealed rich and diverse 
understanding, how practitioners and children perceive the authority of a social 
worker. Even though all research participants were practitioners at the same day 
care center and worked with the same group of children, their understanding and 
perceptions varied a lot depending on their experience at work, their values and 
personalities. Experienced workers were more confident to share their percep-
tions about the phenomena of authority and what it consists of, less experienced 
practitioners valued examples of authority, which they could follow and learn 
from. 

Conclusions

The case study findings revealed that:
1.	 All focus group participants, when asked to define, how they under-

stand, what the concept of authority means, identified the concept as 
being hard to define and measure and that it is not a common practice 
to think and evaluate their own authority to service users and get feed-
back of service users about that. A positive relationship was identified 
as the main component of authority of a social worker by most prac-
titioners. Practitioners of the day center X especially emphasized the 
importance of having a positive relationship with children and their 
collegues to be authority at a day care center.

2.	 Practitioners identified dilemmas related to care and control functions 
related to authority of a social worker. Most of the concepts used by 
practitioners to describe authority were not instrumental and describe 
a moral dimension- such as a relationship with a child and approach, 
which includes respect, trust and love and willingness of a child to 
follow him/her, but some practitioners also warned of the dangers to 
become a forced institution and something that children might fear if 
authority of a social worker is not used well. 

3.	  It important a holistic approach to the needs of social workers, be-
cause their authority was connected by not only to professional skills 
and competences such as leadership, reliability and professionalism, 
but also with their personality and authenticity, ability to build posi-
tive relationships, their self-confidence and self-respect. Practitioners 
also identified supporting relationships, support systems and authority 
examples within the organization, a clear structure and clarity about 
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the role as important organizational factors for a social worker to be-
come authority and be able to sustain it. 
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