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Abstract

This article reports on research in Finland and Australia exploring the similarities and 

differences between Finnish and Australian human service professionals’ perspectives 

about ecosocial practice. Surveys consisting of quantitative questions were conducted 

in both countries, recruiting 542 Finnish participants and 277 Australian participants. 

Data from each country were analysed descriptively using SPSS software, and the 

results were compared. Findings indicated that participants in both countries believed 

that the natural environment and climate change are important at a personal level. 

However, differences emerged between countries at the professional level, with a 

higher proportion of Australian participants connecting environmental concerns with 

human services. Higher proportions of Australian participants also reported adverse 
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impacts of climate change on the well-being of clients or service users. Similarly, 

Australian participants engaged with clients about ecosocial matters more often. In 

both countries, participants experienced a lack of support from organisations to facili-

tate ecosocial practice. These results indicate that, in Australia, a region particularly 

prone to environmental disasters, participants were more actively engaged in ecosocial 

practice. Regardless of the different social service systems, the need to challenge neo-

liberalism through structural reform within organisational, professional and policy 

domains is essential for enabling ecosocial practice.

Keywords: ecological social work, ecosocial practice, ecosocial work, green social work, 

social work practice, sustainability

Accepted: July 2024  

Introduction

Social work, a profession committed to social justice and human rights, 
is increasingly concerned with the unfolding equity and justice issues as-
sociated with the environmental crisis. Whilst this crisis affects everyone, 
it is well-established that climate change causes disproportionate and cu-
mulative impacts on disadvantaged regions and communities (Islam and 
Winkel, 2017). Climate change refers to the increase in greenhouse gas 
emissions, which is causing unprecedented rises in temperature trends, 
resulting in changes to typical climate patterns (Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change [IPCC], 2022). These changes to the climate system 
are causing an increase in the frequency and intensity of extreme 
weather events and natural disasters (United Nations Office for Disaster 
Risk Reduction [UNDRR], 2015), as well as large-scale biodiversity loss, 
displaced populations and increased conflict over scarce resources 
(IPCC, 2022). Further, a growing world population, coupled with increas-
ing demand for energy consumption and a reliance on economic growth 
for prosperity, driven by neoliberalism, exacerbates an already complex 
and multilayered climate context. Social work’s contribution towards 
promoting sustainable development is therefore crucial for alleviating 
environmental and social inequities caused by climate change (Cordoba 
and Bando, 2021). This article reports on part of a larger study exploring 
the similarities and differences between Australian and Finnish human 
service professionals’ perspectives on ecosocial practice. Previous publi-
cations have focused on national findings from each country (N€ojd et al., 
2023; Boetto et al., 2024; N€ojd et al., 2024). It is hoped that the findings 
from this research will inform the development of ecosocial practice and 
improve understanding across international contexts.
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Ecosocial practice in social work

Ecosocial practice aims to help people create and maintain a healthy, 
sustainable and biodiverse ecosystem for all living organisms (Boetto, 
2017). It recognises that human and environmental well-being are inter-
dependent (Boetto, 2017) and is concerned with injustices caused by an 
unfair distribution of environmental resources and risks (Kuir-Ayius and 
Marena, 2019). Various terms have been adopted within social work to 
denote this growing emphasis on the natural environment, including an 
ecosocial approach in social work (N€arhi and Matthies, 2001), green so-
cial work (Dominelli, 2012), ecological social work (McKinnon and 
Alston, 2016) and environmental social work (Ramsay and Boddy, 
2017). For the purposes of this article, the term ‘ecosocial practice’ 
is adopted for its interdisciplinary application within the human 
services sector.

From a critical perspective, ecosocial practice is often challenged by 
dominant modernist discourses that pervade society and the context of 
social work practice (Boetto, 2019; Bell, 2023). These dominant dis-
courses include neoliberalism, which is a market-based ideology centred 
on capitalism, privatisation, competition and a reduction in government 
spending (Wallace and Pease, 2011; Kokkonen et al., 2018; Fremstad and 
Paul, 2022). Neoliberalism has been critiqued for contributing to envi-
ronmental degradation and climate change through the unsustainable 
production and consumption of Earth’s natural resources within a per-
petual growth model (Powers et al., 2019). According to several authors 
(e.g. Coates, 2003; Boetto, 2017; Matthies et al., 2020), social work has 
sustained neoliberalism through its co-dependency with the welfare state 
to alleviate poverty and subsequent efforts to help people adapt to a so-
ciety underpinned by values of individualism and consumerism. This pri-
mary pursuit of human development inadvertently contributes to climate 
change and is at odds with ecosocial practice. Social work researchers in 
both Finland (Kokkonen et al., 2018) and Australia have critiqued the 
influence of neoliberalism in preventing the adoption of ecosocial prac-
tice strategies in human services (Boetto et al., 2024).

Nevertheless, an important period of transition is taking place within 
the profession to realise social work’s potential for transformative ecoso-
cial change. Boetto’s (2017) ‘transformative ecosocial model’ proposes a 
congruent philosophical base across ontological (being), epistemological 
(thinking) and methodological (doing) dimensions of practice emphasis-
ing holism and interdependence with the natural world. In their edited 
book, Bozalek and Pease (2021) critique anthropocentric views in social 
work and draw attention to the ontological change needed to re-develop 
the philosophical base of practice. Further, the profession’s active contri-
bution towards repairing biodiverse ecosystems and mitigating the 
impacts of climate change has been endorsed by the International 

International Perspectives of Ecosocial Practice Page 3 of 21 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw
/bcae135/7737628 by Jyvaskylan yliopisto / Kirjasto - kausijulkaisut user on 30 August 2024



Federation of Social Workers’ (IFSW) recent policy position supporting 
social work’s role in co-building a new ecosocial world (IFSW, 2022). A 
central tenet of this policy is a holistic rights framework inclusive of the 
natural environment, and a subsequent call for social workers to adopt 
ecosocial practice to promote sustainable development. In addition, the 
profession’s commitment to global sustainable development policies, 
such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (United 
Nations, 2015), has been ratified in professional IFSW policy (IFSW, 
2021). This transition within the profession establishes a foundation and 
sanctioned requirement for social workers to practice in an environmen-
tally conscious way.

Research into ecosocial practice

Previous studies examining ecosocial practice suggest a longstanding per-
sonal and professional interest in the natural environment and climate 
change. Over two decades ago, Marlow and Van Rooyen (2001) under-
took questionnaires with 113 social workers from South Africa and the 
USA about the integration of the natural environment into professional 
practice. In both countries, approximately 93 per cent of social workers 
reported that environmental issues were personally important, and 71 
per cent reported that environmental issues were important to the pro-
fession. Yet, despite recognition of the importance of environmental 
issues, less than half (46 per cent) incorporated environmental issues 
into professional practice.

Further surveys have been undertaken in the USA to explore social 
worker beliefs and attitudes about the natural environment and climate 
change. Nesmith and Smyth (2015) conducted a survey with 373 social 
workers about environmental justice and ecosocial work education. 
Seventy-one per cent of social workers reported that clients or service 
users were experiencing environmental injustices, particularly regarding 
poor access to healthy food, unsafe play spaces, air pollution and ex-
treme weather events. Although most practitioners identified a gap in 
their knowledge about how to implement ecosocial practice interven-
tions, a range of ideas for action, including community organising, train-
ing and advocacy were identified (Nesmith and Smyth, 2015). More 
recently, Allen (2020) surveyed 159 social workers about the impacts of 
climate change on clients in the USA. Findings revealed that almost 90 
per cent of social workers believed climate change is taking place, and 
over 68 per cent believed that climate change is a medium to large 
threat for clients (Allen, 2020).

Qualitative studies have also explored ecosocial practice. For example, 
a study by Matthies et al. (2020) identified organisations that provide in-
novative grassroots ecosocial services in Belgium, Germany, Italy and 
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Finland. These organisations adopted alternative economic frameworks 
based on degrowth principles, which the researchers contend provide 
collaborative ecosocial practice opportunities for social work (Matthies 
et al., 2020). Another study engaged social work and human service 
workers in ‘communities of practice’ to collaboratively explore ecosocial 
practice interventions in Australia and Finland (Boetto et al., 2022). This 
study found that ‘communities of practice’ enhanced the development of 
ecosocial practice interventions and further identified organisations as 
the greatest barrier to implementing ecosocial interventions in both 
countries. Whilst both Finnish and Australian participants identified a 
lack of resources and time as major organisational barriers, Australian 
participants additionally identified factors related to restrictive organisa-
tional contracts and funding requirements, one of the consequences of a 
neoliberal approach to service delivery.

The Australian and Finnish context

Building on these studies, this article reports on surveys undertaken with 
human service professionals in Finland and Australia. Whilst Finland’s 
population is approximately one-quarter of Australia’s (World Bank, 
2022), both Finland and Australia are industrialised, highly urbanised 
countries, yet there are significant differences in their social service sys-
tems. The Finnish social service system is characterised by extensive 
public funding. Services are provided by twenty-one well-being services 
counties, plus the city of Helsinki, and the Ahvenanmaa region that op-
erate according to the life-cycle model, including services for families 
with children, adults and the elderly. These counties also offer services 
in areas such as disability, mental health and addictions (Ministry of 
Social Affairs and Health, 2023). In contrast, the Australian social ser-
vice system is funded by both the public and private sectors. Most serv-
ices are delivered by non-government organisations in a range of 
contexts, receiving both public and private funding, including community 
health, income security, child and family support, drug and alcohol 
and disability.

This study uses the term ‘human service’ professionals to accommo-
date the diverse ways ‘social work’, ‘human service’, ‘social service’ and 
‘social welfare’ professionals are defined in each country. In Finland, 
most human service professionals are social welfare professionals holding 
bachelor’s degrees in social services, rehabilitation or gerontology, whilst 
a smaller group are social workers and hold a master’s degree in social 
work or an equal qualification. In 2022, there were a total of 47,097 li-
censed social welfare professionals aged under sixty-five years: 39,441 li-
censed professionals with a bachelor’s degree in social services, 
rehabilitation or gerontology, and 7,656 licensed qualified social workers, 
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keeping in mind that professionals holding more than one degree can be 
included in both categories (Avoindata.fi, 2023). In contrast, in 
Australia, where social work and social welfare professionals are not reg-
istered, and social workers are one of the largest professional groups in 
the human service workforce (an estimated 35,000), compared to social 
welfare workers (an estimated 20,000) (Labour Market Insights, 2023). 
The Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) accredits social 
work programmes at both bachelor’s and master’s levels, and eligibility 
for membership of the AASW determines whether a person is social 
work qualified.

In relation to the natural environment and environmental sustainabil-
ity, Finland has performed well against international benchmarks mea-
suring sustainable development. The United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) Index ranks Finland first in the world for 
progress towards achieving the SDGs (Sachs et al., 2023). According to 
this report, Finland has achieved three out of seventeen SDGs: goals 1 
(no poverty), 4 (quality education) and 7 (affordable and clean energy). 
Despite these achievements, Finland faces major challenges in addressing 
goal thirteen (climate action) (Sachs et al., 2023, p. 202). In contrast, 
Australia is ranked 40th in the world for progress towards achieving the 
United Nations SDGs, falling from 18th place in 2015 (Sachs et al., 
2023). According to this report, Australia has not yet achieved any of 
the SDG goals and faces major challenges addressing four goals: 2 (zero 
hunger), 12 (resource consumption and production), 13 (climate action) 
and 15 (life on land) (Sachs et al., 2023, p. 100). Further, on a per capita 
basis, Australians produced 22.4 tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions in 
2018, which is double that of Finland’s 10.3 tonnes (OECD, 2021a,b). 
These outcomes highlight Finland’s achievements compared to Australia 
in promoting sustainable development. Given that Australia is in the 
Asia-Pacific region, the most disaster-prone region in the world (United 
Nations Development Program [UNDP], 2019), it is of serious concern 
that Australia is performing so poorly.

Methodology

Research design

This article reports on the research question: ‘What are the similarities 
and differences between Australian and Finnish human service professio-
nals’ perspectives about ecosocial practice?’ The original survey was cre-
ated by the Finnish authors in co-operation with the Talentia Board of 
Professional Ethics, the main body responsible for formulating the ethi-
cal guidelines for social work in Finland (N€ojd et al., 2023). The frame-
work used for conceptualising the survey was based on Boetto’s (2017)
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transformative ecosocial work model, described above. Key aspects of 
this model were incorporated into the survey, including personal and 
professional levels of practice. For the Australian study, the Finnish sur-
vey was translated into English and, in some parts, adapted to fit the 
Australian idiom and context. For example, climate conditions listed in 
the Australian survey were modified to exclude snowless winters and in-
clude drought and bushfires.

The surveys

The online surveys were conducted in each country and consisted of 
both quantitative (scaled) and qualitative (open-ended) questions. This 
article reports on comparable quantitative results. Topics covered in the 
surveys included personal ecosocial beliefs and behaviours, perceptions 
of the relationship between social work and environmental issues, 
impacts of environmental issues on client well-being, professional ecoso-
cial engagement and organisational ecosocial engagement. The questions 
mapped, for example, the personal importance of addressing environ-
mental issues, the perceived importance of addressing environmental 
issues in social work, perceptions on which environmental issues affect 
client well-being, the frequency of ecosocial practice and perceptions of 
organisational support for ecosocial practice. Background information, 
such as gender, age and level of education, was also collected. 
Participants in both countries were asked to respond to two kinds of 
5-point Likert scaled questions: one on the ‘agree–disagree’ continuum 
and the other on a frequency-based scale ranging from ‘always’ to 
‘never’. Finnish participants were also asked to respond to yes/no ques-
tions. Whilst all Finnish participants were required to complete all ques-
tions in the survey, Australian participants were able to partially 
complete the survey. This means that, in the Australian data, the num-
ber of participants answering each question varied. Therefore, frequen-
cies are based on the non-missing values and valid percentages are 
reported for Australian data.

Both the Finnish survey (N€ojd et al., 2023, 2024) and the Australian 
survey (Boetto et al., 2024) were piloted. Researchers in each country 
adhered to their university’s guidelines for conducting ethical research. 
Ethics approval was granted for the Australian study by the relevant uni-
versity human research ethics committee at Charles Sturt University 
(Protocol no. H22038). The Finnish study was granted a statement from 
the Ethics Committee of the University of Jyv€askyl€a that an ethical re-
view was not required. Information about the research’s purpose, confi-
dentiality and voluntary participation was provided as part of seeking 
participant’s consent.
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Recruitment

Recruitment of participants occurred via purposive and snowball sam-
pling (Alston and Bowles, 2018). In Finland, an email invitation was sent 
by the Finnish Talentia trade union to its 12,000 members working in 
the human services sector. The Australian survey invitation was sent 
through multiple online channels to professional networks (social work, 
psychology, counselling), large employing organisations, as well as uni-
versity networks of practitioners, academics, students and alumni, reflect-
ing Australia’s dual public and private human services system. 
Australian recipients were encouraged to send the invitation on to other 
human service professionals.

The Finnish survey was conducted online for three weeks in 
November 2020 via an open link using the Webropol tool provided by 
the University of Jyv€askyl€a. The Australian survey was open for three 
months, commencing April 2022 via the online Survey Monkey tool pro-
vided through Charles Sturt University.

Participant details

In Finland, a total of 542 human service professionals participated in the 
survey, and 277 human service professionals participated in the 
Australian survey. The response rate in Finland was 4.5 per cent. The re-
sponse rate could not be determined in Australia because the total popu-
lation of human service professionals is not known. For both countries, 
it can be concluded that the samples were not representative. Given that 
self-selecting, voluntary participation is known to be associated with bias 
(Moore et al., 2017), it is likely that Finnish and Australian participants 
were interested in the natural environment and climate change. Further 
information outlining the details of participants in both countries is pro-
vided below.

Type of human service professions

In Finland, the two largest groups of participants were qualified social 
welfare professionals with a bachelor’s degree in social services, geron-
tology or rehabilitation as their highest degree, representing approxi-
mately two-thirds of participants (n¼ 328, 61 per cent), and qualified 
social workers with a master’s degree in social work or equal, represent-
ing almost one-third of participants (n¼ 170, 31 per cent). Forty-eight of 
the qualified social workers also had a bachelor’s degree but are 
regarded as social workers in this study. Forty-four participants had com-
pleted other degrees.
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In Australia, the breakdown between human service professionals can-
not be identified via the level of qualification because social welfare and 
social work professionals may each have bachelor’s or master’s degrees. 
Instead, data from other survey questions were used to identify profes-
sional backgrounds of Australian participants. Like the Finnish group, 
the Australian participants included a range of human service professio-
nals although, in contrast to the Finnish group, the majority were social 
workers as measured by eligibility for membership of the AASW. Of the 
valid responses (N¼ 267) to the question about AASW eligibility for 
membership, over two-thirds of the Australian participants were social 
workers (n¼ 204, 76 per cent). These social work participants were ei-
ther graduated social workers (n¼ 88) or social work students who were 
currently working in the human services sector (n¼ 116). Other 
Australian human service professionals (n¼ 63, 24 per cent) included 
psychologists, community workers, educators and counsellors. The pro-
fessional breakdown of the remaining participants is represented as non- 
valid responses (n¼ 10) and is therefore unknown.

Years of experience in human services

In relation to years of experience in human services, a higher proportion 
of Finnish participants had more than five years’ experience (79 per 
cent) compared to Australian participants (65 per cent). A greater pro-
portion of Australian participants had fewer than one year’s experience 
(11 per cent) compared to Finnish participants (1 per cent) (Table 1). 
However, 62 per cent of Australian participants engaged in leadership, 
supervision or management, whereas only 27 per cent of Finnish partici-
pants had supervisory or managerial tasks, including those who con-
ducted these tasks intermittently, for example in substitute roles.

Areas of practice

Participants in each country also indicated the areas in which they prac-
tised. Finnish participants worked in various areas with different client 
groups, including health care, education and youth work in addition to 

Table 1. Years of experience in human services.

Australian Finnish

Years of experience in human services n % n %

<1 29 11 7 1

1–5 61 24 107 20

6–15 81 31 204 38

16þ 88 34 224 41

Total valid responses 265 100 542 100
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the different fields within social welfare. Similarly, Australian partici-
pants had practised in a range of areas, with children and young people, 
mental health, disability, community work, education, family and domes-
tic violence and trauma being the most prevalent.

Organisation type

Reflecting the differences in each country’s social service systems, 46 per 
cent of Australian participants worked in non-government organisations, 
compared to 10 per cent of Finnish participants, whereas 70 per cent of 
Finnish participants worked in the public sector, compared to 28 per 
cent of Australian participants.

Data analysis

Researchers in each country initially analysed their data separately using 
SPSS software and later combined findings for comparative purposes. To 
compare findings meaningfully between countries, responses to scaled 
questions were collapsed into three points: ‘disagree—neither agree or 
disagree—agree’ and ‘rarely or never—sometimes—often’ and then com-
pared descriptively. In relation to one set of questions about the nega-
tive impacts of climate change on client well-being, the Finnish survey 
asked for a yes/no response and Australian-scaled responses were 
matched accordingly with positive responses categorised as ‘yes’ and neg-
ative responses categorised as ‘no’. Valid percentages are reported for 
the Australian data as not all participants were required to answer ev-
ery question.

Results

Results are reported according to the survey topics: personal ecosocial 
beliefs; impacts of climate change on client well-being; professional eco-
social engagement; and organisational ecosocial engagement.

Personal ecosocial beliefs

Participants were asked to respond to a series of statements about their 
personal beliefs relating to the natural environment and climate change. 
Overall, participants in both countries agreed with statements about the 
importance of environmental problems; however, clear differences 
emerged between countries about statements that connected environ-
mental problems to human services (Table 2).
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Beliefs about environmental problems

Almost all participants in both countries strongly agreed the natural en-
vironment is important (Table 2), with high responses relating to the im-
portance of reducing problems that impact the natural environment 
(Finland, 99 per cent; Australia, 98 per cent), personal concern for the 
well-being of the natural environment (Finland, 99 per cent; Australia, 
97 per cent) and the importance of taking action on climate change 
(Finland, 98 per cent; Australia, 97 per cent).

Beliefs about environmental problems in human services

Agreement by Australian participants remained high for statements con-
necting environmental problems with human services, whilst proportion-
ately fewer Finnish participants agreed (Table 2). The largest gap 
between Finnish and Australian participants related to the belief that so-
cial and environmental problems are interrelated (Finland, 54 per cent; 
Australia, 92 per cent), followed by the belief that environmental prob-
lems and climate change negatively impact the well-being of clients 
(Finland, 69 per cent; Australia, 93 per cent).

Impacts of climate change on client well-being

Participants were presented with a list of environmental issues and asked 
to indicate whether these impacted on client well-being. Whilst all environ-
mental issues listed were regarded by some participants in both countries 

Table 2. Relative proportion of participant responses relating to beliefs about environmen-

tal problems.

Agree % Neutral % Disagree %

AUSa FIN AUSa FIN AUSa FIN

General beliefs about environmental problems

It is important to reduce problems that impact the 

natural environment.

98 99 1 0 1 1

The well-being of the natural environment is  

personally important to me.

97 99 1 1 2 0

It is important to take action on climate change. 97 98 1 1 2 1

Beliefs about environmental problems in human services

Social problems and environmental problems are 

interrelated.

92 54 5 25 3 21

Environmental problems and climate change 

negatively impact the well-being of clients.

93 69 7 19 0 12

It is important that human service/social welfare 

professionals engage in action to address 

environmental problems.

90 78 8 17 2 5

aThe total number of Australian participants varied from 236 to 249 for these scales, whilst the to-

tal number of Finnish participants was 542.
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as impacting client well-being, a clear difference was apparent, with higher 
rates of agreement from Australian participants across all environmental 
issues (Table 3). The highest responses by Australian participants were in 
relation to natural disasters, including storms (Australia, 98 per cent; 
Finland, 23 per cent), heatwaves (Australia, 95 per cent; Finland, 38 per 
cent) and floods (Australia, 95 per cent; Finland, 9 per cent). Amongst the 
Finnish participants, the highest levels of agreement were in relation to 
the concentration of population in certain areas (Finland, 61 per cent, 
Australia, 80 per cent), anxiety related to environmental problems 
(Finland, 58 per cent; Australia, 92 per cent) and lack of nearby green 
space (Finland, 46 per cent; Australia, 74 per cent). Despite these rela-
tively high rates of agreement by Finnish participants, Australian rates for 
these environmental issues were still markedly higher.

Professional ecosocial engagement

Participants were asked to indicate whether they talk to clients about en-
vironmental issues, including the importance of nature and animals in 
their life, environmentally friendly living practices (e.g. recycling and 
reusing), and economic sustainability (e.g. thrifty alternatives). 
Participants were also asked whether they incorporated outdoor space 
and animal-facilitated approaches into practice. Overall, higher rates of 
Australian participants reported talking with clients across all environ-
mental issues (Table 4).

As a way of summarising the comparative responses from each coun-
try to the three statements regarding talking to service users, findings 

Table 3. Relative proportion of participant responses about the negative impacts of climate 

change on client well-being.

%

Statement AUSa FIN

Storms/stormy weather becoming more common 98 23

Heatwaves/hot weather becoming more common 95 38

Floods/flooding becoming more common 95 9

Chemicals and pesticides/environmental pollution or chemicalisation 93 30

Anxiety about damage to the natural environment/anxiety related to 

environmental problems

92 58

Poor/weakening air quality 88 35

Harm caused by transport 87 38

Poor/weakening water quality in water bodies 87 26

Population density/concentrations of population in certain areas 80 61

Re-location and immigration caused by climate change 75 30

Lack of nearby green space/loss and monotonousness of nearby green space 74 46

aThe total number of Australian participants varied from 224 to 226 for these scales, whilst the to-

tal number of Finnish participants was 542.
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were averaged across the range of ‘always/often’ to ‘rarely/never’. When 
talking to clients about environmental issues 44 per cent of Australians 
always or often discussed economic sustainability, environmentally 
friendly choices and the significance of nature or animals in their life, 
compared to an average of 28 per cent of Finnish participants. Similarly, 
higher proportions of Australian participants than Finnish participants 
always or often incorporated the natural environment and outdoor space 
(Australia, 48 per cent; Finland, 35 per cent) and animal-facilitated 
approaches (Australia, 19 per cent; Finland, 9 per cent) into their work 
with clients.

Organisational ecosocial engagement

Participants were asked to respond to a series of statements about 
organisational policies and practices that support ecosocial practice. 
Overall, similar proportions of participants in both countries reported 
that their organisations have policies that consider the natural environ-
ment. Most participants indicated that their organisations were not sup-
portive (Table 5).

Organisational policies

Approximately one in three participants in both countries were aware of 
an environmental policy in their organisation (Finland, 28 per cent; 
Australia, 36 per cent). However, when combining the not sure and 

Table 4. Relative proportion of participant responses regarding level of professional ecosocial en-

gagement with clients.

Always/Often % Sometimes % Rarely/Never %

Statement AUSa FIN AUSa FIN AUSa FIN

I talk with clients regarding the significance 

of nature or animals in their life.

56 32 30 41 14 26

I talk with clients regarding 

environmentally friendly choices, for 

example recycling.

30 28 32 37 38 35

I talk with clients regarding economic 

sustainability.

46 23 30 34 24 43

I incorporate the natural environment and/ 

or outdoor space into my work 

with clients.

48 35 29 28 23 37

I incorporate animal-facilitated approaches 

in my work.

19 9 26 19 55 72

aThe total number of Australian participants varied from 200 to 210 for these scales, whilst the to-

tal number of Finnish participants varied from 413 to 487, as there was also a possibility to choose 

‘not applicable in my work’. These are not included in the percentages in Table 4.
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disagree responses, more than half of the participants in both countries 
indicated there was no policy, or they did not know if there was any pol-
icy (Australia, 64 per cent; Finland, 72 per cent).

Organisational practices

Although 52 per cent of Australian and 42 per cent of Finnish partici-
pants believed their organisation is interested in ecosocial practice, less 
than half of participants in both countries believed their organisations 
were supportive across all other statements (Table 5). Whereas a higher 
proportion of Australian participants believed organisational manage-
ment is supportive of ecosocial practice (Australia, 47 per cent; Finland, 
28 per cent), this pattern was reversed in relation to perceptions of 
organisational information about environmental problems to enable 
working in an environmental-friendly way (Australia, 28 per cent; 
Finland, 35 per cent). Comparably low proportions of participants from 
each country believed that the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic had prompted discussion about the relationship between 
humans and the natural environment (Australia, 38 per cent; Finland, 34 
per cent).

Discussion

This article explored the similarities and differences between Australian 
and Finnish human service professionals’ perspectives about ecosocial 
practice. This is the first study of its kind for both countries, and the first 
international comparative analysis about human service professionals’ 

Table 5. Relative proportion of participant responses about organisational practices relating to 

the natural environment.

Agree % Neutral % Disagree %

Statement AUSa FIN AUSa FIN AUSa FIN

In my organisation there is interest in 

ecosocial practice.

52 42 32 25 16 33

Developing ecosocial practice is supported by my 

organisation’s management.

47 28 33 33 20 39

COVID-19 has prompted discussion in my organisation 

about the relationship between humans and the 

natural environment.

38 34 27 24 35 42

In my organisation there is enough information about 

environmental problems to operate in an 

environmentally-friendly way.

28 35 38 21 34 44

aThe total number of Australian participants varied from 219 to 222 for these scales, whilst the to-

tal number of Finnish participants was 542.
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attitudes to the natural environment and climate change for over twen-
ty years (Marlow and Van Rooyen, 2001). Findings from this study indi-
cated that nearly all participants in Australia and Finland prioritised the 
well-being of the natural environment and taking climate action at a per-
sonal level. However, ecosocial practice at the professional level was not 
common in either country. These findings are similar to those of Marlow 
and Van Rooyen (2001), who surveyed social workers in the USA and 
South Africa and found that, despite 71 per cent of participants claiming 
that environmental issues were important to the social work profession, 
less than half reported that they incorporated environmental issues in 
their professional practice. Although Marlow and Van Rooyen’s research 
was undertaken in different countries from this study, it nevertheless 
suggests that there has been little change in the prevalence of profes-
sional ecosocial practice over the past twenty years.

There are two possible factors influencing these findings of low levels 
of ecosocial practice. First, despite Finland ranking first in the world in 
achieving SDGs overall, the most recent United Nations Index (Sachs 
et al., 2023) identifies that both Australia and Finland face major chal-
lenges in achieving Goal 13—climate action. This goal calls for govern-
ment intervention to reduce climate change impacts through adaptation 
and disaster risk reduction policies, national education programmes and 
the provision of financial support to developing countries (United 
Nations, 2015). Secondly, it has been discussed that neoliberalism is 
dominant in both Finland (Kokkonen et al., 2018) and Australia 
(Wallace and Pease, 2011; Boetto et al., 2024), creating barriers for the 
profession as it endeavours to make an ecosocial transition away from 
its modernist roots (IFSW, 2022). In contrast to modernism, an ecosocial 
approach would involve a focus on the interdependence between human 
and environmental well-being and sustainability of the natural environ-
ment (Boetto, 2019; Bozalek and Pease, 2021; Bell, 2023).

Whilst levels of ecosocial practice were low in both countries, this 
study revealed some interesting differences between Finland and 
Australia. A higher proportion of Australian than Finnish participants 
practised from an ecosocial perspective. Similarly, higher proportions of 
Australian participants believed that social and environmental problems 
are related and that environmental problems and climate change impact 
negatively on the well-being of clients. It is possible that these differen-
ces between the Finnish and Australian participants could be due to the 
extent and visibility of environmental problems and impacts of climate 
change in everyday life in Australia compared to Finland, as noted ear-
lier (UNDP, 2019). The prevalence of severe natural disasters in 
Australia, which has long been acknowledged as a key part of social 
work practice there (Stehlik, 2013), may have compelled the human serv-
ices sector to take some account of the environment. In comparison, 
Finland’s environmental problems might be less visible in people’s 
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everyday lives, and therefore also less visible in the lives of human ser-
vice professionals and clients. Nevertheless, in both countries, the effects 
of climate and environmental crises weaken the position of people in 
vulnerable situations, and therefore deepen social divides (Islam and 
Winkel, 2017).

Overall, findings relating to perceived organisational support for eco-
social practice were ambivalent in both countries. For example, whilst al-
most one-third of Australian participants agreed that their organisation 
had information about environmental practice to enable ecosocial 
practice, just over one-third disagreed. Similarly, whilst approximately 
two-fifths of Finnish participants agreed that their organisations were in-
terested in ecosocial practice, just over one-third disagreed. Despite this, 
Finnish participants less often agreed that their organisations were sup-
portive of ecosocial practice compared to Australian participants. These 
results are reflected in three out of four statements, where Australian 
participants more often agreed that their organisations were supportive 
of ecosocial practice. These outcomes suggest that, whilst on the one 
hand participants perceived their organisations to be supportive, there 
were many participants who did not. These findings support previous 
qualitative research comparing Australian and Finnish ecosocial practice, 
where organisations were identified as a major influence, both as an en-
abler and a barrier (Boetto et al., 2020, 2022).

Findings from this study support previous literature arguing for trans-
formative change to the conventional philosophical base of practice 
shaped by dominant modernist discourses, including neoliberalism 
(Boetto, 2019; Bozalek and Pease, 2021; Bell, 2023). Examining the find-
ings in light of Boetto’s (2017) ‘transformative ecosocial model’ that 
aims to disrupt modernist assumptions, it seems that across both coun-
tries the natural environment may be important at the personal level 
(being), but general professional knowledge and values (thinking), espe-
cially from the organisational perspective, do not reflect an ecosocial ap-
proach. Neither does the current practice of the participants embody 
ecosocial practice (doing). These findings support Thysell and Cuadra’s 
(2022) critical analysis of ecosocial practice, indicating that whilst there 
may be a desire to consider the natural environment in practice, it is dif-
ficult to realise due to the human-centric focus of social work. These 
findings may further suggest that transformative change in social work is 
in its infancy. Having captured the imaginations of human service profes-
sionals, it is yet to be embedded in organisational and professional prac-
tice, revealing the power of the profession’s modernist origins (Boetto, 
2019; Bell, 2023). Fundamental structural reform within organisational, 
professional and policy domains is needed to enable practitioners to un-
dertake ecosocial practice (Powers et al., 2019; Matthies et al., 2020). 
This structural reform will begin to address the incongruency between 
ecosocial practice and modernism.
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Limitations

As an international comparative study, there were many limitations to 
this research. Perhaps the strongest limitation related to the challenges 
associated with cross-cultural research, including language translation 
and differences between each country’s social welfare systems. Although 
the surveys were modified to better suit the social work context in both 
countries, the translation and modification of the concepts and claims 
challenged comparison of the survey results. These included: the dissimi-
lar participants of the surveys in terms of their profession; the differing 
service systems in each country; and the slightly differing scales used. It 
is important to note, however, that ecosocial practice requires recognis-
ing distinct social work contexts (Erhard et al., 2021). In addition, given 
the sampling bias in both countries involving voluntary self-selection, 
participants likely held an interest in ecosocial practice, thereby impact-
ing research validity. Also, the international contexts of Australia and 
Finland as highly industrialised countries mean that the results are not 
generalisable. They can only be applied to other similar highly industrial-
ised countries and contexts.

Implications of the study

This study has implications for future social work policy, education and re-
search. The profession needs to recognise justice and human rights issues 
associated with the environmental crisis, break away from the influences of 
neoliberalism, and engage in more critical and transformational practice. It 
is important that social work commits to promoting sustainable develop-
ment to alleviate social and environmental inequities. National associations, 
policymakers, organisations and educational institutions have a responsibil-
ity to implement international ecosocial standards (IFSW, 2022) and embed 
sustainability into policy strategy and curriculum with sufficient resources. 
Based on the results of the survey, it is important that social work educa-
tion provides tools to better understand and recognise the relationships be-
tween social and ecological challenges and incorporates environmental 
practice into skills-based learning.

Further, future research should seek to access the voices of clients, 
policymakers and organisational leaders to gain their perspectives. 
Importantly, recognising the significance of the natural environment is a 
shared issue for social workers and requires international collaboration. 
Despite the need to understand the differences between countries and to 
identify and address local challenges, contextualising ecosocial practice 
at the international level remains a necessity. Therefore, a more system-
atic research and comparison of the current state of ecosocial practice 
on a global level should be made.

International Perspectives of Ecosocial Practice Page 17 of 21 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw
/bcae135/7737628 by Jyvaskylan yliopisto / Kirjasto - kausijulkaisut user on 30 August 2024



Conclusion

This article has examined human service professionals’ perspectives about 
ecosocial practice in two countries: Finland and Australia. The findings pro-
vide important considerations about the state of ecosocial practice in human 
services in both countries. Whilst many human service professionals hold 
strong personal beliefs about the importance of the natural environment 
and addressing climate change, ecosocial practice remains on the margins of 
organisational and professional practice in both countries. It would seem 
that neoliberal economic ideology prevails in Finland and Australia, not-
withstanding their different human service systems, and preventing a foun-
dational ecosocial transition for the profession, away from its modernist 
roots. More extensive international research comparing ecosocial strategies 
and progress towards ecosocial practice and policy, together with collective 
action locally and globally, is needed.
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