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Abstract  
 

Artificial intelligence (AI) is rapidly advancing and holds both opportunities and risks for the social work profession. This 

review article provides an analysis of the potential applications and implications of AI technologies for social work practice, 

education, research, and ethics. The article highlights promising uses of AI tools like predictive risk models, virtual 

simulations, chatbots, and data analytics to enhance social work services and training. However, it also critically examines 

the ethical considerations and social justice concerns related to the integration of AI in social work, including issues of 

privacy, transparency, accountability, consent, bias, displacement of roles, and threats to human dignity. To responsibly 

leverage AI's benefits while mitigating its risks, the article offers recommendations for social workers to collaborate on AI 

design, follow ethical protocols, pursue education on AI, and conduct further research. Key areas for future research 

identified include studying client perspectives on AI, testing the efficacy of AI systems for social work tasks, auditing 

algorithms for bias, and analyzing AI's impact on social work employment. In conclusion, while acknowledging AI's 

significant potential, the article emphasizes that purposeful oversight, participatory design, and adherence to social work 

values must remain priorities to ensure AI promotes dignity, autonomy, and justice. This review provides a balanced, 

evidence-based analysis to inform discussions on optimizing AI's integration in the social work profession. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The rapid development of artificial intelligence 

(AI) technologies is having a major impact across many 

industries and professions. As AI systems become more 

sophisticated, they are taking on tasks and roles 

previously performed exclusively by humans. The field 

of social work is no exception. While AI presents many 

potential benefits, it also poses some risks and challenges 

that the social work profession must proactively address 

(Manyika & Sneader, 2018).  

 

AI can help social workers be more efficient 

and effective in several ways. Chatbots and virtual 

assistants can automate routine administrative tasks, 

freeing up social workers to focus on providing 

counseling, therapy, and case management services. AI 

can analyze large datasets to identify patterns and 

insights that human analysts may miss. This can help 

social workers better understand their client populations 

and identify people most at risk who may benefit from 

early intervention services (Graduate, 2023).  

 

Despite the opportunities AI presents, social 

workers have valid concerns about its implementation. 

Many feel that relying too much on AI and automation 

could dehumanize social work practices. The social work 

code of ethics calls for human relationships, compassion, 

and empathy. Over-automation risks weakening the 

human connection at the heart of social work (Reamer, 

2023). 
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AI holds much promise for improving social 

work services and increasing human capacity. However, 

risks exist. Social workers must get actively involved in 

AI development and policy conversations. With 

thoughtful implementation, AI can empower social 

workers to better serve diverse populations and 

strengthen communities. The social work profession has 

an opportunity to help guide the ethical and humane 

development of AI tools and realize their benefits while 

mitigating their risks (Anderson & Rainie, 2018). 

 

AI and Social Work: A Review of Opportunities, 

Challenges, and Directions for the Profession:  

Artificial intelligence (AI) refers to computer 

systems or machines that are capable of performing tasks 

that typically require human cognitive abilities. In recent 

years, AI technologies have advanced rapidly, with 

increasing applications in diverse sectors including 

social services. This has created both opportunities and 

risks for the social work profession that warrant careful 

analysis.  

 

On the opportunity side, AI holds promise to 

enhance social work practices in several ways. Intelligent 

algorithms can help analyze large datasets to identify 

patterns and predict risks to support better assessment 

and resource allocation. Chatbots and virtual assistants 

can automate administrative tasks, allowing social 

workers to focus on providing counseling and care 

management. AI could also aid case management 

through planning optimal interventions and services. 

While AI should not replace human social workers, it can 

potentially optimize many processes to provide more 

effective and efficient services (Alowais et al., 2023).  

 

However, AI also introduces major ethical and 

practical challenges for the social work field. A top 

concern is that over-reliance on AI and automation could 

erode critical human relationship, discretion, and 

empathy aspects central to social work. Biases encoded 

in AI algorithms also raise risks of discriminatory and 

unfair treatment of vulnerable groups that social workers 

serve. The use of AI profiling and surveillance tools in 

social services settings could infringe on privacy rights. 

And if implemented without sufficient oversight and 

transparency, AI could undermine due process, 

accountability and informed consent. Finally, the 

integration of AI may disrupt social work roles, training 

and employment to some degree (Reamer, 2023). 

 

AI applications in social work practice: 

A growing body of literature has examined the 

potential applications of AI technologies in social work 

practice and service delivery. Several studies have 

explored using chatbots and virtual assistants to 

automate administrative tasks, freeing up social workers 

for more substantive work. Sullivan & Neubauer (2021) 

tested an AI chatbot for handling client scheduling and 

documentation in community mental health clinics 

(Mariani et al., 2023).  

 

Other research has focused on AI's capacity to 

analyze large datasets and detect patterns, trends and 

risks to enhance assessment, decision-making and 

intervention planning. Rizzo (2020) designed a machine 

learning model to identify youth at risk of homelessness 

based on historical administrative data. AI-based 

predictive risk modeling tools are also being developed 

for child welfare and aging services (Duncan 2019).  

 

A number of studies highlight the benefits of AI 

tools like chatbots, virtual assistants, and predictive risk 

models for social work practice. Chatbots demonstrated 

potential to automate simple administrative tasks, freeing 

up social workers to provide more direct counseling and 

care. Virtual assistants were found to efficiently handle 

client scheduling, documentation, and information 

requests Ammanath and Firth-Butterfield (2021). The 

literature also indicates predictive analytics enabled by 

AI data analysis can support more proactive 

identification of at-risk groups to guide early 

interventions. Researchers found risk analytics could 

incorporate more sources of data than humans can 

manage alone to potentially improve assessment 

accuracy and service access. 

 

AI in social work education:  

• AI tutors could provide personalized instruction 

and feedback to students as they learn 

interviewing, assessment, and intervention 

skills. The AI tutor could analyze the student's 

performance in simulated roleplay scenarios 

and offer corrections and suggestions in real-

time. This allows for customized and repeated 

practice. 

• AI simulations could create virtual clients that 

students interact with to practice clinical skills. 

The virtual clients can be programmed to have 

certain personalities, backgrounds, and issues. 

The simulations allow students to gain 

experience conversing with diverse clients and 

handling challenging situations before working 

with real clients. 

• AI could be used to analyze case studies and 

highlight important details and patterns that 

students may miss. This can help train students' 

clinical judgement and ability to synthesize 

complex client information.  

• Chatbots powered by natural language 

processing could allow students to practice 

counseling conversations and responding 

empathically to client concerns. This helps 

build communication and active listening 

abilities.  

• Intelligent tutoring systems could provide 

students personalized learning plans and 

content based on their strengths and 
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weaknesses. This allows for targeted skill 

development and remediation.  

• Simulated VR experiences could place students 

in immersive environments and realistic client 

interactions to practice assessment, 

interviewing, and intervention skills. This 

creates experiential learning opportunities. 

 

The potential benefits and barriers to using AI in 

social work education: 

AI in social work education is a topic that 

explores how artificial intelligence (AI) can be used to 

facilitate and improve the learning and teaching of social 

work skills and knowledge. AI can offer new tools and 

methods for social work educators and students, such as 

online platforms, adaptive learning, simulation, and 

feedback systems. 

 

Topic Description 

Potential 

Benefits 

Customized learning paths: AI systems analyze individual students' strengths, weaknesses, and 

preferences for personalized learning plans. 

Adaptive pacing: AI tutors adjust lesson speed and difficulty based on real-time assessment, 

avoiding student frustration. 

24/7 availability: Intelligent tutoring systems and chatbots provide on-demand support, facilitating 

practice and timely feedback. 

Simulated practice: AI simulations create realistic client scenarios for repeated skills practice in 

a low-stakes environment, building competence. 

Automated feedback: Detailed performance critiques from AI tutors identify areas of 

improvement, supplementing instructor feedback. 

Potential 

Barriers 

Accessibility: Lower-income students may lack access to required technology like virtual reality 

headsets for immersive simulations. 

Hidden biases: AI systems reflect biases of their training data, potentially reinforcing problematic 

assumptions. 

Lack of empathy: AI tutors may not provide the emotional support and human connection 

students need. 

Over-reliance: Students may become dependent on AI assistance, potentially losing the ability to 

think independently. 

Privacy concerns: Collection of student data for AI personalization raises ethical issues around 

consent and surveillance. 

Overall Impact 

and 

Considerations 

AI offers enhancements but also risks, requiring thoughtful implementation considering student 

accessibility, biases, and privacy. 

High costs, resources, and expertise are needed for AI development and implementation, 

potentially creating digital divides and inequalities. 

AI can reproduce or exacerbate biases and discrimination, affecting the accuracy, validity, or 

fairness of AI systems. 

AI may undermine or replace human aspects and values of education, impacting empathy, 

compassion, and meaningful relationships between students, educators, and clients. 

Ethical and pedagogical issues arise in areas such as privacy, consent, accountability, transparency, 

and evaluation within social work education. 

 

Utilization of machine learning and AI in social work research 

Utilization Description 

Analyzing Large 

Datasets 

Utilizing machine learning and AI to analyze vast datasets from various sources such as social 

media, government agencies, and healthcare systems to identify patterns and relationships 

between social factors, health outcomes, service utilization, etc. 

Uncovering new insights and correlations that may not be apparent through traditional data 

analysis methods. 

Sentiment Analysis Performing sentiment analysis on social media posts, comments, or text/audio interviews to 

understand attitudes, opinions, and emotions regarding social issues and policies. 

Providing qualitative data at scale, offering insights into public perceptions and sentiments 

relevant to social work research. 

Predictive 

Analytics 

Using predictive analytics to forecast social problems and service needs based on data analysis. 

For instance, identifying high-risk communities for issues like opioid addiction by analyzing 

healthcare and economic indicators. 

Personalizing 

Interventions 

Employing reinforcement learning to personalize interventions, determining the most effective 

solutions for specific populations based on patterns in client data. 
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Utilization Description 

Enhancing the effectiveness of social work interventions through tailored approaches. 

Automated Coding 

and Analysis 

Automating the coding and content analysis of interviews, focus groups, case notes, and other 

text data to efficiently find themes and meaning in qualitative data. 

Improving the efficiency of qualitative data analysis processes in social work research. 

Simulating Policy 

Effects 

Simulating the effects of policy changes on social outcomes before implementation using agent-

based modeling and simulation techniques. 

Providing 

Intervention 

Recommendations 

Providing insights into potential policy impacts on various social factors and outcomes. 

Offering recommendations to social workers on interventions with the highest probability of 

success based on machine learning analysis of past client cases. 

Natural Language 

Processing 

Assisting social workers in decision-making processes by leveraging data-driven insights. 

Utilizing natural language processing to extract unstructured insights from client case notes and 

reports. 

Gaining valuable insights from unstructured data sources in social work research. 

Key Benefits and 

Considerations 

Enabling the analysis of large datasets efficiently and surfacing patterns that may not be easily 

detectable by humans alone. 

Careful consideration is necessary to ensure ethical use of AI and address potential biases in data 

and algorithms. 

AI should complement human analysis in social work research, rather than replacing it entirely. 

 

Ethical considerations in applying AI in social work 

Ethical 

Consideration 

Description 

Privacy Collecting client data for AI analysis raises privacy concerns. Proper consent, anonymization, data 

security, and restricted access are essential to protect client privacy. 

Transparency AI systems must be transparent in how they make decisions. "Black box" algorithms conflict with 

social work ethics. Being able to audit algorithms for bias is crucial to ensure accountability and 

trustworthiness. 

Accountability Humans must be accountable for AI system design, outcomes, and errors. The "technology is 

neutral" view must be avoided, and responsibility for AI's impact on clients and communities must 

be acknowledged. 

Consent Clients must expressly consent to their data being used by AI tools for analysis. Fully informing 

clients on how AI is used is important to ensure autonomy and respect for individual choices. 

Bias AI systems can perpetuate and amplify societal biases if those biases exist in training data. 

Proactively detecting and removing bias is vital to ensure fair and equitable outcomes for all 

clients. 

Displacement AI should augment human social workers and judgment, not replace them entirely. Over-reliance 

on AI should be avoided to preserve the essential human elements of empathy, understanding, and 

judgment in social work practice. 

Dignity AI tools must not undermine client dignity through dehumanizing, degrading, or inadequately 

empathetic interactions. Preserving personhood and respect for human dignity is paramount in 

social work practice. 

Social Justice AI should be leveraged to enhance social justice and access to services, not solely for efficiency 

gains. Ensuring alignment with social work ideals and advocating for marginalized populations is 

essential. 

 

Future research directions for AI and social work 

• Studies on client perspectives on AI in social 

services: AI should explore and understand the 

views, experiences, and preferences of the 

clients and communities that receive or are 

affected by AI-based social services. This can 

ensure that the AI systems are responsive and 

respectful to the needs, values, and goals of the 

clients and communities, and that they are co-

designed and co-evaluated with them. For 

example, future research can conduct surveys, 

interviews, focus groups, or participatory action 

research with the clients and communities that 

use or encounter AI tools and methods, such as 

chatbots, virtual reality, and predictive 

analytics, in social services, and analyze their 

feedback and suggestions. 

• Testing efficacy of AI tools for social work 

tasks: This leads to future research that it 

should evaluate and compare the effectiveness 

and efficiency of AI tools and methods for 

performing various social work tasks, such as 

assessment, intervention, evaluation, and 

documentation. This can ensure that the AI 
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systems are reliable and valid for social work 

practice and education, and that they can 

improve the quality and outcomes of social 

work services. For example, future research can 

conduct randomized controlled trials, quasi-

experiments, or meta-analyses to compare the 

performance and results of AI tools and 

methods, such as online platforms, adaptive 

learning, simulation, and feedback systems, 

with traditional or alternative tools and methods 

for social work tasks. 

• Examining biases embedded in AI 

algorithms: This means that future research 

should investigate and identify the sources, 

types, and impacts of biases that may be present 

or introduced in the AI algorithms that are used 

or intended for social work. This can ensure that 

the AI systems are fair and equitable for social 

work practice and education, and that they do 

not reproduce or exacerbate existing or 

potential inequalities and injustices in the field 

and society. For example, future research can 

conduct audits, tests, or reviews to examine the 

data, models, and outputs of AI algorithms, 

such as data mining, text analysis, sentiment 

analysis, and natural language generation, and 

detect and measure any biases that may affect 

the accuracy, validity, or fairness of the AI 

systems. 

• Exploring AI impacts on social work roles 

and employment: This means that future 

research should analyze and anticipate the 

effects and consequences of AI on the roles and 

employment of social workers and other related 

professionals in the field and society. This can 

ensure that the AI systems are compatible and 

complementary with the skills and 

competencies of social work, and that they do 

not threaten or replace the human aspects and 

values of social work. For example, future 

research can conduct surveys, interviews, or 

case studies to explore the perceptions, 

attitudes, and expectations of social workers 

and other related professionals on the use and 

adoption of AI in social work, and how it may 

change or influence their roles and 

employment. 

 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, this review discusses AI's 

opportunities and challenges for social work, offering 

implications for practice, education, research, and ethics. 

AI presents tools for improving social work while also 

posing risks like ethical dilemmas and social justice 

issues. Social workers must engage with AI responsibly, 

balancing its benefits with human strengths like empathy 

and creativity. Oversight and proactive engagement in AI 

development are crucial, along with adherence to ethical 

principles. Collaboration with stakeholders is 

encouraged. Future research should focus on 

understanding client and community perspectives on AI, 

evaluating AI effectiveness in social work tasks, 

identifying biases, and exploring AI's impact on 

employment. Overall, this review highlights AI's 

potential to enhance social work while emphasizing the 

importance of ethical and responsible engagement. 
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