The Impact of Personal Therapy
on the Decision to Enter Social Work

by Mark Ferguson, Mary J. Komparda and Helen Montgomery

Abstract

An area of research that has received little atten-
tion to date is the impact of personal therapy on the
decision of students to enter the profession of social
work, and the influence of personal therapy on the
focus chosen. Thus, this exploratory, quantitative
study was undertaken to answer two questions: (1)
What percentage of graduvate students in social
work feel that their experience of personal therapy
influenced their career choice; and (2) Did therapy
influence the direction of their social work career
(e.g., clinical, policy/administration, casework, or
research). A survey instrument was developed and
anonymously administered to graduate-level social
work students at two Chicago-area schools of social
work. While no results were found to be statistical-
ly significant, the following results were notable: 1)
therapy, when perceived as beneficial, was viewed
as influential in the decision to enter social work, 2)
the likelihood of the choice of policy/administration
as an area of specialization increased when therapy
was perceived as not beneficial, and 3) participation
in therapy was related to one’s choice of a clinical
specialization. Implications of the results for areas
of future research are discussed.

Introduction

Social workers come from a variety of back-
grounds, and are diverse socioeconomically, ethni-
cally, and religiously. The guestion underlying this
research study was what influences people to
choose the profession of social work? Numerous
studies have already examined this question, inves-
tigating possible background influences as well as
career aspirations of social workers. One area that
has received little attention in research thus far is
the impact of personal therapy on the decision to
become a social worker, This study attempted to
explore such questions, as well as examine the
influence of personal therapy on the track of social
work specialization chosen.

Rationale for the Study

There are several gaps in the literature regarding
the impact of personal therapy on the decision to
enter social work as a profession. Currently, the lit-
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erature is unclear and even contradictory on
whether or not negative psychosocial history plays
a role in choosing social work as a profession. The
studies reviewed do not examine further whether or
not students with that negative history have experi-
enced psychotherapy. Studies that have examined
how students and clinicians view their own therapy
typically do not explore the possibility of that ther-
apy influencing their decision to become a social
worker andfor psychotherapist.

Due to the lack of research thus far, it 15 difficult
to form a hypothesis. This exploratory study sought
to identify possible trends that could indicate future
research in this area. A review of the literature
reveals that the study of influences on the choice of
social work has been of interest to some
researchers; this study reflects a continuance of that
interest.

Literature Review

Sewveral studies have investigated why people are
drawn to careers in social work. Beginning with
Rubin and Johnson (1984), people have sought to
define which characteristics or events in people’s
lives lead them to social work, and from there, what
leads them to the various “tracks” (e.g., policy, clin-
ical) within the profession.

Rubin and Johnson (1984) surveyed students
beginning a masters program in social work. They
found that 519 of the entering students wanted to
“increase their opportunity to perform a particular
helping function that appealed to them™ (p. B). Of
that group, 68% (35% of the full sample) indicated
that the helping function that most appealed to them
was psychotherapy or counseling (p. 8). Other stud-
ies have also found that counseling or psychothera-
py modalities were preferred by MSW smdents
{Abell & McDonell, 1990; Butler, 1990; Butler,
1994).

Bogo, Raphael, and Roberts (1993) asked MSW
students about their patterns of interest and how
these interests had an impact on their identity as
“social workers” They found four distinct sub-
groups: policy and research, private/direct practice
with voluntary clients, traditional social work, and
undifferentiated (p. 285). Twenty-six percent of the
sample chose private/direct practice with voluntary
clients, much like the proportions found in the
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