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ABSTRACT

As service populations have changed, social workers in Norway and the United States have
attempted to respond to the needs of diverse cultures, which often include issues of religion and
spirituality. Members of the Norwegian Union of Social Educators and Social Workers (FO) and
the U.S. National Association of Social Workers (NASW) were sampled to explore attitudes and
perceptions of social workers regarding the placement of religion and spirituality in practice. In
general, U.S. social workers were more accepting of religion and spirituality than their Norwegian
colleagues. Factors such as secularism, functional differences of church and state relations, and
different historical trajectories in the social work profession’s development in both countries may

contribute to differences between the U.S. and Norway.

ingly confront international practice issues and

diverse service populations amid mobile and het-
erogenous societies. The increase in the number of
refugees due to ethnic and religious conflicts is one of the
challenges that practitioners face in 21st century, which has
resulted in a new set of demands and problems for the
social services (Hokenstad & Midgley, 2004). In modern
secular societies, immigrant groups now retain their reli-
gious affiliations and cultural identities rather than
attempting to achieve assimilation. As Bruce (1995)
observed in the United Kingdom, faith-based immigrant
groups “are markedly more religious than their host
(British) society” (p. 87) and are deeply affected by being
“moved abruptly from a society in which their religion was

N orth American and European social workers increas-

dominant and all-pervasive to a society where they form a
deviant minority” (p. 93). The growth of service popula-
tions with minority religions, and the quest for religious
and spiritual fulfillment by people in general (Bruce, 1995;
1996), have had an impact on how practitioners assess the
importance of integrating religion and spirituality into
their social work practice (Zahl & Furman, 2005).

As global phenomena challenge the profession to define
its worldwide role, Midgley’s (1995) observation that
knowledge can be increased by investigating social phe-
nomena in other societies, by testing propositions in differ-
ent cultural contexts, and by cross-national application of
social science findings, is especially relevant to contempo-
rary social work. Furthermore, “despite the growth of social
work as an international profession, most social workers are
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poorly informed about the activities of their colleagues in
other countries” (p. 1494). Hokenstad and Midgley (2004)
also noted that “it is today generally accepted that mutual-
ity and the reciprocal sharing of knowledge and practice
approaches should characterize international exchanges in
social work. This implies that social workers in all parts of
the world can learn from each other” (p. ix).

As the first, and only, national studies of their kind, sur-
vey research was conducted in the United States in 1997
and replicated in Norway in 2002 to examine social work-
ers’ views on spirituality, both religious and nonreligious,
in relation to social work practice and education.
Differences between social workers in the two countries
bring to the forefront the complexity and challenges of
developing globally sensitive and respectful practices and
helping activities that also acknowledge each country’s
religious and spiritual histories and concerns. The U.S.
survey was prompted by a series of regional studies that
examined the attitudes of social work practitioners, educa-
tors, and students toward spirituality and religion in direct
practice (for example, Dudley & Helfgott, 1990; Sheridan,
Bullis, Adcock, Berlin, & Miller, 1992; Furman & Chandy,
1994; Sheridan, Wilmer & Atcheson, 1994; Derezotes &
Evans, 1995; Russel, 1998; Sheridan & Amato-von-Hemert,
1999; Canda & Furman, 1999; and Furman & Fry, 2000).

Although U.S. social workers have explored and debated
religion and spirituality in social work practice and policy-
making in greater depth, it was not clear how the subject
would be received among social workers in the Nordic
model of modern welfare states. North American and
European countries often study the Nordic model’s
approach to social welfare policy and practices. According
to Salonen (2001), the Nordic countries (i.e., Sweden,
Norway, Finland, and Denmark) often serve as idealized
and prototypical examples of the institutional welfare
model, and “there is strong evidence that these Nordic
countries form a distinct group in international compar-
isons” (p. 144). In 1999, the Norwegian General Plan and
Regulations, on which all 3-year social work training pro-
grams are based, included a spiritual component
(Rammeplan, 1999). Additionally, Norway has experi-
enced an increase in service populations with diverse reli-
gious and spiritual worldviews. What impact might this
have on how Norwegian social workers assess the impor-
tance of religion and spirituality in their practices? As an
opportunity to reflect on our own practices, what can
Norwegian and U.S. social workers learn from each other
regarding the integration of religion and spirituality in
social work practice?

Review of the Literature

Cultural Factors in the United States

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2000b), there are
roughly 287 million people in the United States, of which

242

10.4% are foreign born. The United States has approxi-
mately 35 million Hispanics, 35 million African
Americans, 10 million Asian Americans, and 2 million
indigenous peoples (i.e., American Indians, Alaskan
natives, and Native Hawaiians). According to Hutchison
(2003), the United States is the “first country in the world’s
history to be a microcosm of the world in race, ethnicity,
and religion” (p. 27).

A number of polls have consistently reported that
between 92% and 97% of Americans say that they believe
in God or a higher power, and 87% report that religion is
either “very” or “fairly important” in life (Gallup &
Lindsay, 1999). These statistics indicate a strong thread of
religious and nonreligious spirituality in the United States,
which now has over 900 religions (Melton, 1993). By 1996,
nonreligious affiliations such as atheism had increased
13.2%, and regular attendance at religious services had
decreased from 49% in 1991 to 36%. Christianity, Judaism,
and Islam, however, continue to have the highest number
of affiliates in the United States (Sheridan, 2003).

Cultural Factors in Norway

Norway has an increasingly more heterogenous popula-
tion of nearly 4.6 million, of which 7.6% are foreign born
or have two foreign-born parents, and a state church based
on the Evangelical Lutheran Faith. Approximately 86% of
the population belongs to the state church, but only 10%
report church attendance of once a month or more (Davie,
1999). Membership is gained through baptism. In 2003,
approximately 78% of the infants born were baptized.
Almost 9% of Norwegians are members in religious or
philosophical communities outside the Church of Norway
(Statistics Norway, 2004).

Recently, there has been a marked increase in member-
ship in other religious groups, particularly in Islamic soci-
eties and the Roman Catholic Church. According to the
Norwegian Constitution, religious freedom is granted to
the inhabitants of the country. Religion is included in ele-
mentary and high school curricula. Because there is no
separation of church and state, the state handles mundane
problems as well as spiritual matters such as baptism, mar-
riage, and death (Sejersted, 2003).

During the 1970s, membership cancelations in the State
Church increased. According to Roof and Aagedal (19%6),
the student revolution in Norwegian universities was
“dominated by left-wing ideology. Views on religion were
strongly influenced by Marxism, in which metaphysical
and religious questions were considered to be false ques-
tions that diverted attention from important political
problems” (p. 152). Botvar (1996) observed that
“Norwegians are not on the whole devout, yet they are cer-
tainly not an irreligious people—seven out of ten believing
in God or in a ‘higher power™ (p. 122).

The Humanistic-Ethical Society (HEF), which was
formed in 1956 as nonreligious humanistic organization,






