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Abstract: In August 2010, data for this exploratory study were drawn from a sample of
185 undergraduate social work students from a public university in Ghana. Ordinal
logistic regressions were run to analyze the relationship between social work students’
demographic variables and their perceptions toward poverty and social welfare policies
in Ghana. The results of this study found that social work students’ age, gender, marital
status, number of children, socioeconomic status, and area of concentration affected their
perception toward poverty and social welfare policies in Ghana. The findings of this
study point to several areas for consideration when developing or revising social work
education curricula in Ghana.
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Since gaining independence in 1957, Ghana has emerged as a shining example of a
developing nation for the rest of the African continent. Located in the western part of
Sub-Saharan region, Ghana, home to approximately 24 million people, is a nation with
democratic norms entrenched in an active civil society, laws and rules that are respected,
a well-managed economy, and a burgeoning middle class (CIA World Factbook, 2011a;
CIA World Factbook, 2011b; Ghana Statistical Service [GSS], 2009; Throup, 2011).
However, despite the social and political gains that have been achieved, approximately
28% of Ghanaians live in poverty and the nation remains well below the average of other
nations on a number of health indicators including high malnutrition rates, high illiteracy
rates, high communicable disease rates, inequities in immunizations among one-year
olds, inequities in under-five mortality rates, poor health and sanitation facilities, and
inadequate water supplies (Index Mundi, 2010; International Labor Organization [ILO],
2006; Rolleston, 2011; United States Agency for International Development [US AID],
2010; World Health Organization [WHO], 2009).
In Ghana, the reduction of poverty and deprivation among vulnerable citizens was
initially the responsibility of the traditional social support system—extended family
members and clans (Blavo & Apt, 1997). Marriage, family, and religion are the
foundation of Ghanaian society and serve as the most durable forms of social and
economic security to Ghanaians (Laird, 2011; Takyi, Obeng-Gyimah, & Addai, 2006).
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Consisting of far-reaching reciprocal duties, obligations and responsibilities to one
another, marriage, family, and religion render moral, spiritual, emotional, financial, and
instrumental support to all Ghanaians (Avandel, 2011; Sultan & Schrofer, 2008).
However, following the industrialization and urbanization of the nation, the traditional
social support system has not been able to adequately respond to or meet the needs of the
impoverished and vulnerable Ghanaians (Kreitzer, 2004). In response to these
socioeconomic issues, successive public, private, and non-governmental organizations
inclusive of the work of social work professionals have throughout the past few decades
developed and implemented various economic and social initiatives intended to reduce
the rate of poverty and deprivation among Ghanaians in Ghana.
Since the early 1960s, the Government of Ghana (GOG), either independently or in
cooperation with the private sector, non-government organizations, and/or private donors,
has assumed responsibility in the reduction of poverty in Ghana. In the 1960s, the GOG
emphasized public industrialization strategies in urban areas that were focused on
expanding and improving labor, educational, and health care opportunities for Ghanaians
in urban areas (Aryeetey & Goldstein, 2000; Kormey, 2009; Obeng, 2008; Social
Security and National Insurance Trust, 2011). In the 1970s, the GOG emphasized local
public industrialization strategies in rural areas that were focused on expanding and
improving agricultural production rates, farm incomes, and the provision of water and
farmer education (Aryeetey & Goldstein, 2000; Whitefield, 2009). Most recently,
beginning in the 1980s, the GOG in cooperation with and receipt of support from the
World Bank (WB) and International Monetary Fund (IMF) has emphasized the need to
achieve macroeconomic stability across the nation (Aryeetey & Goldstein, 2000;
Devereux et al., 2008; Sowa, 2002).
Unfortunately, due to the growing mass of people leaving rural areas to urban areas,
growing incongruity between the human capital of the population and the economic and
social development initiatives of the state, increasing decision-making imbalance
between the GOG and non-government organizations, and the GOG’s decreasing
political and monetary support of the public social sector, these initiatives have largely
failed to achieve what they were intended to do, decrease the rate of poverty and
deprivation among millions of Ghanaians (Adema, Gray & Kahl, 2003; Armah, 2009;
Aryeetey & Goldstein, 2000; Avendal, 2011; Kreitzer, Abukari, Antonio, Mensah, &
Kwaku, 2009), increase the rate of health insurance coverage among Ghanaians (Sultan
& Schrofer, 2008), and decrease gender disparities in the labor, educational, and
government sectors of Ghana (Amu, 2006; Apt, 2007; Heintz, 2005; International Fund
for Agricultural Development [IFAD], 2011; Kimani & Kombo, 2010; Owusu &
Abdulai, 2009).
While the abovementioned initiatives have not yielded the intended results, the
initiatives have led the GOG to adopt and integrate different and innovative approaches
and systems into the traditional social support system in Ghana, one of these being the
institutionalization of a formal bureaucratic social welfare system, which was inclusive of
the social work profession. In Ghana, social work is a combination of traditional and
Western-imported methods and techniques (Avendal, 2011). In pre-colonial Ghana,
social problems were addressed within the context of the traditional system, particularly
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the extended family system, which ensured security for and cohesion among members,
provided mechanism for regulating human behavior, and controlled the economic life of
individuals (Avendal, 2011, Blavo & Apt, 1997). Following periods of industrialization
and urbanization in Ghana, new social problems emerged, problems the traditional
system was neither equipped for nor capable of managing effectively. To this end, the
formal social welfare system inclusive of the GOG and social work profession emerged
as an alternative social support system to improve the health and well-being of Ghanaian
individuals and families in need—educational, employment, health, income, and social
welfare services (Blavo & Apt, 1997). Although no single unifying Western—or
African—social work theory or practice exists, Western European ideas and models
emphasizing individuals and psychotherapy have continued to prevail in the education of
social work students and practitioners in Ghana (Asamoah, 1997; Avendal, 2011; Blavo
& Apt, 1997; Kreitzer et al., 2009; Leighninger & Midgley, 1997; Midgley, 1981).
According to the International Federation of Social Worker Code of Ethics (IFSW)
(2012), “Professional social workers are dedicated to service for the welfare and selffulfillment of human beings; to the development and disciplined use of scientific
knowledge regarding human behaviour and society; to the development of resources to
meet individual, group, national and international needs and aspirations; to the
enhancement and improvement of the quality of life of people; and to the achievement of
social justice” (p. 1). Despite this stated mission, evidence suggests that social work
professionals across the world are distancing themselves from working with poor and
impoverished populations and instead working with moderate income populations and
populations with non-chronic emotional issues (Bullock, 2004; Clark, 2007; Hackett,
Kuronen, Metthies, & Kresal, 2003; Limb & Organista, 2003; Ljubotina & Ljubotina,
2007; Weiss, 2005; Weiss, Gal, & Cnaan, 2004; Weiss, Gal, Cnaan, & Majiaglic, 2002).
Contributing further to this issue is evidence indicating that social work students are more
often being trained as micro practitioners specializing in counseling with an emphasis on
psychotherapy with individuals, groups, and families (Asquith, Clark, & Waterhouse,
2005; Weiss, 2006) rather than macro practitioners specializing in policy practice and
community organization with an emphasis on the political, economic, historical, social,
and cultural understanding of populations, organizations, and communities (Jacobson,
2001).
With the economic and social challenges impacting millions of Ghanaians, the formal
bureaucratic social welfare system (Kreitzer et al., 2009), and number of social work
students graduating from social work educational programs and employed by the
abovementioned social welfare system in Ghana, it is essential that researchers examine
Ghanaian social work students’ perceptions of poverty and social welfare policies in
Ghana. The implications associated with the findings of this research will contribute to
the: education and development of social work students; professionalization of social
work students; short- and long-term viability and sustainability of social work
educational programs; and the short- and long-term viability and sustainability of the
social welfare policies and programs for poor and impoverished individuals, families, and
communities in Ghana.
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Literature Review
Throughout the years, numerous studies have examined social work students’
perceptions of poverty and social welfare policies in their respective countries. A
majority of these studies have occurred with social work students in developed nations
and focused on factors ranging from students’ age, gender, race, ethnicity, nationality,
socioeconomic status, place of residence, political assumptions, educational status, to
course of study (i.e., BSW, MSW) (Ljubotina & Ljubotina, 2007; Nasser, Abouchedid, &
Khashan, 2002; Weaver & Yun, 2010; Weiss, 2005, 2006). Missing from this research
has been the examination of social work students in developing nations. Given the limited
amount of research on social work students in developing nations, the following literature
review consists of literature primarily from developed nations but also inclusive of
several developing nations including Croatia, Hungary, and Zimbabwe.
Social Work Students’ Perceptions of Poverty
Feagin (1975) was one of the first researchers to systematically examine the beliefs
and causes of poverty among different subgroups. He found 11 types of beliefs about the
causes of poverty, which were later grouped into three categories. The first category
attributed poverty to individual or internal causes—a specific lifestyle of the poor, such
as lack of capability, effort, and laziness, or alcohol abuse. The second category
attributed poverty to structural or external causes—unfriendly social, political, cultural,
and economic factors such as uneven distribution of wealth, exploitation of the poor, or
unequal opportunities. The third category attributed poverty to fatalism—bad luck,
illness, fate, or God’s will. Of these categories, the individualistic and structural
categories have dominated the social, political, and economic landscape of nations
worldwide, resulting in policy and program initiatives aligned with each respective
category.
Social work students have maintained a variety of opinions or beliefs about poverty
and poor populations many of which are similar to those mentioned previously. In a study
comparing the attitudes regarding poverty among college students in South Africa,
Lebanon, and Portugal, South African students were more likely to blame the individual
for their poverty than their Portuguese and Lebanese counterparts (Nasser et al., 2002). In
a cross-national comparison study of social work students, Weiss (2006) found that
Brazilian students were more likely to attribute poverty to structural factors than were
students from the other six nations. In their cross-national and cross-discipline study of
undergraduate students, Ljubotina and Ljubotina (2007) found that compared to
undergraduate agriculture and economics students, undergraduate social work students
were less likely to attribute poverty to an individual’s personal characteristics. In their
study comparing undergraduate social work and business students’ attitudes toward
poverty, Weaver and Yun (2010) found that students who were female or with more
leftist political views were more likely to attribute poverty to structural factors. In a
cross-national study examining social work graduates attitudes toward poverty and the
goals of the social work profession, Weiss (2005) found that Hong Kong social work
graduates attributed greater importance to psychological explanations of poverty and that
Australian social work graduates were more inclined than the Brazilian, Israeli, German,
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Hungarian, Zimbabwean, and American social work graduates to attribute poverty to
structural causes.
Social Work Students’ Perceptions of Social Welfare Policies
According to Muuri (2010), social welfare policy is regarded as a way to support the
less fortunate and to distribute life’s uncertainties more equally among different social
groups. Similarly, Breznau (2008) associated social welfare policy with the state’s
provision of health, education, shelter, and employment services to the general public.
There have been several arguments regarding the relevance of social welfare policies in
contemporary societies. While some individuals and groups accept and support the
development and implementation of social welfare policies and programs, others
vehemently oppose them (Breznau, 2008). For supporters of social welfare policies,
social welfare policy is a means to help out the least fortunate or poorest members of the
society by creating or increasing social equality (Breznau, 2008). Brown and Neku
(2005) emphasized in their study that welfare policies seek to alleviate poverty among the
most vulnerable and marginalized majority groups who have the lowest income and
possess the least education and highest unemployment rates. Findings from their study
showed that participants who supported social welfare policies in the form of poverty
alleviation programs believed welfare policies promote self-reliance.
For those opposing social welfare policies, social welfare policy is detrimental to
society and has done little or failed to reduce poverty. In his analysis of social welfare
programs, Murray (1984) found that social welfare policies and programs can lead to an
increase in the rate of social problems such as poverty and crime. The study promoted
individual initiative rather than government intervention to help low income populations
meet the basic needs of life and insisted on a discontinuation of social welfare policies
and programs. Dollar and Kraay (2000) asserted that a market economy emphasizing
economic development is essential for growth and protection of the poor, whereas the
provision of support through social welfare policies and programs have an undesirable
effect on society. According to Tanner (2012), despite nearly $15 trillion in total social
welfare spending since the War on Poverty was declared in the United States in 1964, the
poverty rate is perilously close to where it was more than 40 years ago with a poverty rate
of 15%.
Unlike the previous section where there have been a few studies examining social
work students’ perceptions of poverty, less work has been done examining social work
students’ perceptions of social welfare policies. However, a body of research examining
social work students’ perceptions of the role of government in addressing social issues in
various societies does exist (Tam, 2003; Weiss, 2003, 2006; Weiss, Cnaan, & Gal, 2005;
Weiss et al., 2002; Woodcock & Dixon, 2005). The results of these studies have been
mixed with some groups supportive and other groups less supportive of the government
intervening in social issues, such as the alleviation of poverty.
In a study comparing 429 first year social work students’ preferences of social policy
for dealing with the needs of citizens in three countries—the United Kingdom, Israel, and
the United Sates, Weiss and colleagutes (2002) found that the social work students
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supported government intervention in the areas of housing, welfare, and redistribution of
wealth. However, there was variation among students in regard to the degree of
government support, with some students highly supportive and others less supportive of
government intervention. Students from all three of the universities responded with much
indifference to their willingness to fund the welfare state and its program. In a study
involving 239 social work graduates in Hong Kong and the People’s Republic of China,
Tam (2003) found that while some social work students perceived the government as
being responsible for the alleviation of social problems in society, other students
perceived individuals as being responsible for the alleviation of their own social
problems. In a study with 138 undergraduate social work students in Israel, Weiss (2003)
found that social work students favored government social welfare programs as a means
for dealing with poverty-related problems.
In another study examining 223 undergraduate and graduate social work students at
two universities in two countries, the United States and Israel, Weiss and colleagues
(2005) found that social work students were supportive of the welfare state model. Social
work students in both nations indicated that the state should be responsible for welfare
services for its citizens. However, social work students in the United States demonstrated
more willingness to pay for the welfare state than their Israeli counterparts, even though
the level of support cannot be described as very high. In a study examining 781 final year
social work students at leading schools of social work from ten countries, Woodcock and
Dixon (2005) found that social work students expressed strong support for the state to
intervene in alleviating poverty. Preference for state intervention was highest among
social work students in Australia, Hong Kong, and the United States. The degree of
difference in level of support for state intervention was greatest in Brazil, Australia, and
Canada and smallest in Zimbabwe and Hong Kong.
In a third study examining 514 graduating Bachelor’s of Social Work students from
five countries: Brazil, Germany, Hungary, Israel, and the United States, Weiss (2006)
found that social work students were more inclined to view the expansion of state
government welfare provisions as the best means of dealing with poverty and less
inclined to support the reduction of state government intervention in dealing with
poverty. Interestingly, with respect to extending state welfare assistance, Brazilian social
work students were more supportive of extending state provision than social work
students in the other four nations. While the abovementioned literature is beneficial to
understanding social work students’ perceptions toward poverty and social welfare
policies, a majority of these studies have been conducted with social work students in
developed nations with established social welfare systems. Relatively little research has
been conducted with social work students in developing nations, nations with substantial
amounts of poverty and less developed social welfare systems. As such, this study will be
the first to examine Ghanaian undergraduate social work students’ perceptions of poverty
and social welfare policies in Ghana.
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Purpose of the Study
To contribute to the abovementioned research, the goals of this exploratory study
were to: (1) provide descriptive information about a sample of undergraduate social work
students in Ghana, (2) examine the relationship between Ghanaian social work students’
socio-demographic characteristics and their perception of poverty in Ghana, and (3)
examine the relationship between Ghanaian social work students’ socio-demographic
characteristics and their perception of social welfare policies in Ghana. Given the
economic and social challenges impacting millions of Ghanaians, as well as the emerging
development of the social work profession in Ghana, the researchers deemed it important
that further research be conducted with this population on this particular area of study.

Methodology
Design of Study
In August 2010, the researchers collected data from a convenience sample of
undergraduate social work students enrolled in an accredited social work program at a
university in Ghana. This study received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from
the first author’s U.S. institution and permission to conduct the study was received from
department administrators at the participating university in Ghana. The study required
that participants complete a 42-item questionnaire consisting of five sections addressing:
descriptive information (i.e., age, gender, marital status, number of children,
socioeconomic status, and area of concentration); perceptions of the cause of poverty;
perceptions of social welfare policies in Ghana; perceptions of government response to
poverty; and perceptions of social work policy education in the social work curriculum.
Administration of the questionnaires occurred during the undergraduate policy courses in
the fall semester. Participants were informed that the questionnaire would take about 10
minutes to complete, there were minimal risks associated with the study, and there were
no direct benefits for participating in the study.
Measures
Dependent Variables. The dependent or outcome variables in this study consisted of
10 items asking social work students about their perceptions toward poverty and social
welfare policies in Ghana. The first five items of the questionnaire consisted of questions
asking students about their perceptions of the causes of poverty. Using a 5-point Likert
scale, students were asked whether they 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree that
(1) Poverty is caused by a lack of motivation, self-discipline, and work-ethic, (2) Poverty
is caused by social and structural forces (i.e., inequality), (3) People are poor because
they belong to oppressed populations, (4) People are poor because they do not have equal
opportunities, and (5) People are poor because they do not want to work. The remaining
items of the questionnaire consisted of questions asking students about their perceptions
of social welfare policies in Ghana. Using a 5-point Likert scale, students were asked
whether they 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree that (1) Social welfare policies
have benefitted my family, (2) Social welfare policies have a positive impact on society,
(3) Social welfare policies mostly benefit the poor, (4) Social welfare benefits increase
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poor families’ dependence on society, and (5) Social welfare benefits undermine
individuals’ willingness to work.
Independent Variables. The independent variables in this study consisted of seven
items asking social work students about their age, gender, marital status, number of
children, socioeconomic status, and area of concentration. Age was a categorical variable
with four response categories ranging from 0 = 21-30 to 3 = 51-60. Gender was a
categorical variable with two response categories, 0 = Male and 1 = Female. Marital
status was a categorical variable with two response categories, 0 = Not Married to 1 =
Married. Number of children was a categorical variable with two response categories, 0 =
No Children and 1 = One or more Children. Socioeconomic status was a categorical
variable with two response categories, 0 = Very Poor-Fair and 1 = Good-Very Good.
Area of concentration was a categorical variable with two response categories, 0 = Micro
social work concentration and 1 = Macro social work concentration.
Characteristics of the Sample
A total of 185 social work students in their third year (i.e., junior year) of college
education participated in this study (65 females, 119 males) (see Table 1). Sixty-one
percent of the participants were between 21-30 years of age. A majority of the
participants were single (68%) and almost one-third of the participants were married
(29%). Sixty-three percent of the participants reported having no children.
Table 1. Characteristics of Participating Ghanaian Social Work Students
N

Percent (%)

Age (years)

21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60

104
54
11
3

61
31
6
2

Gender

Female
Male

65
119

35
65

Marital Status

Not Married
Married

126
54

70
30

Number of Children

None
Some

90
53

63
37

Socioeconomic Status

Very Poor-Fair
Good-Very Good

83
98

46
54

Area of Concentration

Micro
Macro

33
150

18
82

Note: Because of missing data the totals do not equal the specified N = 185
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Forty-six percent of the participants reported having very poor-fair household
incomes as adults. Based on the overall mean scores, participants on average tended to
agree that in Ghana, people are poor because they do not have equal opportunities (M =
3.87), poverty is caused by social and structural forces (M = 3.85), and social welfare
policies have a positive impact on society (M = 3.93) (see Table 2).
Table 2. Mean Scores on Ghanaian Social Work Students’ Perceptions of Poverty and
Social Welfare Policies in Ghana
N

Mean Scores

SD

Range

184
182
179
178
182

3.29
3.85
2.96
3.87
2.73

1.141
1.005
1.242
1.140
1.430

1-5
1-5
1-5
1-5
1-5

184
182
184
181
184
181

2.96
3.93
2.62
2.91
2.40
2.61

1.101
0.854
1.209
1.189
1.155
1.281

1-5
1-5
1-5
1-5
1-5
1-5

Perceptions of Poverty
Lack of Motivation
Social and Structural Forces
Belong to Excluded Populations
Unequal Opportunities
Do Not Want to Work
Perceptions of Social Welfare Policies
Benefit Family
Positive Impact on Society
Benefit the Poor
Increase Poor Families’ Dependence on Society
Undermine Individual’s Willingness to Work
Encourage Idleness among the Poor

Analysis Plan
Using Predictive Analytics Software (PASW) 18, several statistical procedures were
used in this study, including Spearman correlation coefficient tests and Ordinal logistic
regressions. Bivariate analyses including Spearman correlation coefficient were used to
determine the strength of the relationship between the independent and dependent
variables. Ordinal logistic regression was used to predict the outcome of social work
students’ perceptions toward poverty and social welfare policies (categorical criterion
variables with more than two response categories) based on social work students age,
gender, marital status, number of children, socioeconomic status, and area of
concentration (predictor variables).

Results
Bivariate Analyses
Several Spearman correlation coefficient tests were conducted to determine the
strength of the relationship between social work students’ age, gender, marital status,
number of children, socioeconomic status, area of concentration and their perceptions
toward poverty and social welfare policies in Ghana (see Table 3). A significant
relationship (rho(169) = -.162, p < .05) was found between social work students’ age and
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perception toward poverty—lack of motivation. Older social work students tended to
disagree that poverty was due to a lack of motivation. A significant relationship (rho(139)
= .207, p < .05) was found between social work students’ number of children and
perception toward poverty—social and structural forces. Social work students with more
than one child tended to agree that poverty was due to social and structural forces. A
significant relationship (rho(175) = -.159, p < .05) was found between social work
students’ area of concentration and perception toward poverty—belonging to an excluded
population. Social work students in the macro area of concentration tended to disagree
that poverty is due to belonging to an excluded population. Finally, a significant
relationship (rho(139) = -.223, p < .01) was found between social work students’
socioeconomic status and perception toward poverty—do not have equal opportunities.
Social work students with higher socioeconomic status tend to disagree that poverty is
due to unequal opportunities. No significant relationships were found between social
work students’ age, gender, marital status, number of children, socioeconomic status, area
of concentration and their perceptions toward social welfare policies in Ghana.
Ordinal Logistic Regression Analyses
Table 4 presents the results of the ordinal logistic regression analyses examining
social work students’ perceptions toward poverty. The log of the odds of poverty being
due to lack of motivation was negatively related to social work students’ age (p < .05).
That is, older social work students were less likely to perceive that poverty is due to lack
of motivation. Students were asked whether they 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly
Agree that “Poverty is caused by a lack of motivation, self-discipline, and work-ethic.”
The results indicated that for every one unit increase in the age category there was a 48%
lower likelihood of choosing a higher category (OR = .52). In other words, there is a
negative association between social work students’ age and their perception that poverty
was due to lack of motivation. The log of the odds of poverty being due to social and
structural forces was positively related to the social work students’ number of children (p
< .05). Social work students with one or more children were more likely to perceive that
poverty is due to social and structural forces. For every one unit increase in the number of
children category there was a 264% greater likelihood of choosing a higher category
indicating poverty as being due to social and structural forces (OR = 3.64).
The log of the odds of poverty being due to belonging to an excluded population was
negatively related to social work students’ area of concentration (p < .01). Macro-focused
social work students were 68% less likely to perceive that poverty is due to belonging to
an excluded population (OR = .32). The log of the odds of poverty being due to unequal
opportunities was negatively related to social work students’ socioeconomic status (p <
.05). Social work students with good-very good socioeconomic status were less likely to
perceive that poverty is due to unequal opportunities (OR = .48). The log of the odds of
poverty being due to not wanting to work was positively related to social work students’
marital status (p < .05). Married social work students were much more likely to perceive
that poverty is due to persons not wanting to work (OR = 3.13).
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Table 3. Bivariate Correlations (Spearman rho) among Ghanaian Social Work Students’ Perceptions of Poverty and Social
Welfare Policies

Age
Gender
Marital Status
No. Children
SES
Concentration

Age
Gender
Marital Status
No. Children
SES
Concentration
* p < .05

** p < .01

Lack of
Motivation

Social and
Structural Forces

Belong to Excluded
Populations

-.162*
-.070
-.093
-.117
.061
.108

.129
-.061
.084
.207*
-.037
-.041

.046
-.022
.137
.031
-.099
-.159*

Benefits Family

Positive Impact
on Society

Benefit the Poor

Increase Poor Families
Dependence on Society

Undermine Individual’s
Willingness to Work

.033
-.020
.093
.058
.103
-.019

.052
-.121
.091
.066
-.114
.061

.026
-.085
.058
-.073
.005
.019

-.140
.102
-.113
-.146
.116
.098

-.018
.042
.021
.004
.080
.023

*** p < .001

Do not have Equal
Opportunities
.064
-.031
.030
-.013
-.223**
.057

Do not want to Work

-.056
.129
.089
.014
.066
.021
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Table 4. Ordinal Logistic Regressions: Ghanaian Social Work Students’ Perceptions of Poverty
Lack of
Motivation

Age
Gender
Marital Status
No. Children
SES
Concentration
N

Social and
Structural Forces

Belong to Excluded
Populations

Do not have Equal
Opportunities

Do not want to Work

B

OR

B

OR

B

OR

B

OR

B

OR

-.645
(.329)
-.249
(.381)
.330
(.605)
-.050
(.643)
.-.087
(.364)
.712
(.456)

.52*

.042
(.340)
-.232
(.384)
-.409
(.613)
1.292
(.661)
.005
(.366)
-.530
(.472)

1.04

-.151
(.350)
-.326
(.362)
.805
(.676)
-.421
(.657)
-.186
(.349)
-1.128
(.451)

.86

-.231
(.327)
-.187
(.376)
.347
(.620)
-.154
(.657)
-.739
(.366)
.202
(.469)

.79

.067
(.307)
.620
(.359)
1.142
(.581)
-.939
(.610)
.227
(.336)
.521
(.432)

1.07

127

.78
1.39
.95
.92
2.04

.79
.66
3.64*
1.00
.59
126

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
Standard errors in parenthesis
Gender (Male = 0, Female = 1)
Marital Status (Not married = 0, Married = 1)
Number of Children (No children = 0, One or More Children = 1)
Socioeconomic Status (Very Poor-Fair = 0, Good-Very Good = 1)
Area of Concentration (Micro = 0, Macro = 1)

122

.72
2.24
.66
.83
.32**

.83
1.41
.86
.48*
1.22
121

1.86
3.13*
.34
1.25
1.68
126
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Table 5. Ordinal Logistic Regressions: Ghanaian Social Work Students’ Perceptions of Social Welfare Policies
Benefits Family

Age
Gender
Marital Status
No. Children
SES
Concentration
N

Positive Impact
on Society

Benefit the Poor

Increase Poor Families
Dependence on Society

Undermine Individual’s
Willingness to Work

B

OR

B

OR

B

OR

B

OR

B

OR

-.220
(.313)
-.092
(.358)
.794
(.583)
-.188
(.614)
.187
(.342)
.240
(.437)

.80

-.176
(.330)
-.752
(.384)
.949
(.624)
-.352
(.675)
-.458
(.362)
.438
(.460)

.84

.639
(.322)
-.598
(.370)
1.094
(.601)
-1.927
(.646)
.338
(.350)
-.066
(.446)

1.89*

.111
(.333)
.265
(.367)
.499
(.610)
-1.267
(.652)
.461
(.348)
.801
(.457)

1.12

-.018
(.320)
.542
(.368)
.584
(.616)
-.204
(.652)
.410
(.352)
.365
(.445)

.98

.91
2.21
.83
1.21
1.27
127

.47*
2.58
.70
.63
1.54
125

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
Standard errors in parenthesis
Gender (Male = 0, Female = 1)
Marital Status (Not married = 0, Married = 1)
Number of Children (No children = 0, One or More Children = 1)
Socioeconomic Status (Very Poor-Fair = 0, Good-Very Good = 1)
Area of Concentration (Micro = 0, Macro = 1)

.55
2.99
.15***
1.40
.99
128

125

1.30
1.65
.28*
1.59
2.23

1.72
1.79
.82
1.51
1.44
127
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According to the models examining social work students’ perceptions toward social
welfare policies in Ghana (see Table 5), the log of the odds of social welfare policies
positively impacting society was negatively related to social work students’ gender (p <
.05). Female social work students were less likely to perceive that social welfare policies
positively impacted society (OR = .47). The log of the odds of social welfare policies
benefitting the poor was positively related to social work students’ age (p < .05). Older
social work students were more likely to perceive that social welfare policies benefitted
the poor. For every one unit increase in the age category there was an 89% greater
likelihood perceiving that social welfare policies benefit the poor (OR = 1.89).
The log of the odds of social welfare policies benefitting the poor was negatively
related to social work students’ number of children (p < .001). Social work students with
one or more children were less likely to perceive that social welfare policies benefitted
the poor. In fact, for every one unit increase in the number of children category there is
an 85% lower likelihood of choosing a higher category indicating that social welfare
policies benefit the poor (OR = .15). The log of the odds of social welfare policies
increasing poor families’ dependence on society was negatively related to social work
students’ number of children (p < .05). Social work students with one or more children
were less likely to perceive that social welfare policies increased poor families’
dependence on society. In fact, for every one unit increase in the number of children
category there is a 72% lower likelihood of choosing a higher category indicating that
social welfare policies increase poor families dependence on society (OR = .28).

Discussion
This exploratory study examined Ghanaian undergraduate social work students’
perceptions toward poverty and social welfare policies in Ghana. The results of this study
found that social work students’ age, gender, marital status, number of children,
socioeconomic status and area of concentration affected their perception toward poverty
and social welfare policies in Ghana. These findings seem relevant to the
abovementioned literature and warrant further explanation. The findings indicating that
social work students with one or more children were less likely to perceive that social
welfare policies benefitted the poor and increased poor families’ dependence on society
may suggest that social work students with one or more children are aware of the existing
social welfare policies and programs and outcomes associated with these social welfare
policies and programs. Given this, the social work students may realize that one, the
social welfare policies are not benefitting the poor, and two, without getting to or
benefitting the poor, poor families cannot in turn become dependent upon society.
The two findings that social work students with one or more children were more
likely to perceive that poverty was attributed to social and structural forces and older
social work students were less likely to perceive that poverty is due to lack of motivation
are consistent with the belief that the nation’s institutional infrastructure comprised of
informal networks of family members and religious institutions and formal networks
including labor, educational, and government sectors are not adequately prepared or
structured to respond to the needs impacting millions of poor Ghanaians (Adema et al.,
2003; Armah, 2009; Avendal, 2011). Social work students with one or more children may
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themselves be employed, generating an income, and maintaining a household, which
come with costs and economic uncertainty, an uncertainty not necessarily of their own
doing. With the increased responsibilities and costs associated with adulthood—marriage,
parenting, employment, and managing a household—it is reasonable to assume that
social work students with one or more children may attribute poverty to social and
structural forces because they may believe poor persons are doing all they can with the
resources available to them, yet they are or are close to experiencing economic
challenges, challenges outside of their individual control.
The finding that female social work students were less likely to perceive social
welfare policies as having a positive impact on society may be attributed to the
realization that considerable disparities exist between females and males in terms of
educational, employment, income, and political opportunities (IFAD, 2011; Owusu &
Abdulai, 2009). When comparing females to males in Ghana, females have less formal
education (Apt, 2007), have fewer employment opportunities with lower levels of
advancement (Amu, 2006), are concentrated in jobs with lower earnings (Heintz, 2005),
and are less represented in administrative and elected positions at the district, local,
regional, and national level of government (Kimani & Kombo, 2010). Given these
inequalities, female social work students may not perceive social welfare policies as
benefitting women or society. The finding that older social work students were more
likely to perceive that social welfare policies benefitted the poor may suggest that older
social work students are more knowledgeable and familiar with the principles and goals
underlying the existing social welfare policies and programs (Gobah & Zhang, 2011;
Mensah, 2009; Mensah, Oppong, & Schmidt, 2010). Mindful of their own maturation, as
well as accompanying life changes and conditions in life, older social work students may
have some trepidation regarding their own short- and long-term security, thereby holding
more positive attitudes toward social welfare policies benefitting the poor.
Several findings associated with social work students’ marital status, socioeconomic
status, and area of concentration seems to diverge from the abovementioned literature and
warrant further explanation. The finding that married social work students were more
likely to perceive that poverty is due to persons not wanting to work may indicate that
married social work students recognize and understand the discipline, sacrifice, and work
ethic necessary to sustain a marriage and manage a household; thus they may perceive
that people who are poor may be lacking the moral principles of discipline, sacrifice, and
work ethic, all of which are necessary to keeping one out of poverty (Johnson, 2010;
Otlin, 2008). The finding that social work students of higher socioeconomic status were
less likely to perceive that poverty is due to unequal opportunities may suggest that these
students believe they amassed all of which they are and have on their own. These
students may also believe that persons of moderate or higher socioeconomic status have
made good use of their time, are the best and brightest, and utilized to the fullest extent
opportunities available to them, whereas persons of lower socioeconomic status did not,
therefore they get what they deserve—lower socioeconomic status or poverty. With this,
it is reasonable to assume that social work students with good-very good socioeconomic
status may be unaware of the privileges and benefits afforded them because of their
socioeconomic status.
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Finally, the finding that social work students interested in macro social work practice
were less likely to attribute poverty to membership in excluded populations may suggest
that social work students interested in macro social work practice may not be entirely
aware of or understand the tenets associated with macro social work practice—policy and
planning, policy advocacy, and community and organization, most of which acknowledge
and account for differences between groups—social stratification. Given the widespread
belief that a higher educational degree leads to more power, authority, and prestige in the
workforce (Perbi, 2004), the social work students interested in macro social work
practice, a majority of whom responded to administration and supervision, may be more
motivated by the perceived power, authority, and prestige associated with administrative
and supervisory positions rather than the values, principles, and responsibilities
associated with macro social work practice.
Limitations
Although the results of this study provide evidence suggesting that social work
students’ socio-demographic characteristics were related to their perceptions of poverty
and social welfare policies in Ghana, the results should be interpreted with caution, as the
study contained several limitations. First, the sample consists of social work students
from one social work program in Ghana and is not based on a random probability sample;
therefore the results cannot be generalized to all social work students in Ghana. Future
research studies may be conducted with social work students at each of the three social
work programs in Ghana. Second, this study utilized a cross-sectional design, so changes
in social work students’ perceptions toward poverty and social welfare policies in Ghana
cannot be determined. It would be beneficial to replicate this study using a pre- and posttest design over an extended period of time. Third, the questionnaire that was
administered was constructed by the researchers using previous literature and was not
tested for construct validity, reliability, and responsiveness of the measures. It would be
beneficial to replicate this study using instruments with demonstrated validity and
reliability. Fourth, the questionnaire was constructed using items and terms primarily
associated with American and Western European cultures and literature. It would be
beneficial to refine the questionnaire by using terms that are more familiar to population
being examined. Despite these limitations, the results of this study may provide Ghanaian
social work program administrators and educators with information that may be further
incorporated into their curriculum—poverty, gender issues, family issues, and social
welfare policies in Ghana.
Implications
Given the impact poverty is having on Ghanaians, social work students in Ghana
should be introduced to the different definitions associated with poverty, theories of
poverty, dimensions of poverty, impact of poverty on individuals, families, groups,
organizations, communities, and nations, and impact of social welfare policies on
alleviating and/or eliminating poverty among impoverished populations in Ghana. With
this, the examination of poverty and social welfare policies in the social work educational
curricula should be grounded in a socio-environmental context and encourage social
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work students to think critically about the social, political, economic, historical, and
cultural factors of poverty and social welfare policies in Ghana. If social work students
practice according to a socio-environmental view, it may lead to an understanding of
poverty that is inclusive of both individual and structural factors, as well as inclusive of
macro-oriented interventions—social planning and policy, community and organization
development, and social and political advocacy. This would be a departure from the
approach emphasizing the remediation and rehabilitation of women, homeless children,
and persons with a mental illness, physical disability, or both, the approach which has
dominated social work practice and education in Ghana (Blavo & Apt, 1997; Kreitzer,
2004; Kreitzer et al., 2009; Manful & Manful, 2010). Through this approach, social work
students may develop further insight into the challenges impacting impoverished
individuals, the existing structural inequalities impacting impoverished groups and
populations, and the policy process at the district, local, regional, and national levels of
government in Ghana.
Since the results of this study indicated that students interested in macro social work
practice were less likely to attribute poverty to membership in excluded populations, it is
important to develop teaching strategies and educational opportunities to increase the
understanding and empathy toward oppressed and excluded populations living in poverty.
For example, females in Ghana represent an oppressed group. Studies have found that the
cultural values in Ghana lead to gender discrimination in education with a higher priority
placed on educating male children over female children in order for females to contribute
to household chores and learn home-making skills. As a result, females have much lower
levels of education, much higher rates of illiteracy than their male counterparts and
therefore, higher rates of poverty (Jones & Chant, 2009). Empathy is essential to an
increased understanding of others’ experiences and social conditions which can motivate
students to become more socially engaged and promote social change (Gerdes, Segal,
Jackson, & Mullins, 2011). Social work educators in Ghana can adapt empathy
enhancement strategies that have been demonstrated to be effective in the U.S. to the
cultural and social context of Ghana. The use of role playing and Gestalt techniques have
been shown to be effective at increasing empathy (Calley & Gerber, 2008; Pearson, Russ,
& Cain Spannagel, 2008) and can be used to promote opportunities to learn about the
lives of females and oppressed and excluded populations living in poverty. Another
strategy that can be adapted to fit the cultural and social context of Ghana is the Intergroup Dialogues Method (Nagda et al., 1999) which promotes interactions among
students of different social, racial, and class groups in order to develop a greater
understanding of issues of discrimination and social justice among various groups.
In addition to the examination of poverty and social welfare policies in the
classroom, social work students may benefit from practicum placements that provide
them with the opportunity to work directly with individuals, families, and groups
experiencing poverty and practioners, policymakers and organizations responsible for
developing, implementing, and enforcing social welfare policies and programs intended
to alleviate or eliminate poverty. Through this approach social work students may be
afforded a more organic and existential experience of what poverty looks and feels like
among impoverished populations, as well as the institutional and political challenges
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policymakers and practitioners experience in promoting, developing, and implementing
social welfare policies. Given the relationship between values, perceptions, and behavior,
providing social work students with these experiences may result in social work students
rejecting or modifying existing perceptions toward poverty, poor populations, and social
welfare policies.
The findings of this study also point out the need for further research. Refinement of
the survey instrument is needed to clarify several of the questions, particularly those
questions addressing social work students’ socioeconomic status and area of
concentration. Further research is needed to explore more directly how social work
students’ socioeconomic status and area of concentration influence their perceptions
toward poverty and social welfare policies in Ghana. Future studies are needed to
determine the efficacy of specific classroom and practicum placement experiences in
influencing social work students’ perceptions toward poverty and social welfare policies.
Identifying the perceptions of social work students and other human and social service
oriented students would also be beneficial given these groups of students may have direct
involvement with poor populations or serve in influential, decision-making positions in
the future.
If social work is going to be the leader in ameliorating poverty among individuals,
families, communities, and nations, it is imperative that social work students be provided
with the opportunity to acquire and practice the knowledge and skills essential to working
with poor populations and policymakers and practitioners committed to alleviating and/or
eliminating poverty in Ghana. Finally, while the findings presented herein are primarily
addressing social work students, faculty members, administrators, and programs in
Ghana, the findings may also be of interest to students, faculty members, administrators,
and programs outside of Ghana and the social work discipline. Through this international
and interdisciplinary exchange, students, faculty members, administrators, and programs
across disciplines may exchange information and resources that lead to the development
of social welfare policies and programs that contribute to the alleviation and/or
elimination of poverty in developing nations, including Ghana.
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