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Objective: Social workers can help mitigate the human consequences
of global environmental change but need an evidence base for appropriate response
strategies. This scoping review assesses the state of empirical social work research
on global environmental change to identify an agenda for advancing social work research and practice in this area. Method: We searched 5 electronic databases and selected issues/articles for “social work” plus a list of global environmental change
topics. Inclusion criteria were: (a) published since January 1, 1985; (b) published
in a peer-reviewed journal; (c) empirical; (d) is social work research; and (e) examines
at least one topic related to global environmental change. From included studies,
we extracted publication year, country setting, global environmental change topic(s),
explicit/implicit examination of global environmental change, research design, and
study focus. We extracted practice/policy implications as a subgroup. Descriptive statistics and cross tabulations were run in SPSS 23. Results: We identiﬁed 112 studies for inclusion. About 1/3 of studies examined hurricanes and typhoons, and most
were conducted in U.S., Canadian, or Asian contexts. Many described consequences
or coping with change, and although more than 1/3 of studies examined a formal
response/intervention, rigorous outcomes-focused research is lacking. Conclusions: Scholars should diversify the topics and global settings that they study, and they should
proactively engage with populations and systems before a crisis. There is a need for
intervention research on global environmental change—with more rigorous methods
of outcome measurement—by social work scholars.
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G

lobal environmental change refers to wide-scale transformations in the natural environment that are due, at least in part, to human activity. Examples
include climate change, air pollution, and freshwater decline. Since 1880,
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global average temperature has increased by 0.857 Celsius, resulting in sea level rise,
land change, ﬂooding, drought, or other weather extremes in every region of the
world (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014). In countries like the
Solomon Islands, community relocation has already begun as sea levels rise with climate change and historical development patterns become unsustainable (Albert
et al., 2016). Urban air pollution, meanwhile, knows no boundaries. Pollutants from
one location can affect air quality in other local, regional, or international areas (Akimoto, 2003), such as ozone pollution from China traveling to the western United
States (Verstraeten et al., 2015). Regarding freshwater decline, by 2050 between
1.3 and 3.1 billion people are expected to live in urban areas with seasonal water
shortages (McDonald et al., 2011). More frequent drought threatens agricultural productivity and livelihoods in countries such as Uganda (Epule, Ford, Lwasa, & Lepage,
2017).
The human impacts of these and other global environmental changes include
food and water insecurity, physical illness, poor mental health, ﬁnancial instability,
social-network disruption, political conﬂict, and more. These impacts are often unequal among groups, rendering global environmental change a social justice problem of concern to the social work profession (Gray, Coates, & Hetherington, 2012;
Kemp et al., 2015).

Social Work and the Environment
Since the 1970s, social work has increasingly engaged with environment-related
problems and their human impacts, giving rise to an area often described as environmental social work or green social work (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017). There are numerous
conceptual articles and calls to action for social work to address this area (e.g.,
Dominelli, 2011; Hoff & Pollack, 1993; McKinnon, 2008; Miller, Hayward, & Shaw,
2012). In a historical review of this engagement, Coates and Gray (2012) identiﬁed
three trends: (a) initial conceptualizing by “social work pioneers” (p. 232) in the 1970s,
(b) renewed interest in the late 1980s and early 1990s with broad calls for social
work involvement, and (c) calls more recently for expanded understanding of the
natural environment and implications for its incorporation into social work practice.
Many authors have argued that social work is especially well suited to address
environment-related problems. Theories or frameworks for conceptualizing environmental social work have included deep ecology (Ungar, 2002), ecofeminism
(Besthorn & McMillen, 2002), the ecological perspective (Shaw, 2008), and expansion of person-in-environment (Norton, 2009). Expertise in disaster response and
recovery (Zakour, 1997), community organizing (Hoff & Pollack, 1993), community
economic development (Pandey, 1996), group mediation (Schmitz, Matyók, Sloan, &
James, 2012), and policy advocacy (Lysack, 2015) are just some of the specialized competencies that social workers can bring to pressing environmental problems.
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Social work’s movement toward environmental engagement is also highly international. The International Federation of Social Workers has produced resolutions
and statements on environment-related topics such as globalization and indigenous peoples’ rights and, most recently, the federation released a workbook for social workers on promoting environmental sustainability (Rinkel & Powers, 2017).
In the United States, the American Academy of Social Work and Social Welfare included Create Social Responses to a Changing Environment as one of its 12 grand
challenges for the profession (Kemp et al., 2015), and the Council on Social Work
Education included environmental justice in two of its revised accreditation standards (Council on Social Work Education, 2015). In Britain and Australia, professional social work associations have incorporated the natural environment into
their codes of ethics (Boetto & Bell, 2015).

Global Environmental Change and the Current Study
Social work research on global environmental change can be conceived as an environmental social work subarea with many topics. As noted earlier, global environmental changes are wide-scale transformations in the natural environment that are
due, at least in part, to human activity. These changes often harm people from the
most vulnerable groups—including women, children, the elderly, tribal nations,
and people experiencing poverty—making global environmental change a social
justice and human rights issue (Humphreys, 2009; Miller et al., 2012).
To date, however, there has been no systematic assessment of the state of social
work knowledge on global environmental change. Although conceptual and call-toaction articles are plentiful on environmental social work generally—and on global
environmental change topics such as climate change and water insecurity speciﬁcally—key questions remain. What new social work knowledge on this critical issue
is being produced? If social workers have conceptual frameworks, specialized competencies, and a code of ethics that they can bring to bear on this topic, on what professional evidence base should they proceed with practice or policy?
Although social work knowledge—scientiﬁc knowledge produced by social workers or for the profession—is not the only evidence base from which social workers
might draw, the social work discipline is an integrative and applied science dedicated to “problems in living” (Brekke, 2014, p. 521), which situates the profession
as one that can make signiﬁcant contributions to the evidence for how to address
the causes or consequences of global environmental change. To identify a research
agenda for such contributions, this scoping review systematically examines the empirical, peer-reviewed social work literature on global environmental change to answer three research questions:
1. What is the status and scope of social work research on global environmental change?
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2. To what extent does this research focus on problem description, informal
response, or formal response and intervention?
3. What evidence-informed practice or policy implications has the subset of
formal response or intervention research in this area produced?
By empirical, we mean literature that analyzes quantitative and/or qualitative
data. This approach is key to our study, as prior reviews related to social work
and the environment have used either nonsystematic, summary approaches (e.g.,
Coates & Gray, 2012) or have included conceptual articles and did not focus exclusively on the empirical literature (e.g., Molyneux, 2010; Ramsay & Boddy, 2017).
This study is timely, as the urgency of global environmental change continues to
increase (Alston, 2015) and as national and international social work associations
and accrediting bodies engage with this issue and seek social-work-speciﬁc knowledge to move forward. By identifying a social work research agenda for this area
of scholarship, this study ultimately aims to inform the prevention or reduction of
the negative impacts of global environmental change, particularly for vulnerable
or marginalized groups—a goal that is central to social work’s professional values
and mission.

Method
We conducted a scoping review to systematically assess empirical social work research published in peer-reviewed journals over a 30-year period. As deﬁned by
Colquhoun et al. (2014, pp. 1293–1294), a scoping review “is a form of knowledge
synthesis that addresses an exploratory research question aimed at mapping key
concepts, types of evidence, and gaps in research related to a deﬁned area or ﬁeld
by systematically searching, selecting, and synthesizing existing knowledge.” We
completed the ﬁrst ﬁve stages of the scoping review framework summarized by
Colquhoun et al. (2014): identify the research question, identify relevant studies, select studies for inclusion, chart the data, and collate/summarize/report the results.
In line with recommended practices, we used an iterative process when appropriate and carefully documented our procedures and decisions for study replicability.
For this review, we omitted the sixth stage: consultation with stakeholders—a process described as optional by Arksey & O’Malley (2005) but strongly recommended
by Levac, Colquhoun, and O’Brien (2010).

Inclusion Criteria
We established ﬁve study inclusion criteria: (a) published since January 1, 1985;
(b) published in a peer-reviewed journal; (c) empirical (quantitative, qualitative, or
mixed methodology); (d) is social work research, deﬁned by being published in a social work journal or authored by at least one person with a social work afﬁliation
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(e.g., faculty member in a department or college of social work); and (e) examines
at least one topic related to global environmental change.
Regarding the ﬁrst criterion, we selected January 1, 1985, as the earliest publication date given Coates and Gray’s (2012) historical review of trends in environmental social work scholarship. They note that literature from the early 1970s to
late 1980s is focused on conceptualization of environmental social work, followed
by a “resurgence of interest” during the late 1980s and early 1990s (Coates & Gray,
2012, p. 232). Given our focus on empirical (not conceptual) studies, we chose not
to rereview literature from the ﬁrst period identiﬁed by Coates and Gray. Since an
exact departure year for the late 1980s resurgence was not provided, we conservatively selected 1985 as the earliest possible year that begins this period.
Regarding the fourth criterion, we deﬁned “social work journal” as a journal
that meets at least one of the following: has “social work” in its title; is listed in
the Scimago Journal and Country Rank social work subject category for 2015; is listed
in the Thomson Reuters Journal Citation Reports social work category for 2014; or
is listed in the University of Houston Journals in Social Work and Related Disciplines compilation (February 1, 2014, edition).
Regarding the ﬁfth criterion, the examination of a global environmental change
topic could be explicit (the article situates at least part of its background or contribution in the global environmental change ﬁeld) or implicit (the article examines a
global environmental change topic but does not situate its background or contribution in that ﬁeld). An example of the latter would be an article focused on mental
health of Hurricane Katrina survivors, which situates itself solely in the mental health
or service-delivery literature. Hurricanes are a global environmental change topic
because their frequency and severity are expected to increase with climate change;
hence, the article would still be included in the study if all other inclusion criteria
were also met.

Article Search
We searched ﬁve electronic databases for studies published from January 1, 1985,
to June 22, 2015: Social Work Abstracts (SWA), ProQuest Social Services Abstracts,
ProQuest Environment Abstracts, SCOPUS, and Web of Science Social Sciences Citation Index. We selected these databases to facilitate a wide search of social work
speciﬁc and multidisciplinary publications, including both traditional social science databases and those with more coverage of physical or environmental sciences
literature. After consulting with a librarian on how to identify “social work” studies that may meet our inclusion criteria, we included “social work*” as one of our
search terms in each database except SWA. We then combined this search term
with those on a broad and rigorous keyword list that we generated for major global
environmental change topics such as climate change, pollution, degradation, and
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several more (Table 1). For example, our search string for the climate change topic
in each database (other than SWA) was “social work*” AND [“climate change” OR
“global warming” OR weather OR atmospher* OR “greenhouse gas*”]. In SWA, we
omitted “social work*” and used each topic’s search string on its own, searching
abstract, title, keywords, and subject heading. In the two ProQuest databases, we
searched our terms using the “anywhere” option. In SCOPUS and the Web of Science Social Sciences Citation Index, we searched title, abstract, and keywords.
We supplemented our electronic search with a manual search of three special
issues related to environmental social work: Contemporary Rural Social Work (2015,
Volume 7, Issue 1); International Social Work (2015, Volume 58, Issue 3); and International Journal of Social Welfare (2012, Volume 21, Issue 3). In addition, we manually
searched the reference lists of three key articles in this area (Coates & Gray, 2012;
Dominelli, 2011; and Kemp, 2011).

Table 1
Database Search Terms
Topic

Search Terms

Social work
“social work*”
AND the following, each searched separately with “social work*”
Biodiversity and ecosystems biodivers* OR ecosys* OR wildlife
Climate change
“climate change” OR “global warming” OR weather
OR atmospher* OR “greenhouse gas*”
Conservation
conservation
Degradation
degrad* OR “environmental degradation”
Energy
energy OR “fossil fuel*” OR coal OR oil OR carbon
Environmental change
“environ* chang*”
Environmental justice
“environ* justice” OR “environ* equal*” OR “environ* inequal*”
Food production
food OR agricult*
Land use and land cover
“land use” OR “land cover” OR forest* OR deforest*
Natural disasters
disaster*
Natural environment
“natural environment”
Oceans and coasts
ocean* OR coast*
Ozone
ozone
Pollution
toxic* OR toxin* OR “toxic chemical” OR pollut* OR “air quality” OR pesticid* OR mining
Sustainable development
sustainab* AND develop* AND environ*
Temperature extremes
extreme* AND (heat OR hot OR cold OR freez* OR temperature*)
Water
water OR rain* OR drought OR ﬂood*
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We excluded earthquakes, tornadoes, and tsunamis as global environmental
change topics since scientiﬁc consensus on the linkage between human activity
and increased frequency or severity of these events has not been established (e.g.,
Brooks, 2013; Ellsworth, 2013; Talling et al., 2014).
The article search phase yielded 4,857 articles. After duplicate removal, 3,150 articles remained.

Article Screen and Full Review
We used EPPI-Reviewer 4 software (Thomas, Brunton, & Graziosi, 2010) to manage
the screening process to identify studies for inclusion. At least two authors independently screened each of the 3,150 articles for inclusion based on their title and abstract. After screening, 588 articles remained. We obtained a full-text version of each
article for review. After full review of the remaining articles, 112 met all study inclusion criteria (Figure 1). Throughout screening and full review, any disagreements
about inclusion or exclusion were discussed and reconciled as a team.
Article publication in English was not a strict inclusion criterion, given author
knowledge of select non-English languages and the availability of several article titles and abstracts in both their original language and in English. However, 5 studies
were excluded during full review due to author inability to adequately translate the
full-text article: Družić Ljubotina (2013); Kotze and Theron (1992a, 1992b); Maltais,
Lachance, Brassard, and Simard (2003); and Peñate (2009).

Figure 1. Flow chart of study screening and inclusion process.
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Data Extraction and Analysis
After ﬁnalizing the article sample, we created a data extraction tool using Google
Forms and pilot tested the tool by entering data from sample articles. We then extracted the following data from each of the 112 studies, having at least two team
members enter the data into Google Forms: publication year, study country setting,
global environmental change topic(s), explicit/implicit examination of global environmental change, research design, and study focus. For global environmental
change topic and study purpose, more than one value was permitted. For study purpose, we used the following categories: (a) problem description (with subcategories
of problem scope, causes, or consequences); (b) informal response (i.e., individual,
household, or community response to a problem); (c) formal response or intervention (i.e., clinical, programmatic, or policy response to or intervention for a problem); and (4) other. For studies in the formal response or intervention category,
we also extracted a summary of the results and practice/policy implications identiﬁed by those studies’ author(s) and categorized the implications inductively.
We imported data into SPSS 23 and ran descriptive statistics and cross tabulations to answer the study questions. Basic characteristics of each included study
are summarized in Table S1 (available online).

Results
Status and Scope of Social Work Research
Historical trends. Although empirical social work research on any aspect of global
environmental change is still small (N 5 112), scholarship in this area has started to
accelerate (Figure 2). About half (52.7%, n 5 59) of included studies were published

Figure 2. Number of studies published in each year interval (N 5 112).
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during the 25-year period of 1985 to 2010, compared to 53 (47.3%) in the 5-year period of 2011 to 2015. Also, about half (49.1%, n 5 55) were related to a speciﬁc historical event, for example, hurricanes Katrina and Rita in the U.S., Typhoon Morakot
in Taiwan, and the Black Saturday bushﬁres in Australia.
Global environmental change topics. Studies were classiﬁed into one or more of
16 global environmental change topics (Figure 3). Hurricane- and typhoon-related
studies comprised 33.0% of the sample, followed by climate change (12.5%), ﬂooding (11.6%), energy (10.7%), drought (8.9%), pollution (8.0%), and other topics.
About half of the studies (53.6%) explicitly addressed the broader global environmental change ﬁeld. About one quarter (22.3%) were classiﬁed into more than one
topic. Studies classiﬁed with climate change, for example, were sometimes classiﬁed with either a food- or water-related topic. Some hurricane and typhoon studies
were also classiﬁed with climate change, ﬂooding, or disasters.
Research design. Regarding overall design, 42.0% of studies used qualitative methods, 39.3% used quantitative methods, and 18.8% used mixed methods. About two
thirds of studies (69.6%) used nonrandom sampling (e.g., convenience, purposive,
snowball), and 14.3% used random sampling; for 16.1%, the sampling type could
not be determined from the study description. Of those that used random sampling
(n 5 18), 10 focused on problem description, 4 focused on informal response, 3 focused on formal response or intervention, and 1 focused on both informal and formal/intervention responses.
Most study settings were in the U.S. or Canada (51.8%), followed by Asia (23.2%),
and Australia (8.9%; Figure 4). Very few studies were conducted in Europe (4.5%),
sub-Saharan Africa (4.5%), the Middle East (1.8%), or Central America and the Caribbean (1.8%). A small number (3.6%) of comparative studies were conducted in
more than one region. None of the included studies were conducted in South
America.

Study Focus
Half (50.0%) of studies focused on a problem description, with 4.5% of all studies
examining problem scope, 4.5% examining causes of the problem, and 46.4% examining consequences of the problem. About one third (33.9%) focused on the informal response to a problem by individuals, households, or communities (e.g.,
coping strategies). Over one third (38.4%) focused on a formal response or intervention. The focus of some studies (10.7%) was classiﬁed as other (e.g., surveys of social
work students or practitioners about their knowledge of or interest in global environmental change topics).
Further classifying studies of formal response or intervention, about one quarter of all studies described or analyzed existing services, programs, or policies
(28.6%), and a smaller number described implementation of new interventions
(9.8%). As a percentage of all included studies, the type of response or intervention

This content downloaded from 160.036.144.066 on March 27, 2018 11:25:47 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

Figure 3. Percentage of studies addressing each global environmental change topic (N 5 112). Total exceeds 100%; some articles were classiﬁed with more than one
topic.
654

This content downloaded from 160.036.144.066 on March 27, 2018 11:25:47 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

Figure 4. Percentage of studies conducted in each region of the world (N 5 112).
655

This content downloaded from 160.036.144.066 on March 27, 2018 11:25:47 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).

656

Journal of the Society for Social Work & Research

Winter 2017

examined included clinical treatment or clinical training for practitioners (5.4%);
general service-delivery strategies or practitioner tendencies (10.7%); community, organizational, or government programs (without measurement of change; 8.0%);
community, organizational, or government programs (with measurement of change;
9.8%); public policy (3.6%); and other (0.9%).
Table 2 presents how the classiﬁcation of study focus varies across global environmental change topics of the included studies. Almost all topics correspond with
at least two studies examining consequences or informal response. Studies of either problem scope or causes are limited to the following topics, and only one or
two studies correspond with each topic: hurricanes and typhoons, ﬂooding, energy,
drought, pollution, land use/cover/degradation, water consumption, and agriculture
(water-focused). For formal response or interventions, studies of existing services,
programs, or policies were somewhat spread across topics. Studies of new intervention implementation were limited to hurricanes and typhoons, climate change, energy, other degradation/sustainability topics, and land use/cover/degradation.

Evidence-Informed Practice and Policy Implications
To assess evidence-informed implications, we focus on those studies that examined
a formal response or intervention (38.4%, n 5 43). Key characteristics, a summary of
results, and practice/policy implications identiﬁed by the studies are in Table S2
(available online). Implications fell into one or more of the categories summarized
in Table 3. Implications for mezzo-level or macrolevel practice (i.e., with communities or organizations, or public policymaking) were more numerous than those for
microlevel practice (i.e., direct practice with individuals, families, or groups).
Within mezzo or macro implications, engage with communities and/or use participatory approaches (n 5 14) and target national policies or resources to locally identiﬁed or nontraditional needs (n 5 8) were most frequently recommended. As an example of the
former, Freedman and Bess (2011) recommended that community–university foodsecurity partnerships ground themselves in participatory approaches and democratic decision-making to avoid heavily centralized partnership structures. As an
example of the latter, Alawiyah, Bell, Pyles, and Runnells (2011) concluded from
their post-Hurricane Katrina study that federal disaster policy should incorporate
spiritual and religious needs of survivors.
Within micro implications, the most numerous were improve social worker training (e.g., cultural competence, trauma intervention; n 5 6), use the intervention or tool
tested by the study (n 5 5), and tailor service provision (e.g., socially, culturally; n 5 4).
Studying bushﬁre devastation in Australia, for example, Hickson and Lehmann (2014)
recommended improved training for social workers on disaster-speciﬁc trauma, bereavement, and resource disruption. Plummer, Cain, Fisher, and Bankston (2008)
cautiously recommended use of a psychological ﬁrst-aid intervention for children
following a disaster, if supported by future research. Studying pastoralists and drought
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0
0
1
1
0
0
1
2
2
0
0
0
0
0
0

Hurricanes and typhoons
Climate change
Flooding
Energy
Drought
Pollution
Other (e.g., degradation, sustainability)
Land use, land cover, land degradation
Water consumption
Agriculture (water-focused)
Oceans and coasts
Disasters, general
Bushﬁres
Food security
Agriculture (not water-focused)
Biodiversity

1
0
1
1
0
1
0
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Causes
17
8
7
7
8
4
1
1
5
3
2
0
0
1
1
0

Consequences
15
7
5
2
3
4
2
1
3
1
2
0
0
1
1
0

Informal
Response
10
5
3
1
2
2
1
3
0
3
1
1
2
1
1
1

Existing
5
1
0
3
0
0
1
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

New

Formal Response
or Intervention

Note. Row cell sum may exceed total studies for each topic; some studies were classiﬁed with more than one focus.

Scope

Global Environmental Change Topic

Problem Description

Table 2
Distribution of Study Focus by Global Environmental Change Topic, Number of Studies

4
1
3
0
0
1
5
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0

Other

37
14
13
12
10
9
8
7
7
6
4
2
2
2
2
2

Total
Studies
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Table 3
Categorization of Evidence-Informed Practice and Policy Implications (n 5 43 studies)
Implication Category
Micro level
Improve social worker training (e.g., cultural competence,
trauma intervention)
Use the intervention or tool tested by the study
Tailor service provision (e.g., socially, culturally)
Improve training for non-social-work providers
Consider use of intervention/tool tested by the study with caution
Incorporate environmental issues into practice
Mezzo or macro level
Engage with communities and/or use participatory approaches
Target national policies or resources to locally identiﬁed or
nontraditional needs
Cocreate policies or pursue bottom-up policymaking
Advocate on behalf of vulnerable groups
Use the intervention or tool tested by the study
Plan for disasters proactively
Improve needs assessment (i.e., postdisaster)
Improve service-delivery infrastructure
Transfer social work expertise to other professions
Improve collaboration among government entities
Raise public awareness

Number of Studies

6
5
4
2
1
1
14
8
3
3
2
2
1
1
1
1
1

Note. Some studies were classiﬁed into more than one category.

in rural Kenya, Lesorogol (2009) stressed the importance of tailoring asset-building
interventions to participants’ social and cultural context.
Of note, very few studies of a formal response or intervention conducted rigorous
outcomes-focused research. Only 4 used premeasures and postmeasures of change—
1 of which tested two versions of an intervention—and 1 additional study used propensity matching to retrospectively create a treatment and comparison group. Thus,
these implications are drawn from a limited evidence base of rigorous intervention
research.

Discussion
Social work research on global environmental change has recently accelerated,
with almost half of included studies published after 2010. About one third examined hurricanes and typhoons, and most were conducted in U.S., Canadian, or Asian
contexts. Many studies describe problem consequences or how people cope with
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change. Although more than one third examine a formal response or intervention,
the rigor of outcomes-focused research is lacking, providing limited support for a
social work practice or policy evidence base. Next, we discuss these ﬁndings and identify directions for a social work research agenda that can help mitigate the human
consequences of global environmental change.

Diversify Topics, Timing, and Settings
The increase in social work research on global environmental change is promising.
Prior conceptual articles, calls to action, and attention from social work associations
have likely inﬂuenced this growth. In addition, recent growth seems at least partially related to scholars responding to environmental crises after they have occurred,
such as a surge of research in the U.S. with Hurricane Katrina survivors after 2005,
which may also explain why many studies do not explicitly situate themselves in the
global environmental change ﬁeld despite addressing a relevant topic. These crisisresponse studies are well aligned with the profession’s historical engagement with
disaster research and practice (e.g., Zakour, 1997).
Although postdisaster research should remain an important area of social work
scholarship on global environmental change—crisis triggering events are expected
to increase under changing climatic conditions—scholars should also diversify study
topics beyond these events, and beyond hurricanes and typhoons particularly. There
are many topics that are relatively understudied by social work scholars but that
have great potential to disrupt human health and well-being, such as environmentrelated food security, water consumption, and land-cover change. Also, there are relatively few social work studies of energy, particularly those that examine mitigation
of greenhouse gas emissions. New social work research on how to effectively mobilize communities for energy-related policy action would be timely and could draw
on social work strengths in community organizing, empowerment, and raising public awareness (Dominelli, 2011).
At the same time, scholars should conduct new studies of how to prevent or mitigate consequences before crisis events occur. Although postdisaster research is important and should continue, new social work research is needed that partners with
vulnerable communities in advance of disasters to reduce the likelihood of negative consequences and bolster long-term adaptive capacity. Some global environmental change problems manifest in urgent, visible disasters such as Hurricane Katrina,
but many others unfold more slowly (e.g., the slow violence of climate change) or
in multiple communities and on smaller scales without the attention that national
disasters receive (Nixon, 2011; Willett, 2015).
Global regions that are relatively understudied by social work include Europe,
sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, Central America, and South America. New collaboration among Global North and Global South scholars could help address some
of these gaps, as could allocation of private or public research dollars for Global
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South scholars to conduct research in their own settings, disseminate their work in
more widely indexed journals, or pay for open-access publication fees.

Search for Underlying Causes
Most included studies described the human consequences of global environmental
change or how people cope with these consequences. These studies often called attention to social and economic disparities, fulﬁlling an important social work role
of documenting how problems affect some groups in society more so than others.
Yet, there is now general awareness across many disciplines and sectors that global
environmental change problems disproportionately affect some groups, and that
those with more resources are more likely to suffer less from these problems (e.g.,
Bullard & Wright, 2009; Mearns & Norton, 2010; Miller et al., 2012).
New social work research in this area might continue to highlight disparities,
but studies should also critically investigate the underlying causes of vulnerability
and coping capacity to identify potential intervention strategies. The recommendation for social work research to move in this direction is not unique to the area of
global environmental change. As Brekke (2014, p. 519) described about social work
research broadly, there is a need “to move beyond identifying and describing these
vulnerable populations to understanding the processes and causes that lead to their
emergence and ongoing existence. This will have direct relevance to developing
strategies to prevent or alter these social processes.”

Improve Study Rigor and Advance Evidence-Based Interventions
As new social work studies in global environmental change are designed, their rigor
should be improved. Across all included studies, very few used random sampling
methods, longitudinal designs, or comparison/control conditions. Although such design features may not be suitable for every social work study of global environmental change, investigators should use the most rigorous design feasible and thereby
elevate the quality of new knowledge about global environmental change.
Improved rigor is especially needed for social work intervention research on
global environmental change. Although more than one third of studies examined
a formal response or intervention—a promising proportion—the evidence base for
speciﬁc practice and policy implications from these studies is small due to a lack of
rigorous outcome measurement in most studies and few longitudinal designs. In
part, the weak evidence base is also due to the distribution of relatively few studies
(43) over 16 global environmental change topics.
For implications that were identiﬁed and classiﬁed, even with weak evidence,
the ﬁnding that more studies were at the mezzo level or macrolevel than were
at the microlevel may reﬂect that social work scholars currently engaged in global
environmental change research tend to be community-, organization-, or policy-
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focused. Increased collaboration among scholars across the micro-to-macro spectrum could potentially increase research relevance and generate cross-cutting recommendations. For example, a clinical social work researcher with expertise in
mental health treatment might partner with a community-oriented researcher to
develop and test neighborhood-based strategies to help people cope with the mental health effects of extreme temperatures.
Finally, social work scholars examining global environmental change might increase the rigor and relevance of their work through participation in transdisciplinary and translational science (Gehlert, Hall, & Palinkas, 2017), bringing social
work values and expertise to ambitious teams that intentionally and rigorously pursue the development, testing, and dissemination of new interventions where they
are most needed.

Strengths and Limitations
A strength of our study is its systematic search on the problem of global environmental change using rigorous terms and a priori inclusion criteria. Also, we ﬁll a
gap in this area by focusing exclusively on empirical social work research to assess
what new knowledge social work is creating. Nonetheless, we may not have identiﬁed all publications, such as articles in some disciplinary journals outside of social
work not found by our “social work*” term (ﬁnding all authors afﬁliated with social
work may have been limited) and articles published in smaller journals (inside or
outside of the U.S.) that are not indexed in the databases we searched. Our deliberate focus on peer-reviewed scholarship also omitted gray literature that may otherwise have met the study inclusion criteria. Finally, although publication in English
was not a strict inclusion criteria and we did not restrict our database searches to
English-only publications, it is possible that the selected databases limited which nonEnglish publications they index.

Conclusion
The human consequences of global environmental change are a social-justice and
human-rights issue of growing concern to social work. Creating a social response to
this issue is a grand challenge for the profession to address and is important for the
development of future and current social workers. This scoping review identiﬁed
112 studies of social work research in global environmental change, distributed
among 16 environmental change topics. Recent growth of scholarship in this area
is promising. Scholars should further diversify the topics and global settings they
are studying and proactively engage with populations and systems before disasters
occur. There is a need for intervention research by social work scholars in this area,
with more rigorous methods of outcome measurement. By advancing the evidence
base for interventions, social work research can inform practice and policy strate-
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gies for mitigating the human consequences of global environmental change in
ways that are grounded in social work values and prioritize solutions for and with
the most vulnerable groups.
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