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1. Interoduction

Social work is a helping profession dedicated to enhancing the quality of life of
individuals and communities. Among the essential means of achieving this goal, the
professional relationship occupies a central place, as it enables social workers to
empower clients and facilitate constructive change. Despite its central role, there
remains a notable research gap concerning the components of this relationship from
the perspective of clients, particularly within the Iranian context. Although social
work practitioners are trained in the theoretical principles and values of the
profession, empirical evidence grounded in clients’ lived experiences remains
limited. It is therefore important to conduct context-specific research that is
responsive to Iran’s distinct socio-cultural and institutional setting. This study seeks
to address this gap by exploring clients’ perceptions of the professional relationship,
identifying the attributes they prioritize, and offering insights that may inform and
strengthen professional social work practice.

2. Literature Review

International research on the professional relationship in social work, particularly in
child protection and public service settings, has examined both client and
practitioner perspectives through qualitative methods. In contrast, Iranian research
on this topic from the client’s perspective remains scarce, with most existing studies
focusing on related fields such as psychology and nursing, and often reflecting the
viewpoints of professionals rather than service users. This study addresses that gap
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by examining the professional relationship from the perspective of clients in
women-focused NGOs.

Existing studies suggest that effective professional relationships are built on
elements such as care, support, trust, and active listening (Glaser, 2020). By
contrast, negative experiences such as judgmental or emotionally distant attitudes, as
well as dishonesty, have also been reported (Maiter et al., 2006). In addition,
personal qualities such as empathy and cooperativeness have been linked to ethical
and effective professional conduct (Kiani et al., 2008).

3. Methodology

This study used a qualitative, descriptive-exploratory design, which is particularly
appropriate for examining complex human phenomena such as the professional
relationship in social work, as it allows for an in-depth understanding of clients’
perspectives. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The participants were 20
adult women selected through purposive sampling from five non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) serving women and children, individuals with substance-use
problems, people with chronic illnesses, and families of children with physical
disabilities. Participants ranged in age from 20 to 61 years and were required to have
been in contact with an NGO social worker for at least six months. Data were
collected through in-depth interviews and continued until theoretical saturation was
reached. Exclusion criteria included a period of engagement of less than six months
with a social worker or being a client of a state-run organization.

4. Conclusion

This qualitative study explored the dynamics of the professional relationship in
social work through the lived experiences of clients across five non-governmental
organizations. The findings indicate that client expectations regarding social workers
are multifaceted, deeply interconnected, and can be organized into three primary
themes: individual-relational, ethical, and participative-empowering.

Within the individual-relational theme, clients emphasized the importance of
human qualities, consistently described in terms of “virtuous conduct.” Key
expectations in this domain included professional kindness, patience, perseverance,
positive emotional energy, empathy, active listening, and a sincere commitment to
addressing clients’ felt needs.

Within the ethical theme, clients gave priority to the integrity and authenticity of
the professional relationship. The core expectations identified in their narratives
included strict confidentiality, honesty, a non-judgmental stance, avoidance of
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coercion or threats, rejection of empty promises, and the need for an ethically
managed process of termination.

Within the participative-empowering theme, clients expressed a need for active
inclusion and advocacy. This was reflected in expectations that the social worker
would involve clients in decision-making, communicate transparently, effectively
convey client concerns within the organizational structure, offer hope, and work to
reduce power imbalances within the professional relationship.

Ultimately, the study shows that these factors are not merely supplementary
elements; rather, they function as foundational pillars that shape client motivation
and commitment to the helping process. The participants’ narratives also suggest
that their expectations are closely connected to their level of awareness regarding the
standards and scope of professional social work. In this sense, clients’ understanding
of the profession appears to shape how they define and express their expectations.

Keywords: Social work, Professional Relationship, Clients, Effective Relationship,
Non-Governmental Organizations.
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