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THE NUMBER AND DISTRIBUTION OF SOCIAL 
WORKERS IN THE UNITED STATES 

Ralph G. Hur/in, Director, Department of Statistics, 
Russell Sage Foundation, New York City 

f: 1930, for the first time, the federal census of occupations 
included in its classmcation a separate category for social 
workers. This should be a source of satisfaction to the 

members of this group, for it will add definitely to its prestige. 
Since the figures thus made available will be widely used to indi­
cate the probable size of the group, it is one purpose of this paper 
to afford some commentary on their quality. A second purpose 
is to present data derived from this first country-wide enumera­
tion concerning the relative number of social workers in differ­
ent parts of the country in comparison with other professional or 
near-professional groups. 

I. QUALITY OF THE CENSUS FIGURES 

Credit is due to the American Association of Social Workers 
for convincing the Bureau of the Census of the practicability of 
recognizing social workers as a distinct occupational group. It al­
so deserves credit for taking two measures which without doubt 
materially improved the quality of the enumeration. First, with 
the assistance of a special committee, a detailed list of types of 
social-work organizations and of social-work positions in these 
organizations was prepared for the Census Bureau. The sched­
ules collected in a local census of social-work positions in 1929 
by the cw York City chapter of the Association, which re­
corded by title some 4,500 social workers, were combed for this 
purpose. From this list the Census Bureau selected 76 titles 
representing social work for inclusion in the Index of Occupa­
tions which was used in classifying the 48,829,920 gainful work­
ers found by enumerators in 1930.' 

"Cbusifird lndrx of Ouupa1ion1, r511t Ctnsus of tlu Uniud Slaks (1930)1 p. 190. 



The Association's second step was to inform social workers 
throughout the country of the manner in which the occupation 
data would be collected, and of the importance of having the cor­
rect occupation returned for each social worker. To this end 
forms were distributed to social agencies which individual social 
workers might fill in and leave at their residences for the census 
enumerators. When filled in, these forms showed the worker's 
name, place of employment, and title of position. They also 
bore in print the information that the position was a social­
work position. 

This preparation, plus the fact that in editing the occupation 
returns the Census Bureau had the services of a research worker 
with experience in the social-work fidd, increases confidence in 
the census figures for social workers. The Bureau's definition, 
however, docs not include all positions which might be included 
in social work, since other occupation categories claim some 
positions commonly regarded as within the fidd. The census 
figures for "social and welfare workers" must, therefore, be rec­
ognized as definitely omitting certain parts of the total social­
work group, as explained bdow. Moreover, all the occupation 
figures must be accepted as considerably less than exact, because 
of the obvious difficulty of obtaining an accurate record of oc­
cupations in a quick population census in which untrained enu­
merators collect a wide variety of information in hurried inter­
views with one person in each household. Despite these diffi­
culties, the occupation data can in general be accepted as suffi­
ciently accurate to be highly useful at least, and examination 
docs not reveal ground for believing that the attempted enumer­
ation was less successful for social workers than for most occu­
pations. 

The occupation categories most likely to contain social work­
ers in both the 1920 and the 1930 censuses are as shown in 
Table I. The figures show the total number of persons in these 
categories. The category " trained nurses," is not listed here, 
although it includes public health nurses, whose work is closdy 
rdated to, if not part of, social work. The ational Organiza-
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tion for Public Health Nursing recorded 11,171 full-time gradu­
ate nurses employed in public health nursing in 1924, and 15,865 
in 1931. 

The intended content of the category "social and wdfare 
workers" may be indicated by the following adaptation of the 

TABLE I 
1910 

Religious, charity and 
welfare workcn... . .. . 41,078 

Kccpcn or charitable 
and penal institutions.. 12,884 

Probation and truant 
offic:cn..... . .. . ... . . . . 2,679 

19}0 

Social and welfare workers . JI ,241 
Religious workcni: . . . . . . . . . 31 , 290 
Keepers or charitable 

and penal institutions. . . I 5,020 
Probation and truant 

officers............. 4,2.70 
County agents, farm 

demonstrators, etc. . . . . . 5, 597 

list of titles falling under this heading in the Census Bureau's 
1930 Index of Occupations: 
Any cluirilllilt or flit/fart 11rtncy: agent, boys' or girls' worker, case consultant, 

case supervisor, case worker, cottage assistant, court worker, department 
supe:n;sor or director, district supervisor, employment sccrctary, execu­
tive scaetary, field worker, general scaetary, health woskcr, home finder, 
house father, house mother, inspector, investigator, personnel sup:rvisor or 
worker, placement secretary, registrar, research worker, social worker, su­
pervisor, visitor, vocational advisor. 

Any Catl,olit or Jr.DiJI, charita/Jlt or totlfartagtnty: case worker, executive sec-
retary, soci2.l worker. 

Any d1ildrtn's insliluJion: matron, superintendent. 
CM/Jrm's aid society : agent. 
,f,ry !,,alt!, agency: executive secretary, field worker, T .B. worker. 
Hospiul, tlinic or disptnsary: case worker, social worker, medical social 

worker. 
Rtd Cross: secretary, agent, case worker, worker. 
Any social stllltment: headworker, settlement worker. 
Boy StouJs or Girl Scr,uls: executive, director, scout master. 
Boys' or Girls' du6: secretary. 
Community antn-: director. 
Community dusl: manager or official. 
Any court: investigator, juvenile court referee. 
Playground: director, supervisor, instructor, play leader, playground v.orkcr. 
Rtcrtalion or summtr camp: camp director or manager. 
Travelers' Aid worker, visiting teacher, director Americanization work, com­

munity service worker, psychiatric social worker, recreation director or 
leader, welfare manager, welfare worker. 
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Although there arc some omissions, this list includes most of 
the positions which arc commonly thought of as belonging in 
social work. But there arc also several positions, such as play­
ground workers, camp directors, or even scout masters, the in­
clusion of which occasions some doubt. Fortunately these are 
occupations in which relatively few persons will have been re­
corded.' 

How many social workers in 1930 were classified !n the other 
categories cannot be ascertained, but the qucstioi'l deserves some 
attention. The Census Bureau intentionally retains in the 
group "religious workers" certain social-work positions in reli­
gious organizations. The following ti tics under this heading will 
embrace many genuine social-work positions: Y.M.C.A. and 
Y.W.C.A., any official; Y.M.H.A. and Y.W.H.A., any official; 
Salvation Army, any official; any church organization, visitor; 
sister, charity worker; Little Sister of the Poor. 

According to the census ruling, all members of the religious 
sisterhoods who were identified as such by enumerators and 
who were reported as gainfully occupied were classilied as reli­
gious workers, unless they were idcn tified also as school-teach­
ers, music-teachers, or nurses. It seems probable that few mem­
bers of the sisterhoods are included in the figures for social and 
welfare workers, since in view of the instructions it is unlikely 
that enumerators would return many as social workers without 
identifying them also as sisters. Yet a large portion of Cath­
olic social work is performed by sisters, an increasing number of 
whom have had special tTaining for the work. Rev. Dr. John 
O'Grady has roi;_ghly estimated for me that as many as 8,000 
sisters may be regularly employed in Roman Catholic social­
work agencies and institutions and that perhaps three-fourths 
are in what may be regarded as social-work positions. A good 
many social workers employed by institutional churches and 
other church organizations may also have been classified as reli-

1 With a good many persons these a.re supplementary occupations, held during part 
of the year or regularly part-time. Such persons by the ceruus rule a.re classi6cd a.ccord­
ing to their principal occupations. 



gious rather than social or welfare workers. Thus, all told, a 
very considerable number of social workers employed under re­
ligious auspices may be comprised in the 31,290 religious work­
ers enumerated in 1 930. 

It seems probable that the category "keepers of charit:ible 
and penal institutions" does not include a very large number of 
social workers, inasmuch as the heads of all children's institu­
tions except day nurseries are classified as social or welfare work­
ers. Were not the superintendents of day nurseries included 
here, the category might properly be termed "keepers of char­
itable and penal institutions for adults." It includes the ward­
ens and other officers (but not guards) of jails and prisons, alms­
house keepers, overseers of the poor, proprietors or superintend­
ents of hospitals and dispensaries, and the heads of other benev­
olent institutions or homes for adults. 

The category "probation and truant officers" is comprised 
chiefly of probation and parole officers, who are usually regard­
ed as belonging in social work. The National Probation Associa­
tion recorded 3,955 regularly appointed probation officers in 
1931, and since there are probably several hundred each of pa­
role and truant officers, the census figure, 4,270, for this cate­
gory in 1930 seems somewhat too small. 

Among "county agents, farm demonstrators, etc.," the census 
includes an important group of rural social workers. They are 
the county agents working with rural boys' and girls' clubs and 
the home demonstration agents employed in the agricultural 
extension services conducted jointly by the federal Department 
of Agriculture and the state agricultural colleges. They account 
for perhaps 2,000 of the 5,597 persons in this census group. 

Walter M. West, in his estimate of the total number of social 
workers in the latest issue of the Social Worlc Year Boole, has 
added to the 31,241 persons classified as social and welfare 
workers by the Census Bureau all of the 4,270 probation and 
truant officers and 500 keepers of charitable and penal institu­
tions, making "a grand total of approximately 36,000." ' This 

J Soci11/ lPork Yt'Dr Book (1933), p. 34· 



figure docs not include public health nurses as social workers, 
and it makes no allowance for social workers classified by the 
census as religious workers or as county agents and farm demon­
strators. The allowance for social workers among keepers of 
charitable and penal institutions seems too small. Perhaps a 
small deduction should be made for school-attendance officers 
among the "probation and truant officers," as well as for camp 
directors and playground workers in the social--work category. 
But social workers under religious auspices and in the agricul­
tural extension service should be added, so that I should esti­
mate the total number of social wokers in 1930 as at least 
40,000, and perhaps 42,500, without including the 15,000 or 
16,000 public health nurses. Of this total, perhaps a quarter arc 
men. The number docs not include volunteers in social work. 
It would be larger in 1933 because of the large increase in the 
staffs of relief agencies. 

It may be noted in passing that the census figures for the two 
groups "social and welfare workers" and "probation and truant 
officers" in Massachusetts in 1930 total 2,071, wherea.• a com­
mittee of the Boston chapter of the American Association of 
Social Workers counted only 1,775 social workers in the state in 
February, 1932.• The Boston committee regarded its figure as 
accounting for more than 90 per cent of "those reasonably en­
titled to be included as social workers." If allowance is made for 
possible incompleteness of 10 per cent, the committee's total 
for the state would be 1,970 in 1932, but there was undoubtedly 
increase in the number of social-work positions between 1930 
and 1932. 

The census of tlie New York City chapter of tlie Association 
gave 4,502 as tlie approximate number of full-time social-work 
positions in ew York City and Westchester County in 1929.• 
The census of occupations figures are not available for cou.:ities, 

• A c~nsus of Social IYorlc Positions in Massacliuulls (1911), p. 6. Pamphlet pub­
lished by the chapter. 

s An Approximatr Count of Social Worlt: Positions;,, NnD Yark City and fYuuhulrr 
CounlJ (1909), p. 3. Pamphlet publish,d by the chapter. 
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but the number of "social and wdfarc workers" and "probation 
and truant officers" for New York City in 1930 is 4,016, and 
that for Yonkers, which includes a fourth of the population of 
Westchester County, is 115. Allowance for the rest of West­
chester County would give a figure for these two census groups 
very close to the number of social-work positions counted by the 
New York chapter committee. This comparison proves too 
much, perhaps, since there are many reasons why the two fig­
ures should not be expected to agree closely. In addition to· 
those already outlined, all persons holding social-work positions 
in cw York City do not live either within the city or in West­
chester county. Yet the comparison tends to confirm the opin­
ion that the census occupation figures arc valuable approximate 
data for the social-work group as defined by the Census Bureau. 
They should, of course, be used only in the light of the de.finition 
indicated by the controlling Index of Occupations. 

IJ. SOCIAL WORKERS IN RELATIOS TO OTHER 

PROFESSIONAL CROUPS 

The remaining portion of this paper presents briefly several 
quantitative comparisons of social workers with other profes­
sional or near-professional groups. In Figure I a roughly esti­
mated curve indicating the growth of the social-work group is 
compared with growth curves of other groups derived directly 
from the census of occupations figures. A curve for the total 
population of the United States is also included. The slopes of 
the curves are proportional to the respective rates of growth, 
and it is apparent that the social-work group, if its curve is at 
all accurate, has been undergoing rdativdy rapid expansion. 
In this diagram the figures for social workers are intended to 
represent all social workers, and for 1930 the foregoing estimate 
of over 40,exx> is used. 

In Table 11 eighteen occupational groups are compared with 
respect to their size in 1930, using the census of occupations 
figures. In this and in the following tables, the figures for social 
workers are those for the restricted census category "social and 
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FIG. 1.--Growth curves of various professional xfflce groupa, 1870"" 
1930. The: ratio scale is u.xd and the curves, therefore, illustrate compar­
ative rates of growth. Actual numbers for the occupation groups may be 
read from the scale at the right. The acale for the total population, how­
ever, is not shown. 
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welfare workers" only. Table II also gives the rate of each 
group per 1,000 of the total population. Social workers, whether 
the full estimate or the count for the one census category is used, 
are among the smaller groups. Trained nurses are eight or ten 
times, and dentists something like twice as numerous. But so­
cial workers are more numerous than architects and librarians. 

TABLE II 

S1z£ or VA_uous Pa.onss10N"AL oa. N o .~r1.or£"1oxA.L 

G1.0UPS J'!C THE Ul'UTED STATES IN 1930 

(Census of Occupations Figures) 

Gn,up 

Sc.hool-tcachcn . .. . 
Trained nunes . .. . 
Technical cnginttn . . 
Musicians .. ...... ........ . 
Lawyers and judges ... . ... . 
Physicia.ns .. .... . 
Clergymen . . ... . .......... . 
I>entists . . . ............. . 
College teachers . ....... . .. . 
Artists . . . .. . .. . . . ........ . 
Journal ists.... . . . . 
Chemists and mctdlurgists .. 
Acton ................... . 
Religious workrn . .. . ..... . . 
Social and welfare workers .. . 
Librarians .... . . 
Architects ... . . 
Authors ....... .. .... .. ... . 

Total Number 

r ,o.w,016 
'19,4 , 189 
226,>49 
165,128 
16o,6o5 
I 5J,8oJ 
148 ,848 
71,055 
61,905 
57 ,,65 
51,844 
47,o68 
37,993 
JI ,>9" 
JI ,l-41 
'29,613 
1-2.,000 

,i,+49 

Pa- 1,000 
Populatioa 

8.54 
2 .40 
1.84 
1.35 
I.JI 

1.:25 
l.'11 

. 58 

.50 
••7 
. . fl 
.38 
.J I 
.26 
.26 
·'< 
. 18 
. 10 

It is commonly recognized that social work is primarily a 
city caJling, and it is of interest, therefore, to compare its rela­
tive distribution in urban and rural areas. Since the Census 
Bureau has not published detailed occupation figures for cities 
of less than 100,000 population or for rural areas, it is necessary 
to compare cities of over 100,000 population with the rest of 
the country. Table III gives the comparison for nine profession­
al or near-professional groups. The final column contains an 
index of the concentration in large cities for each group, which 
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is merely the rate per 1,000 population in the large cities divided 
by the rate for the remainder of the country. Among these par-

TABLE III 

INDEX or Co!fCurnATIO!f IN' LA.1.0£ C1nEs 

S1111•1:• •~ 
f .000 PoPULATIO• 

t.oa 
Gaour CitiaO<ttt .... , !Atli.ituJ 

of 
.,,e, 

P~iic,o Cououy 
(A) ( 8 ) 

Clergymen . .. . .. .......... . . .98 1.29 . 8 
School-teachers . .. .. . ; . '18 9 .0'! .8 
PhysicianJ ........... ....•... t. jS .. .,. 1.7 
Llbrarians ...... . ....... .• .. . -35 .w 1.8 
Technical cngin~n .. .. .. ... . '1 . 7'1 1.48 1. 8 
Dentists . ......... . .. . .. ... . . 86 .45 1.9 
l..awycn ........ . ..... - .... . 2.03 1.01 '1 .0 

Tr.1.jncd nurxs ............ . 3 9' •-n ' ·' Social and welfare work.en . . . . . 50 • I 5 3-3 

TABLE IV 

G EOCllAPHlC 0 JFF£a.EYCES IS' THE F1.EQ "ESCV or N 1sE Pa.oFESSIONAL 01. 

Nu1.-Pa.or~ss1os-AL G1.ou,s 1s Cm u or ovEa. 100,0'X) Po,uunos 

SUKau. ru 1,.000 Poruunos nr Mm1.ur Cm 

G1:ocLU'■1c.u. Aau 
ubn- ~ 1 o..-1 = - IPb,.;. lf,m<d'sc....t. UW• Engi-
riant j e.~ "j tilu 1 umcn c ian1 7,n ·- Nurses !T!~ch-

New England, 13 cities . . .. .. .46 
1 

•• 6 , .67 I ·9 ... 1.3 '! . O • . 9 j 8 .8 
Middle Atl:intic, 18 cities ... .18 .40 .71 1.0 1.5 1.6 , .• 3 .8 , 8 .3 
East Nonh Central, 19 cities . .41 I .39 .68

1

1.0 ... ... 2.7 3-3 7-3 
\Vest North Central, 9 cities .. .40 1 · fl I .o8 I .J 1.9 'l .4 1 .6 5.0 , 8 .6 
South Atlantic, 9 cities .. . . .'l j .41 1.64 1.6 I .8 'l .J 3 .0 3 .7 ; .7 
South Ccntr.tl, 14 cities ...... _,. -35 .6; 1.7 1.8 1.9 1 2.4 3 -4 8 .0 
Mounta..in .and P.acific, 1 r cities . 5J .46 1. 18 I . 'l l .0 , .6 3 -9 4. 8 , 8..7 

Tota.I, 93 cities• .. .. . . .. . -34 1 .40 I .71 I I.I 1.7 1.8 1 , .6 3 .9 1 8 . 1 

• Tbf: numbers per 1.r,oopopulatioa in thi1line are mediam for the 9] citin.. TI!eydiffu.,.,._hat fn,m 
the r,atioa few citia of OTU 1cx,.ooo populatM>f'I iii Table III, which are cocnpvted from allf'CPte 6pm and 
are, therefore, ilifluenad more by the larv:r duo the , mailer eitin.. 

ticular occupational groups, the urban concentration is much 
the highest for social workers. Clergymen and school-teachers 
are relatively less numerous in the large cities than in the rest of 
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the country. Lawyers and nurses are twice, and social workers 
over three times as numerous in the large cities. 

Table IV concerns the geographical differences in the distribu­
tion of these nine occupational groups in the large cities only. 
For each group, rates per 1,oc,o population were computed for 
each of the 93 cities in the United States having over 100,oc,o 

population. The median of these city rates for each group was 
then found for each geographical division with the result~ shown 
in the table. The table suggests a tendency to geographical uni­
formity in the distribution of each group, but there are inter­
esting variations. Clergymen, physicians, and lawyers, for ex­
ample, tend to be less frequent relative to population in the 
cities of the three northeastern sections. Den tis ts are excep­
tionally frequent in West 'orth Central and Mountain and 
Pacific cities. The extent to which professional workers are con­
centrated in the larger cities varies somewhat in different parts 
of the United States, and this has some, although not large, in­
fluence on this comparison. 
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