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Abstract 
The rapid development of artificial intelligence (AI) 

and its integration into the field of social protection 

creates new realities and significant challenges for 

the social work profession. Historically, 

technological changes have influenced the design and 

implementation of the humanistic-social sciences, 

whether they approach this issue positively or with 

reservations. For example, the use of computers 

initially faced considerable resistance; however, it is 

now difficult to question their utility. This article 

examines the ethical dilemmas and deontological 

challenges arising from the use of AI systems in 

social work. Through the analysis of literature and 

theoretical approaches in the field, issues such as 

privacy protection, the potential biases software can 

adopt, human autonomy, and professional 

responsibility are explored. The article focuses on a 

framework of deontological guidelines for the ethical 

approach to AI in social work while simultaneously 

preserving the fundamental values of the profession. 

Keywords: social work, artificial intelligence, 

ethics, deontology, human rights 

 

I. Introduction 
Social work, as a humanistic profession 

based on the values of social justice, human dignity, 

and human rights (International Federation of Social 

Workers [IFSW], 2014), faces a new reality shaped 

by the development of artificial intelligence 

(Gillingham & Graham, 2017). The utilization of AI 

systems in social protection agencies, from the 

automation of assessment processes to the use of 

chatbots for providing initial support, creates new 

possibilities but also significant ethical challenges 

(Madden et al., 2019). Machine learning systems, 

natural language processing, and predictive analytics 

offer valuable potential for improved decision-

making, increased efficiency, and better resource 

utilization (Trewin, 2018). However, their 

application in the sensitive sphere of social work 

highlights significant issues concerning the 

protection of citizens' rights, the transparency of 

processes, and the preservation of the human 

dimension in social interventions (Reamer, 2018, 

2023). The fundamental prioritization of needs 

following their assessment and their connection to 

available solutions constitutes an essential structural 

element of social workers' practice (Vindas, 2025). 

Determining the boundaries of this process compared 

to the utilization of artificial intelligence leads to the 

emergence of many questions. This article aims at the 

systematic analysis of the ethical dilemmas arising 

from the use of AI in social work and at formulating 

a framework of deontological principles that will 

strive to ensure the ethical and responsible utilization 

of these technologies in professional practice. 

 

Definition and Applications of Artificial 

Intelligence in Social Work 

Artificial intelligence is defined as "a 

system's ability to correctly interpret external data, to 

learn from such data, and to use those learnings to 

achieve specific goals and tasks through flexible 

adaptation" (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2019, p. 15). Within 

the context of social work intervention, AI 

applications can include Risk Assessment Systems: 

Algorithms that assess the probability of child abuse 

or recidivism of delinquent behavior (Chouldechova 

et al., 2018). Automated Application Processing: 

Systems that process applications for social programs 

and determine eligibility (Henman & Marston, 2008). 

Predictive Analytics: Models that predict future 

needs and risks at a population level (Keddell, 2019). 

Digital Assistants and Chatbots: Systems that provide 

initial support and information to service users 

(Bickmore et al., 2018). 

 

Deontological Framework of Social Work and 

Artificial Intelligence 

Social work is based on a strong 

deontological framework that includes fundamental 

values such as: Human Dignity and equal 

participation in society, recognition of the unique 

value of every human being, social justice, promotion 

of equality and the fair distribution of resources in an 
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organized society, equal rights and protection of 

human rights, integrity, honesty, transparency, and 

accountability in professional intervention, 

continuous development of professional skills 

(IFSW, 2018). These values form the basis for the 

interconnection with the offerings of artificial 

intelligence and the principles of social work 

(Tambe, Rice, 2018). For the analysis of the ethical 

dilemmas arising from the use of AI, this article 

focuses on three main ethical approaches: 

Deontological Ethics (Kant): Focuses on the inherent 

ethical value of actions, regardless of their 

consequences (Floridi et al., 2018). Consequentialist 

Ethics (Mill): Evaluates morality based on outcomes 

and the "greatest good for the greatest number" 

(Russell, 2019). Ethics of Care (Gilligan): 

Emphasizes relationships, compassion, and care as 

fundamental ethical values (Vallor, 2016). 

 

Ethical Issues in the Use of AI in Social Work 

 

Privacy Protection and Confidentiality 

The protection of privacy is a fundamental 

principle of social work (NASW, 2021). AI systems 

focus on and utilize large quantities of personal data 

for their programming, creating significant risks for 

the privacy protection of service users (Zuboff, 2019, 

Coudannes et al, 2025). The main dilemmas concern 

the collection and processing of sensitive personal 

data without explicit consent, the retention of data 

beyond the initial purpose of collection, the risk of 

data breaches and unauthorized access, and the 

difficulty in ensuring anonymity in small 

communities. Susskind (2018) emphasizes that 

privacy protection is not merely a technical issue, but 

a fundamental human right that must be safeguarded 

in all phases of the design and implementation of AI 

systems. 

 

Risk of AI Systems Adopting Bias and 

Discrimination 

AI systems can reproduce and enhance 

existing social biases, leading to discriminatory 

treatment of vulnerable groups (O'Neil, 2016). In 

social work practice, this can have devastating 

consequences for individuals and families. Indicative 

examples can be mentioned, such as biased training 

data where historically used data reflecting past 

discriminatory practices are adopted (Barocas & 

Selbst, 2016), design biases such as the unconscious 

biases of developers that are embedded in algorithms 

(Noble, 2018), and data representativeness, i.e., the 

under-representation of certain groups in the 

programming data (Buolamwini & Gebru, 2018). 

Research has shown that risk assessment systems in 

child protection display different rates of false 

positives among racial groups (Chouldechova, 2017), 

raising serious questions about justice and equality in 

the provision of social services. In other words, one 

can refer to the example of the Roma community and 

the rest of the community regarding the criteria of a 

deficient child support environment. 

 

Human Autonomy and Self-Determination 

The principle of self-determination is a 

cornerstone of social work, recognizing the right of 

individuals to make decisions about their own lives 

(Dolgoff et al., 2012). The use of AI systems can 

restrict this autonomy in various ways. From this 

perspective, restrictions on autonomy in decision-

making can be mentioned, i.e., systems that make 

decisions without human intervention (Pasquale, 

2015). Additionally, a lack of transparency is noted. 

Reference can be made to algorithmic "black boxes" 

that do not allow understanding of the decision-

making process (Burrell, 2016). Also, more 

generally, a framework of limited options is 

identified where standardized approaches do not take 

individualized circumstances into account (Eubanks, 

2018). Gillingham (2019) argues that excessive 

reliance on automated systems can lead to 

"technological paternalism," where decisions are 

made for service users without their participation. 

 

Professional Responsibility 

The integration of AI into social work 

creates new challenges regarding professional 

responsibility and accountability (Taylor, 2017). Key 

questions can include issues of responsibility 

distribution. For example, who is responsible when 

an AI system makes the wrong decision, as well as 

issues of professional judgment freedom. That is, 

how professional judgment is maintained in an 

automated environment. Furthermore, the issue of 

continuous training can be mentioned, where the 

question arises as to what knowledge and skills social 

workers need to improve. Additionally, the issue of 

supervision and control exists. How is appropriate 

oversight of AI systems ensured? Reamer (2018) 

suggests that social workers must develop 

"technological literacy" to be able to effectively 

evaluate and supervise the use of AI in their practice. 

A digital divide into equality exists. The integration 

of AI into social services may exacerbate the digital 

divide, creating new forms of social exclusion 

(Robinson et al., 2015). Vulnerable groups who lack 

access to technology or do not possess the necessary 

digital skills may be excluded from essential services 

(Hodgson et al, 2022). Factors of digital exclusion 

can be related to economic constraints, or 
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geographical constraints (rural – remote areas), age 

and reduced technological skills, language barriers, 

disability, and accessibility. 

 

Deontological Challenges 

The principle of informed consent from the 

service user becomes particularly complex within the 

context of AI (Winfield & Jirotka, 2018). It is 

necessary for service users to understand and 

participate in the decision-making process. 

Particularly important points are how their personal 

data will be used, how the systems that affect their 

lives operate, what their rights are regarding 

automated decisions, and how they can challenge 

decisions or generally disagree (Nuwasiima et al, 

2021). Maintaining human oversight is a critical 

element for the ethical use of AI (Diakopoulos, 

2016). This can include some minimal levels of 

human control: Human-in-the-loop, human 

intervention in every decision; Human-on-the-loop, 

human supervision and possibility of intervention; 

Human-out-of-the-loop, fully automated decisions 

(creates significant reservations for social work). 

 

Framework of Deontological Guidelines 

 

Fundamental Principles 

Based on the analysis of ethical dilemmas, 

the literature refers to a framework of fundamental 

principles for the ethical use of AI in social work. In 

this framework, the principles that are necessary to 

frame the issue can be mentioned. For example: 

Principle of Human-Centricity: All AI systems are 

required to be designed and implemented with the 

aim of serving human needs and promoting human 

well-being (Floridi et al., 2018). Principle of 

Transparency and Explainability: AI systems must be 

understandable and explainable to professionals and 

service users (Guidotti et al., 2018). Principle of 

Justice and Non-discrimination: Strong mechanisms 

are required for the prevention and detection of 

algorithmic bias (Mehrabi et al., 2021). Principle of 

Privacy and Data Protection: The protection of 

personal data needs to be integrated from the design 

stage (privacy by design) (Cavoukian, 2009). 

Principle of Human Oversight: It is important to 

maintain substantial human oversight in all critical 

decisions (Floridi et al., 2018). Principle of 

Accountability: Clear mechanisms of accountability 

and responsibility for the use of AI systems are 

required (Wachter et al., 2017). Principle of 

Sustainability: The development and use of AI 

systems must consider long-term social and 

environmental impacts (Strubell et al., 2019). 

 

Indicative Guidelines 

Some noteworthy guidelines can be 

highlighted in the stages of design, implementation, 

and finally after the application of interventions that 

use artificial intelligence. Specifically, during design, 

i.e., Pre-Implementation, an assessment of ethical 

impacts can be conducted, through conducting an 

evaluation before implementation, with the 

participation of stakeholders. The inclusion of service 

users in the design is essential. Furthermore, non-

technological alternative solutions can be sought by 

non-technological solutions. During Implementation, 

gradual implementation with pilot programs and 

phased expansion can be done. Continuous 

monitoring with regular checks for biases and errors 

and a process of staff training in the use and 

limitations of artificial intelligence. Post-

Implementation, it is necessary to conduct an 

evaluation of results with an organized systematic 

evaluation of effectiveness and impacts. 

Additionally, user feedback is important with the 

collection and integration of information and 

feedback from users and adjustments and 

improvements according to the information provided 

by empirical data. 

 

Institutional Requirements 

Every organization using AI in social work 

is required to have an interdisciplinary ethics 

committee with clear approval procedures and 

mechanisms for reporting and investigating 

problems. Furthermore, continuous monitoring 

regarding compliance with national legislation on 

personal data protection is needed. 

 

Examples - Case Studies 

 

Case A: Child Abuse Risk Assessment System 

Description: A municipality introduced an AI 

system for assessing child abuse reports, which 

categorizes cases as high, medium, or low risk. The 

emerging ethical dilemmas focus on the system 

showing higher rates of categorization as "high risk" 

for families from minority groups. Social workers did 

not understand how the system reached its decisions, 

and parents felt judged by an algorithm rather than a 

specialist. In this sense, the adaptation but also the 

control of the algorithm with data that has been 

checked for biases is important. As well as the 

development of specific models that highlight the 

decision factors in combination with the control and 

the final decision resting with the social worker. 

 

Case B: Mental Health Chatbot 
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Description: A community mental health service 

introduced a chatbot to provide initial support and 

information outside operating hours. The emerging 

ethical dilemmas focus on the risk of misdiagnosis or 

incorrect advice, how one recognizes and manages 

suicide crises, how the confidentiality of 

conversations is ensured, and finally how socio-

cultural specificities are considered. Potential risk 

management may include the clear definition of the 

system's limitations, immediate referral to human 

specialists in critical situations, encryption and secure 

data management by specialized staff, and 

continuous training in culturally sensitive data. 

 

Educational Actions and Capacity Development 

The integration of AI into social work 

requires the development of new competencies (Chan 

& Holosko, 2016), such as understanding basic 

principles of managing AI systems combined with 

training in cultivating the ability to assess the 

reliability of these systems. Continuous investigation 

is required into recognizing the ethical dilemmas that 

may arise from the use of AI and, on the second level, 

developing skills for managing conflicts between 

technology and professional values. The 

development of critical thinking and questioning 

results when required are key points in the 

professionalism of social workers. In this context, the 

ability to identify potential biases and errors and, 

more generally, to combine technological tools with 

professional judgment is essential. 

The preparation of future Social Work 

professionals, as well as the continuous training of 

those already in practice, is a prerequisite for 

addressing the challenges of the digital age. In 

undergraduate programs, this means creating 

specialized courses dedicated to the ethics of 

technology, training students in the practical 

application of AI systems in simulated environments 

and promoting interdisciplinary courses in 

collaboration with technical departments such as 

computer science. At the postgraduate level, 

emphasis must be placed on specialization in 

technologies that directly serve social action, on 

conducting research programs that evaluate the 

impact of these systems, and on developing 

administrative capacities for guiding organizations 

through periods of technological transition. In 

parallel, continuous professional development must 

be strengthened through the organization of regular 

seminars and workshops, the provision of 

certifications that confirm the ethical and effective 

use of technology, and the creation of communities 

of practice where professionals can exchange 

experiences and challenges. 

The orientation of future research can cover 

three basic levels. The first is empirical research, 

which will measure the real-world effectiveness of AI 

systems in actual intervention contexts, analyze their 

impacts on the end users of services, and compare 

different implementation approaches. The second 

level concerns methodological research, which will 

deal with the development of practical tools for 

professionals, such as ethical impact assessment 

tools, objective metrics for checking algorithmic 

justice, and new methods for identifying and 

correcting systematic biases. Finally, the theoretical 

level of research should focus on the development of 

comprehensive ethical frameworks, the creation of 

theories that explain how technology redefines social 

practice, and the philosophical investigation of the 

human-machine relationship in the sensitive sphere 

of human service. To achieve this research agenda, 

interdisciplinary collaboration between social 

workers, computer science specialists, legal experts, 

and, primarily, the service users themselves is 

crucial. This collaboration should have an 

international dimension, with the creation of 

networks for the exchange of best practices, the 

conduct of comparative studies, and the promotion of 

common international standards. 

At the policy level, changes must be 

structural. At the governmental level, it is a 

fundamental necessity to create a specific legislative 

framework that regulates the use of AI in the field of 

social services, to establish the citizen's right to 

transparency and explanation of algorithmic 

decisions concerning them, and to provide for the 

establishment of independent supervisory authorities. 

In parallel, public funding must be directed towards 

research on ethical AI, training programs, and the 

development of appropriate tools. Professional 

associations have a duty to update their codes of 

ethics, to implement certificates of competence, and 

to create monitoring systems for new risks. 

Educational institutions, in turn, bear the 

responsibility of modernizing study programs and 

promoting interdisciplinary collaboration. Finally, in 

the workplace, every social protection agency must 

develop internal policies on technology use, train all 

its staff, and establish mechanisms for the continuous 

evaluation and improvement of the technological 

solutions implemented. 

 

II. Conclusions 
The integration of artificial intelligence into 

social work represents one of the most significant 

challenges and opportunities facing the profession in 

the 21st century. Although artificial intelligence 

offers potential for improved efficiency, accuracy, 
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and accessibility of services, it simultaneously raises 

fundamental questions about the values, principles, 

and identity of social work. The main challenges lie 

in the areas of privacy protection, algorithmic bias, 

human autonomy, and professional responsibility. 

These challenges are not merely technical problems 

that can be solved with better algorithms, but 

fundamental ethical dilemmas that require careful 

thought and collective action. The proposed 

framework of deontological guidelines provides a 

basis for the ethical integration of technology, but its 

success depends on the active participation of all 

stakeholders: professionals, researchers, educational 

institutions, policy makers, and, crucially, the service 

users themselves. In this context, the ethical 

dilemmas of AI are not static problems that can be 

solved once but evolving challenges that require 

continuous attention and adaptation. Also, service 

users must be participants in the design, 

implementation, and evaluation of systems and not 

merely passive recipients. For these reasons, 

collaboration between social workers, computer 

science specialists, and legal entities is a prerequisite. 

Technology needs to serve the values of social work, 

not the other way around. This means that some 

technological solutions may be rejected if they are 

not compatible with the fundamental principles of the 

profession. The future relationship between artificial 

intelligence and social work will be shaped by the 

decisions made on a systematic basis. If the 

professional community approaches AI with 

skepticism but also an open mind, if it invests in 

education and capacity development, and if it 

maintains human values at the center of technological 

solutions, then technology can become a powerful 

tool for promoting social justice and human well-

being. Conversely, if it is adopted blindly, without 

sufficient consideration of its ethical implications, it 

risks undermining the fundamental values of social 

work and intensifying the social inequalities that the 

profession seeks to mitigate. After all, social work 

has a long history of adapting to social, technological, 

and political changes, while simultaneously 

maintaining commitment to the fundamental values 

of social justice and human dignity. The challenge of 

AI is no different from previous challenges, but it 

requires new skills, new knowledge, and new forms 

of collaboration. The future of social work in the age 

of AI will not be determined by technology but by the 

choices made by professionals, educators, 

researchers, and policy makers. If these choices are 

guided by the values of social work and the 

commitment to promoting human well-being, then AI 

can become an ally in the struggle for a more just and 

inclusive world. 
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