
THE DEVELOPMENT OF COMPETENCES BY SOCIAL WORKERS 
WORKING WITH YOUNG PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL 

DISABILITY 

Rita Raudeliūnaitė, Vida Gudžinskienė 
Mykolas Romeris University (LITHUANIA) 

Abstract  
The article analyses the development of competences by social workers working with young people 
with intellectual disability at day centres. Problematic questions of the study: What are the motives of 
social workers behind their desire to develop their competences? What methods do social workers 
use to develop their competences? What are the relevant topics regarding the development of 
competences? 

Social workers identified the following motives to develop their competencies: to get acquainted with 
the novelties in their professional field, the desire to acquire special education knowledge and to 
improve their skills when working with persons with intellect disability, to provide quality services, the 
desire to share professional experience, attestation requirements, the promotion and support of their 
administration. Social workers develop their competencies by participating in seminars, supervisions, 
methodological workshops, conferences, round-table discussions, forums organised in their institution 
and outside their institution and through their personal development (the reading of methodological 
literature, the analysis of documents, self-reflection). The relevant themes of the development of 
competencies are related to the provision of assistance to young people with intellectual disability and 
their family members (the preparation of a young man for independent living, the solution to his 
behavioural and psychological problems, intervention methods), and the themes related to the 
personal and professional development of a social worker (self-knowledge, the prevention of 
professional burnout). 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Modern society is inseparable from rapid political, economical, social, cultural changes. The State 
Progress Strategy ”Lithuania 2030”, when stating the national progress programme for 2014–2020 
(2012 [1]), notes that one of the targets of society’s education is the promotion of life-long learning. 
When developing life-long learning idea, the development of competence of the employees of all fields 
becomes an important objective.  

In the context of constant changes, the  permutation and growing complexity of professional life in 
social work, the requirements for employee competence also change. In a changing society, 
problems, the resolution of which require new knowledge and skills, arise, therefore, increasingly 
higher requirements are placed on social workers. A social worker has to have a good professional 
training, skills, a wide range of knowledge, creativity, imagination,  a capacity to act in ever-changing 
situations,  to reflect their activity and the like (Kavaliauskienė, 2005 [2], Dirgėlienė, Kiaunytė, 2005 
[3]). In order to adapt to these changes, the contradictions between increased professional 
requirements and existing professional preparedness are addressed. Competence is not static and 
linked to a specific activity context: it includes knowledge, skills, value orientations, attitudes, 
understanding and experience, which are necessary when realising professional (linked to an acquired 
qualification) and work (linked to a specific workplace) roles  and functions (Mažoniene, Žydžiūnaitė, 
2009 [4]). The development of competences is directly linked to the meeting of the service recipients' 
needs in a better way, the provision of better services to them.  Consequently, the development of 
competence is a life-long process. 

The improvement of qualifications is determined by two key factors: external necessities, i.e. the 
requirements placed by the environment and intrinsic motivation, resolution, conscious perception to 
single-mindedly pursue a career and to plan it by a person himself (Gedvilienė, Laužackas, Tūtlys, 
2010 [5]). Demographic-social changes, information technology development and the like are 
attributable to external factors, which determine the improvement of qualification. Whereas personal 
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motivation, interests and initiative are attributable to subjective factors. Internal or subjective factors 
are determined by targeted career planning; here, personal motivation, interests, initiative, active 
participation in the activity of an organisation, a community and the processes of their change are 
important.  

In recent years, various aspects of the professionalism and the improvement of qualification of social 
workers has been researched by Lithuanian and foreign scientists. The aspects of the preparation of 
social workers and their professional activity (supervision, conflict-resolution skills) have been 
researched by J. Manthorpe et al. (2013 [6]), A. Kadushin, D Harkness, (2014 [7]), M. Baldwin, (2016 
[8]), I. Dirgėlienė, A. Kiaunytė (2005 [3]). Issues of relevance regarding the improvement of 
professional qualification of social workers was analysed by I. Dirgėlienė (2008 [9]). R. Bubnys, I. 
Jocaitė (2011 [10]) analysed the content of the professional activity of social workers. The 
problematicity of professional competences was emphasised by S. Mačiulskytė (2013 [11]). The 
motivation of employees and the strengthening of loyalty, when developing competences, was 
revealed by V. Gražulis, E. Markuckienė (2013 [12]). Hence the studies conducted by the scientists 
are connected to the realities of social workers, who work in different sectors, the development of their 
competences, however, there have not been Lithuanian studies, which analyse the development of 
competences in social workers, who work with young people with intellectual disability in day centres. 
The purpose of the study is to reveal the improvement of competences in social workers, who work 
with young people with intellectual disability in day-care centres. The problematic questions of 
research: What are the motives of social workers behind their desire to improve their competences? 
What methods do social workers use to improve their competences? What are the relevant topics 
regarding the improvement of competences? 

2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Research methods 
Qualitative research type was chosen for the study. According to J.W. Creswell (2009 [13]), the 
purpose of a qualitative study is to research complex phenomena with the properties that are 
characteristic of them and present the meanings and approaches, that were expressed by the 
participants of a study, on a researched phenomenon. In the study, the method of a semi-structured 
interview, which enables to come close to the understanding of human experiences,  designation of 
meanings, the definition of meanings and the construction (explanation) of reality, was used. This 
article overviews the interview questions covered these problematic questions: What are the motives 
of social workers behind their desire to develop their competences? What methods do social workers 
use to develop their competences? What are the relevant topics regarding the development of 
competences? 

The obtained data were analyzed by the content analysis method. Qualitative content analysis was 
carried out in accordance with the inductive, study data based and categories composed logic. 
According to J.W. Creswell (2009 [13]), content analysis is a technique which, having examined the 
specificities of the text, allows, objectively and systematically, to draw reliable conclusions. The 
qualitative content analysis was performed regarding the following sequence (Creswell, 2009 [13]): 
repeated reading of the content of transcript interview texts, distinction of meaning elements in the text 
analysed, grouping of the distinguished meaning elements into categories and sub-categories, 
integration of the categories/sub-categories into the context of the phenomenon analysed and 
description of their analysis. 

2.2 The sample of the research 
Criteria-based sample was used in the study. The informants were chosen according to the following 
criteria:  1) the social workers who have a degree in social work, 2) the social workers who work in day 
care centers with young people with intellectual disability; 3) the social workers whose length of their 
working time in day care centers is at least 3 years.  The study was conducted in the October-
November of 2016. 10 social workers participated in the study. 
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2.3 Ethics of the research 
Personal permission of the informants to take part in the research was sought. The researchers 
obliged themselves to the research participants not to divulge the information related to the 
organisation and the informant. The principles of anonymity, volunteerism and benevolence were 
followed. The social workers were acquainted with the goal of the research, the interview questions, 
and the importance of argumentated reflection on their experience.  

3 ANALYSIS OF RESEARCH RESULTS  

3.1 Social workers’ competence improvement motives 
In order to respond to the changes taking place in society, when providing socio-educational services 
to young people with intellectual disability, social workers must improve their professional competence 
constantly.  During the study, an interest was taken what social workers’ professional competence 
improvement motives are. Having analysed the findings of the study, internal and external motives for 
competence improvement were distinguished (Table 1).  

Table 1.  Social workers’ competence improvement motives 

Category Subcategory Confirming statements 

Internal 
motives 

To get acquainted with 
novelties in the professional 
field 

„the desire to get acquainted with the novelties in the professional 
field “ (D); „a desire to learn about novelties in the regulation of 
services and their provision“ (A) 

To acquire special 
education knowledge and to 
develop  skills needed 
when working with people  
with intellectual disabilities 

„the desire to get acquainted with the novelties in the professional 
field “ (B); „a desire to learn about novelties in the regulation of 
services and their provision“ (F) 

To provide quality services „I want to be a professional in my field and to provide quality 
services“ (G), „in order that I would be able to provide quality 
services to a client, I feel an inner obligation to develop“ (E) 

To share professional 
experience 

„a desire to meet with other people, who perform a similar job, to 
share experience, to check myself“ (J), „when I was sharing my 
professional experience I felt a benefit not only through giving it to 
others, but I also develop myself“ (C) 

Desire to protect 
themselves from 
professional burnout 

„the improvement of qualification contributes to the overcoming of 
burnout syndrome to a large extent (H), „supervisions are 
particularly useful for self-reflection and as a strategy  to overcome 
the burnout syndrome“ (D) 

Need for continuous 
learning, a desire to 
improve, to grow as a 
personality 

„courses are necessary for me as a person“ (A),  „a desire to feel 
personal growth“ (E); „we endeavor to constantly learn, to improve 
ourselves“ (G).  „by reflecting, thinking over my professional activity, 
I grow not only as a professional, but also as a personality“ (I) 

External 
motives 

Regulation for qualification 
improvement 

„there is a need for trainings, because there is a requirement for 
attestation “ (F), „you get a certificate, which is needed for 
attestation“ (B), „you need to get the necessary hours for the 
attestation “ (D) 

Administration’s 
encouragement and 
support 

„the participation is encouraged by the administration“ (A), „the 
director orders trainings for all, there is a team supervision and the 
like “ (H) ,,we attend trainings with our whole staff very often“ (J),  
„the management pays for the courses“ (E), „creative work is 
encouraged and supported, a permission to model socio-
educational process autonomously“ (B), „opportunities for self-
expression, self-realisation are created, my professionalism is 
trusted“ (I) 
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The internal motives of social workers, who work with young people with intellectual disability in day 
centres, for the improvement of competences have to be attributed to their aspiration to get 
acquainted with novelties in their professional field, to acquire special education knowledge and to 
develop  skills while working with people with intellectual disabilities, to provide quality services, to 
share professional experience, a desire to protect themselves from professional burnout and a need 
for continuous learning, a willingness to improve,  to grow as a personality. The scientific research 
(Zuzevičiūtė, et al., 2006 [14]) has shown that an inner disposition of employees themselves to raise 
qualification is extremely important.  

Having analysed the responses of the informants, it became clear that the improvement of 
competences of social workers is generated not only by internal, but external motives as well. External 
motives are traced to the regulation of the improvement of qualification, the requirements for 
attestation. The purpose of the attestation of social workers is to encourage them to improve their 
professional competences, when confirming an existing or acquiring a higher qualification category. A 
description of the procedures for the raising of the  professional qualification of social workers and the 
attestation of social workers of the Republic of Lithuania (2015 [15]) the attestation of social workers is 
defined as a procedure when a level of professional competence of a social worker is assessed in 
accordance with the relevant criteria and a qualification category, which corresponds that level, is 
awarded. Hence, a mandatory attestation of social workers is one more significant prerequisite for the 
improvement of qualification.  

Another equally important prerequisite for the improvement of qualification of a social workers is an 
administration‘s encouragement and support. The social workers stated that individual, group or team 
supervisions assist in resolving professional problems and contribute to the prevention of professional 
burnout. Motivation can also be stimulated by the creation of conditions for the autonomy, self-
expression, self-realisation of social workers in an institution. The scientists (Večkienė, (2010 [16]),  
Juodaitytė, Jablonskienė (2013 [17]), maintain that motivating employees to improve their qualification 
plays a role in the activity effectiveness of an organisation, therefore, the management of an 
organisation should pay greater attention to the encouragement of employees, motivating them to 
learn. Gottfried et al. (2013 [18]) point out that motivation is not a constant state, therefore, employers 
need to maintain the motivation of employees and to stimulate it periodically. According to K. Trakšelis 
(2011 [19]), a learning organisation surpasses others, because such organisation is characterised by a 
favourable microclimate, which enables employees to feel good in an organisation, to participate in its 
management, to make decisions autonomously. In a learning organisation,  there is a more effective 
communication between a head of the organisation and employees, therefore, decisions are delivered 
in a more efficient manner. In addition, learning takes place at all levels of the organisation, as well as 
all organisation is unified in the pursuit of a joint objective and the creation of an organisation‘s culture.  

3.2 Methods of competence improvement 
Constant improvement of competences of social workers is an important factor for a successful 
professional activity, which enables them to introduce social work innovations in their practice, to work 
creatively and successfully. Social workers improve their qualification by combining various forms of 
learning. During the study, an interest was taken how the social workers improve their competences. 
When analyzing the findings, two categories stood out: the participation in qualification raising courses 
organised in an institution and outside the institution and personal development (Table 2).         
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Table 2.  Methods of competence improvement 

Category Subcategory Confirming statements 

Participation in 
qualification raising 
courses organised 
in an institution and 
outside the 
institution 

Lectures, 
seminars 

„I raise my qualification through lectures, seminars“ (D), „I 
participate in seminars organised in the centre and partner 
organisations“(A) 

Methodological 
trainings 

„methodological trainings in the institution, for example, the 
conducting of open activities and their observation“(B), „ mastering 
and introducing innovative methods in the centre “(H), „lecturers 
practitioners conduct methodological trainings “(G) 

Educational 
projects 

„We do various educational projects together with schools, 
municipality etc.“ (C), „projects to introduce innovative methods in 
practice “ (E) 

Conferences „we participate in various conferences “ (J), „we organise 
conferences, produce reports“ (B) 

Supervisions „ I participate in individual and team supervisions“ (I), „ I participate 
in a group supervision“ (F)    

Personal 
development 

Informal learning „ the reading of methodological literature“(B), „by reading 
professional literature“(D), „ by reading literature related to my 
work“(A), „we read methodological materials“ (I) 

Self-reflection „I analyse my professional activity“(C), „I write a diary to analyse my 
activity “(E) 

The social workers stated that they improve their competences by participating in lectures and 
seminars organised in a day centre and other institutions.  During methodological trainings, social 
workers conduct and observe open activities, master the methodology of an innovative work with 
young people with intellectual disability, discuss complicated cases, the realities of their professional 
field. The informants pointed out that educational projects are one of the means to improve 
competence, during which not only new knowledge and skills are acquired, but an acquired 
professional experience is also shared. The social workers improve competences by participating in 
international and national scientific and scientific-practical conferences. It should be pointed out that 
social workers go beyond merely listening to reports, but also organise scientific-practical conferences 
themselves, prepare and deliver reports during them. The social workers participate in individual, 
group, team supervisions. People, whose profession is linked to taking care of others, including social 
workers, frequently, over a period of time, exhaust the resources of their positive emotions, experience 
stress and have difficulty overcoming its consequences. Therefore, while reflecting their professional 
experience during supervisions, assessing their professional activity, they envisage their lines of the 
improvement of their professional activity and thus increase their professional competence. According 
to V. Zuzevičiūtė and M. Teresevičienė (2007 [20]), the development of critical awareness through 
critical reflection encompasses the analysis of experience and stimulates the attainment of new skills 
and knowledge, the development of new roles and relationships with the environment and increase 
self-awareness and self-trust. Participation in supervisions assists social workers in increasing their 
motivation, avoiding the disappointment with their profession and burnout.  

The study has shown that social workers improve their competences through personal development 
as well. They read methodological literature linked to their work, in which they can find responses to 
the questions which are of relevance to them, in order that they would be able to satisfy the needs of 
people with disabilities in a better way. The informants stated that they practice self-reflection as a 
means to improve their competence. Self-reflection empowers individuals to relive their experiences, 
to analyse them and to discover new relationships, values, ideas, to comprehend their past in another 
way and to be able to foresee improvement guidelines (Motiečienė, Naujanienė, 2011 [21], Karvinen-
Niinikoski, 2009 [22]), which determines the making of adequate decisions in the professional activity 
of a social worker (Toros, Medar, 2015 [23], Fidder, Marienau, 2008 [24]). Reflection is space to take a 
fresh look at professional identity, and it opens opportunities to create suitable prerequisites for the 
effectiveness and quality of services (Frick, Carl, Beets, 2010 [25]). It should be pointed out that 
personal development as a conscious and purposefully managed, by a person himself, cognition 
process, which is focused on a comprehensive personal development, is important to becoming of a 
mature personality. Social workers develop as personalities and as professionals through the means 
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of informal learning, self-awareness, self-monitoring, self-analysis, self-control and personal 
development. A. Monkevičius (2010 [26]) notes that learning assists people in strengthening a postive 
attitude towards himself, promoting self-esteem and trust in their own strength.  

3.3 Competence improvement themes which are of relevance to social 
workers working with with young people with intellectual disability 

The improvement of competences in social workers is affected not only by their internal and external 
motivation, the methods of competence improvement, but it is especially important what competence 
improvement themes are offered. During the study, the informants were inquired what competence 
improvement themes have the greatest relevance to them. Having analysed the responses of the 
examinees, two groups of competence improvement themes, which were of relevance to social 
workers working with young people with intellectual disability, were distinguished: themes linked to the 
provision of assistance to young people with intellectual disability and their families, themes linked to 
personal and professional development of a social workers (Table 3). 

Table 3.  Competence improvement themes which are of relevance to social workers working  
with young people with intellectual disability 

Category Subcategory Confirming statements 

Themes, related 
to the provision 
of assistance to 
young people 
with intellectual 
disability and 
their families 

Preparation of a 
young person for 
independent living 

”The development of independence in young people: the improvement 
of personal, social skills...“ (H), “themes are related to the preparation 
of young people for independent living...” (E), „the cooperation with 
the family in the process of a young person’s empowerment“ (C) 

Solution of 
psychological and 
behavioural 
problems in a 
young person 

“...means to address psychological problems... a social worker must 
be a psychologist as well... young people often want to unload what is 
on their hearts, they ask for advice, however, I am not always able to 
advise or know what to do in one or another instance...” (A), 
“Aggressive behaviour of young people, activity motivation...” (B), 
“Work with young people with behavioural and emotional disorders... 
the management of aggressive behaviour as well...” (G), “…I am 
interested in psychological themes... tools to manage anger...” (C), 
“…the promotion of positive behaviour, anger management“ (F), 
„Sexuality education, means of problem-solving“ (J) 

Intervention 
methods  

“Conflict and crisis management” (D), “How to work with aggressive 
clients” (I), “the use of different therapies in social work would be 
relevant and useful” (H), “How to work with family” (E) 

Themes related 
to personal and 
professional 
development of 
a social worker 

Self-knowledge „psychological lectures on self-knowledge are relevant“ (A), „ self-
knowledge “ (G) 

Prevention of 
professional 
burnout 

“overcoming and managing stress“ (B), „about positive thinking, 
burnout syndrome,  self- motivation” (E) 

The study found what themes related to the provision of assistance to young people with intellectual 
disability and their families are of relevance to the social workers, who participated in the research. 
 The informants stated that themes related to the preparation of young people for independent living 
are important to them: how to develop their personal and social skills, how to cooperate with their 
family during the process of a young person’s empowerment. The social workers would like trainings 
on the solution of behavioural and psychological problems in young people (the methods of conflict 
and aggressive behaviour resolution and their management, work with young people with behavioural 
and emotional disorders, the promotion of their positive behaviour, sexuality education, problem 
resolution, activity motivation).  To social workers working with young people with intellectual disability 
in day centres, trainings on the application of intervention methods when working with young people 
and their families are of relevance. According to T. Jovaiša (2012 [27]), the most effective is the 
improvement of qualification, which is related to the use of competences in the practical activity, i.e. 
practical experience.  

The study revealed that the social workers would like not only competence improvement themes 
related to the provision of assistance to a young person with intellectual disability and his family, but 
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also trainings related to their own personal and professional development. The themes of self-
knowledge and the prevention of professional burnout (overcoming and managing stress, positive 
thinking, self-motivation) are of particular relevance. Similar tendencies were revealed by other studies 
(Gudžinskienė, Raudeliūnaitė, 2016 [28], Gudžinskienė, Raudeliūnaitė, 2017 [29]) showing that 
psychological themes related to the prevention of professional burnout and its overcoming at work, 
work with persons with behavioral problems, the empowerment of persons with a disability, 
cooperation with their family are of particular relevance to social workers. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The improvement of competences in social workers, who work with young people with intellectual 
disability in day centres, is determined by internal and external motives. Internal motives are related to 
the  aspiration of social workers to get acquainted with novelties in their professional field, to acquire 
special education knowledge and to improve  skills when working persons with intellectual disabilities, 
to provide quality services, to share their professional experience, a desire to protect themselves from 
professional burnout and the need for continuous learning, a desire to develop,  to grow as a 
personality. External motives are associated with the regulation of qualification improvement, 
attestation requirements, an administration‘s encouragement to improve profesional competences. 

The social workers improve their competences by participating in lectures, seminars,  methodological 
trainings, educational projects, conferences and supervisions organised in day-care centres and other 
institutions.  The social workers also improve their competences through personal development: they 
read methodological literature related to their  work, practice self-reflection.  

The study revealed that themes related to the provision of assistance to young people with intellectual 
disability and their families are of relevance  to social workers working with young people with 
intellectual disability in day-care centres: the preparation of a young person for independent living, the 
resolution of their behavioural and psychological problems, intervention methods. To social workers, it 
is relevant to improve their personal competence and to develop professionally as well. Qualification 
improvement events on self-knowledge and the prevention of professional burnout are of relevance to 
them.  
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