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My research was a qualitative study of the language used by 
social service organizations for children and families in the city of 
Kalamazoo, Michigan.  In total nine organizations with 16 interviews 
were conducted with employees and volunteers working at different 
position levels within the organizational structure.  Interviews were 
recorded and the language used by each interviewee was noted and 
applied to Michel Foucault's theories on power.  By applying power 
theories to the language of the social service sector, this study aims 
to bring forth ways language can be a powerful tool in both positive 
and negative ways.

The population studied was family and children social service 
workers in Kalamazoo, Michigan from a wide range of 
organizations. Each organization, while having their own specific 
goals to reach, served children and families having some emotional 
or psychological issue, either with one individual or within the entire 
family. For the sample data, please see Table 1-1.

The name and personal information of all interviewees were 
kept confidential.  This was done to protect the employee and to 
allow a safe place for honest communication.  The interviews were 
recorded and transcribed to ensure the exact language was captured 
to be analyzed.

The world of social services is generally not thought of as one 
with a great deal of power.  Employees are not among the highest 
paid, and work long hours focusing on sensitive and often disturbing 
issues. Yet social service organizations hold more power than one 
initially recognizes. This project was an examination of the power 
within the social services system and how that power is exercised.  It 
explores the multiple disciplines of professions included in the social 
services system, and analyzes the power they have by looking at the 
organizations as institutions and dissecting the language used by 
those who work or volunteer for them.  Language was chosen as the 
way to identify power because it is used constantly and can often go 
unnoticed because of the currently established ideas in society. Table 1-1: Sample Interviewee Data

Name Organization Position 
"Joe" Catholic Family Services: The Ark Program Supervisor 

"Erin" Family Court: Child Abuse and Neglect, 
Juvenile Delinquency Unit Assistant Prosecuting Attorney 

"Sue" N/A Director of Community Investment 

"Chuck" Family and Children's Services: FACT 
Program Home-based Therapist 

"Valerie" Court Appointed Special Advocate Program 
(CASA) Director of CASA 

"Will" Office of the Prosecuting Attorney The Prosecuting Attorney of 
Kalamazoo 

"Frank" Southwest Michigan Children's Trauma 
Assessment Center (CTAC) Executive Director 

"Elizabeth" Family Court: Child Support Unit Assistant Prosecuting Attorney 

"Ally" Court Appointed Special Advocate Program 
(CASA) CASA Volunteer 

"Diane" Family and Children's Services: Respit and 
CLST Program Supervisor 

"Sarah" Community Healing Center Clinical Director

"Lucy" Kalamazoo County Child Abuse and Neglect 
Council  (KCAN) Executive Director 

"Kali" Family and Children's Services: CLST 
Program Clinician 

"Peggy" Children's Advocacy Center (CAC) Therapist, Crime Victim Advocate, 
and Forensic interviewer 

"Brad" Family Court: Child Abuse and Neglect, 
Juvenile Assistant Prosecuting Attorney 

"Martin" Family Court Presiding Judge of the Family Court 

Many patterns of language use were found from interviews.  Below are three key patterns show the role of 
power via language.

1) We: All interviewees showed a personal identification with their organization as seen through the use of we.  
This use of we, us, our, etc. is important to note because its use shows the agency that plays into the power of 
an organization. The different kinds of organizations are vital to understanding collective language, as there are 
various power structures that become encompassed the language used.  For example, a pattern was found 
between the use of we by non-profit and smaller organizations compared to those involved with the court 
system.  With the non-profits and smaller organizations, we was used to show a direct relationship with the 
organization and its work.  With the courts, we was more malleable, and the subject of we could shift.

2) Client vs. Consumer: Two words were found to be used for the people using the services of the 
organizations interviewed.  One was client the other, consumer. Three interviewees chose to use the word 
consumer while all others used client.  These two words hold similar, but also very distinct definitions 
especially in regards to power (see Figure 1-1).  Depending on the use of these words and the context, ideas of 
power emerge via stereotypes, socioeconomic views, and the boundaries established by a work environment.  
Though it may seem simple, these variations in language hold a substantial amount of influence incorporated 
into the job of the interviewees.

3) Mission Statements: Mission statements provide a summary of what an organization aims to accomplish.  
The language embedded in mission statements is meticulously chosen by the writers and layered with 
information.  A pattern can be observed in the mission statements between the different organizations. 
Organizations who provide counseling services and work directly with people are more straight forward.  
Those in the areas of law provided less concrete definitions of their missions, often citing stories or legal 
policies to clarify.

.
Language is a system by which change can be enacted and 

power can be wielded.  When this power is applied to specific 
groups, such as children and families in difficult situations it can 
affect in psychological and sociological aspects for the people 
involved.  By better grasping the link between language and small 
issues, like neglect due to job instability, larger issues that plague 
families in lower socioeconomic brackets such as poor education and 
high crime can be understood.  My goal of this research was to 
understand how power in language can cause negative associations 
in order to find a constructive and beneficial use of language in the 
social services system.  

By taking the results found and applying them a more 
sustainable method of counseling, the ripple effect centralized within 
the social services sector can be prevented from spreading into other 
social problems.
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cli·ent  [klahy-uh nt]                
noun

1) a person or group that uses the 
professional advice or services

2) anyone under the patronage of 
another; a dependent.

con·sum·er  [kuh n-soo-mer] noun
1) one who buys a product or 

service for personal use

Figure 1-1: Source Oxford English Dictionary
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