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The concept of ‘reflexivity’ has become increasingly significant in social work literature in relation to social work
education, theory and practice. However, our reading of the literature indicates that there is a lack of clarity about
the concept in terms of who is being exhorted to be ‘reflexive’, when and how. This article addresses these
questions through a critical review of social work literature since the 1990s that discusses the concept of
‘reflexivity’. Based on critical literature review, we have separated different meanings of reflexivity into three
categories that we have described as variations as follows:

The first variation regards reflexivity as an individual’s considered response to an immediate context and making
choices for further direction. This variation is concerned with the ability of individuals to process information and
create knowledge to guide life choices, and has implications for both the role of social workers and the
relationships between social workers and clients.

The second variation defines reflexivity as a critical approach to professional practice that questions how
lknowledge is generated and, further, how relations of power influence the processes of knowledge generation.
Reflexivity in the second variation ‘implies that health and welfare practitioners subject their own knowledge
claims and practices to analysis. In other words, knowledge is not simply a resource to deploy in practice. It is a
[topic worthy of scrutiny (Taylor and White, 2000, p. 198).

The third variation is aligned to the second variation in that it is based on a critical awareness of the factors that
influence knowledge creation. What it adds is the acknowledgement of the dynamic relationship between thoughts
and feelings: how thoughts can influence feelings and vice versa (Mills and Kleinmann, 1988). Insight may be

gained by reflecting on why we might have a particular emotional response to a situation.
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