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Elusive Relations
A Phenomenology of Interpersonal 
Understanding in Social Work

There seems to be a growing concern among social workers and 
other human care professionals over the current state of professional 
knowledge, as if knowledge is no longer enacted through the actions 
of the professional but manifested mainly elsewhere, including in 
documents, routines, manuals, and data. Yet, when considering the 
phenomenological philosophical movement, around since the early 
20th century, one realizes that the objectification of human experience 
and knowledge in the field by no means constitutes a new issue. The 
elusiveness of our shared human practices, that we seem to have trouble 
reconciling their how with their what, makes such practices particularly 
obscure to initiatives of standardization and technicalization. Perhaps, 
then, it is precisely the elusiveness of doing that we need to clarify in 
order to better understand the conditions of the professional role of 
today.

In four original papers covering the subjects of empathy, stigmatization 
and peer-support, this doctoral thesis explores how phenomenological 
philosophy may contribute to the conceptualization of interpersonal 
understanding in social work practice. Among other things, the thesis 
argues that the phenomenology of interpersonal understanding may 
articulate and value a dimension of uncertainty inherent in professional 
judgment in face-to-face encounters.
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At least some forms of technology seem to insulate – more so than isolate – us 
from others, and in extension, from ourselves. The obvious paradigmatic example 
is the much debated echo chambers of various online forums that while arguably 
bringing like-minded people together, effectively shut out diverging opinions. In a 
social work context, a more fitting example would be the increased use of 
videoconferencing, in the wake of Covid-19. Pascoe (2021, p. 3270) argues that 
the apparent benefits of videoconferencing as a means for interacting with clients, 
such as increased accessibility, have to be weighed against the loss of full bodily 
presence in such encounters. Showing kindness with a gentle touch on someone’s 
shoulder, or speaking up against unfair treatment with the full force of one’s voice 
and posture are things that are only possible to do when two people share the same 
physical space. Yet, adding to Pascoe’s point about how the face-to-face context 
allows social workers to use their bodies as a tool (p. 3282), social workers are not 
tools, but people. The face-to-face may not be conceived of merely as an arena or 
playground for professional expertise. The face-to-face is also a space of absolute 



proximity wherein the professional is potentially put at risk. They are put at risk as 
persons beyond their professional role, who (at least sometimes) are placed in an 
emotionally vulnerable state through their confrontation with the other, and this 
not only in situations of facing (threats of) violence but also, for example, in 
situations of intimacy (cf. Todd, 2004, ch. 3). 

what is important is to 
promote open dialogues among practitioners and researchers where, for example, 
hard-to-capture aspects of practical knowledge and shared practices may be talked 
about as well as cared for (cf. Bornemark, 2021, pp. 68-71). What this thesis adds 
to such discussions is, among other things, that it is not in the absence of an 
objectifying approach towards others that the enactment of interpersonal 
understanding is revealed, but in surplus of and contrast to it. In that sense, our 
taken-for-granted outlook on the world and others – our natural attitude, to use 
Husserl’s phrasing – will remain for us, as well as for phenomenological thought, 
a constant source of inspiration for exploring our sense of togetherness.
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