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READ THIS FIRST! 
 

 
This is not a typical textbook or collection of course material to be 
used in conjunction with a textbook.  You are also required to watch 
some online lectures and to use other material posted on Blackboard 
or access other websites to read material that is relevant to this 
course.  You may be able to skate (barely) through this class by not 
doing so, but you will eventually regret missing the opportunity to 
learn real-world skills that will immediately benefit you in your career. 
 
There are three themes or threads that relate to everything covered 
in this course.  They are: 
 

1. Professionalism 
2. The Standard of Care 
3. Effective Communication 

 
You are required to memorize and know how to apply the attributes of 
professionalism in all that you do in your professional lives. 
 
You are required to memorize and apply the ordinary and professional 
standards of care. 
 
You may think you know how to be an effective communicator.  Most 
of you aren’t good writers and are even poorer public speakers.  
Effective communication also requires good listening skills.  We can’t 
teach you effective writing, speaking, and listening skills in ten weeks.  
We can only model them for you as well as we can.  Those of you 
whose writing skills are deficient are at a severe disadvantage on the 
exams.  We urge you to seek appropriate help. 
 
This new edition of the course book renders the previous version 
obsolete.  All the homework assignments are new and based on the 
new course book.  The new course book is being sold only in electronic 
form for two reasons:  The first reason is to keep the cost low for you.  
All proceeds go to the department, not to the faculty who created this 
course book.  The second reason is to keep the course book 
completely current from quarter to quarter.   This means the course 
book is yours to keep (and well you should) as a reference work. It 
has no resale value.  
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Chapter 1: Project Delivery and Selection 

By William A. Kitch 

Main Ideas: 

How do major projects actually get designed, created, and 

delivered to the client or user? How are the designers and the 

fabricators or builders selected? What is the role of the design 

professional in this process?  

In order to answer the last question we must first address 

the preceding two questions. The way the project delivery is 

structured defines the playing field on which the design 

professional will play. 

  The selection process lays down the rules of the game. 

Without understanding the playing field and the rules of the 

game, you will be a spectator in the stands rather than a player 

on the field. The goal of this article is provide structure and 

language to describe the different ways projects are delivered 

and designers and constructors are selected. In truth there are a 

myriad of methods for both delivery and selection and many 

different terms used to label the various methods. 

In this article we will develop a simple but useful model for 

delivery and selection. We will also build a common language for 

describing the methods. As you start your professional career, 

you will run into different models and different terms for project 

delivery and selection; but if we do a good job in this article, you 

will have a solid base to understand all the variations and flavors 

that currently exist in practice.  
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Project Phases  

Whatever the project, a bridge, a home, a video game 

console, or a golf course, the project begins with an idea or a 

need perceived by the user. It is a long road from the user’s first 

perception of a need, to the delivery of the final project. 

Delivering major projects is a process that can take years or 

even decades. There are many steps in the process and many 

different persons involved.  

Nobody ever woke up in the morning and said “Hey, I 

think I’d like to build a 27,000 square foot warehouse today,” 

and then went and hired a contractor to build the warehouse. 

Most users are not design professionals and are therefore not 

able to determine the best way to meet the need they have 

identified. The users’ initial statement of need is often very 

simple:  

• We need to reduce congestion on the 10 freeway 

between the 57 and the 605. 

• We need a warehouse that will meet our business 

demands for the next 15 years.  

• I want a larger house.  

It is not possible to go from identification of a need directly 

to building a solution unless the need is so simple and common 

that solutions already exist and can be bought off the shelf. If 

you have a very simple need such as storage for a lawnmower, 

then you can buy a prefabricated storage shed and erect it in 

your backyard. 
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However, for needs even slightly more complex than this, 

there are several steps between identifying the need and 

building the solution. For any significant project it is not possible 

to go directly from need to solution.  

What, then, is the first step after identification of a need? 

Many people would answer design. This may sound like a 

reasonable Society approach; identify your need, design a 

solution, and then you’re ready to build the solution.  

However, this is usually a recipe for an expensive solution 

that doesn’t really meet the user’s need. To understand why one 

cannot jump directly from a need to design, imagine you are an 

architectural & engineering designer and a user comes to you 

and says “We need a warehouse that will meet our business 

demands for the next 15 years.” Would you immediately start 

designing the structure? Would your staff start sizing the beams 

and columns, designing the façade, and lay out the parking lot?  

No! And why not? Because you still don’t have the input 

needed to start designing. You don’t know how big the 

warehouse needs to be. You don’t know if it needs office space 

and if so how much. You don’t know the user’s aesthetic 

requirements. Will they be happy with a tilt-up structure or do 

they want something more architecturally pleasing? Do they 

want to pay for a facility that will last for 75 years or are they 

happy to use it for 20 years and move on when it needs major 

repair or refurbishment? How many trucks will need to be loaded 

at one time? How much parking is needed?  

To put it another way, the designer cannot start designing 

until she has the specific requirements for the design. In this 
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example, the required square footage, amount of truck traffic, 

material to be stored, aesthetic requirements, and expected life 

span are all required before design can start.  

So there is a step between identifying the need and 

starting design. We will call that step planning. We can now 

define the four phases that every project will go through: 

Planning, Design, Construction, and Use (or Occupancy).  

Traditionally, in the construction industry these phases 

have been accomplished in a simple linear process as shown in 

Figure 1.1a.  

Planning  

The initial phase of project delivery is the planning phase. 

The objectives of this phase are to turn the user’s identified need 

into a clearly defined set of requirements, develop a program 

cost estimate, and identify funding resources. The first two 

objectives, requirements definition and program cost estimation, 

normally require the services of engineers.  

Continuing with our warehouse example, the requirements 

definition would start by gathering data about the project. The 

designer would need to determine the square footage required 

for the warehouse. This information would come from the 

business records of the company and industry estimate of the 

amount of storage space required for the material being stored.  

The user’s operations requirements would dictate the 

number of loading docks required, as well as the required 

parking spaces. A preliminary site investigation may be required 
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to determine whether the structure can be built on a shallow 

foundation or if it will require a deep foundation.  

The goal at this point is to gather all information needed 

to develop a general scope for the project and identify the major 

cost items.  

Once the general scope is determined (square foot- age of 

warehouse, office, parking requirements) the designer can 

develop options for the user. Options may include different sites, 

different sizes, or different quality of facilities. For each option, a 

program cost must be developed. The program cost is essentially 

a budgetary cost. It is generally based on historic construction 

cost data and broad measures of the project scope such as 

square feet of warehouse space, square feet of pavement, or 

linear feet of sidewalk.  

The purpose of the program cost is to provide enough 

financial information to allow the owner to evaluate alternatives 

and to budget funds for the project. Program level cost 

estimates should include total project costs, including 

construction management, permitting, and other non-

construction costs. 

Generally, program costs are satisfactory if they are within 

20 to 30 percent of the final project costs. Once options have 

been developed with program costs, the user is able to make a 

business decision about the best approach to meeting the 

identified need.  

In our warehouse example, the user may end up having to 

choose between two sites. The first may be close to her current 



6 Project Delivery and Selection 
 

location, thus providing low operational costs, but may provide a 

limited area with no expansion capability. The alternative site 

may be further away with lower construction costs and 

expansion capability, but have increased operational costs due to 

the distance from her current operations.  

For both options the designer should provide the scope and 

cost data needed for the user to evaluate and select between the 

options.  

The planning phase is complete when the user has 

identified a general scope of the project, defined the design 

requirements, determined the overall expected project costs, 

and identified potential funding sources.  

There are many roles for design professionals to play 

during the planning phase. Designers and planners are needed 

to translate the user’s need into specific design requirements, to 

develop cost estimates, and to evaluate the alternatives. Some 

users, such as large utility companies, or state departments of 

transportation, may have the in-house engineering capability to 

complete the planning function. Other users, such as retail sales 

companies or small municipalities, may have to contract for the 

needed engineering and planning services.  

Design  

When the project scope and the design requirements are 

set, project design can start. The objective of the design phase is 

to develop the plans and specifications needed to build the 

project. The level of design detail needed will depend on the 

project delivery method.  
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The traditional linear system shown in Figure 1.1a 

generally requires a complete set of detailed plans and 

specifications. The complete plans and specs as well as a 

construction cost estimate are needed before proceeding to the 

construction phase. In the fast track process, shown in Figure 

1.1b, it is often possible to reduce the level of detail required 

during design. This can provide a significant cost savings to the 

users. The differences between the linear and fast track 

processes will be discussed further in the section on Project 

Delivery Methods. 

The design phase is, perhaps, the area most often 

associated with design professionals. This certainly is the phase 

of the project requiring the most extensive use of design skills 

and personnel. The breadth of design skills needed will vary 

greatly with type of project. 

 An industrial project, such as our warehouse example, will 

require relatively few architectural skills and mostly engineering 

skills. The design of an upscale office park, in contrast, may 

require much more architectural design. Meanwhile, subdivision 

design makes extensive use of urban planners, civil and 

transportation engineers, and little architectural design.  
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Construction  

The vast majority of work done during construction is the 

actual craft and trade work required to physically complete the 

project. However there is significant use of design professionals 

in this phase. The project designers will complete all of the 

design engineering work needed to prepare the final plans and 

specifications.  

However, there is still much design work needed beyond 

what is included in the plans and specifications. 

For example, temporary structures required only for 

construction such as false work or shoring must be designed. 

Construction contractors often require design services to prepare 

alternative specifications or to develop specific construction 

techniques. There is extensive communication between the 

designer and constructor during this phase. It is common for the 

Planning Design Construction Occupancy a) Traditional 
Linear Process 

b) Fast Track 
Process 

Planning 

Design 

Construction 

Occupancy 

Idea Solution 

Figure 1.1: Project Phasing 
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designer to have a resident engineer on site at the construction 

project.  

The role of this resident engineer is to communicate 

between the construction contractor and the designer. The 

resident engineer provides the designer and owner information 

about the progress of construction and provides the construction 

contractor with interpretations of the plans and specifications 

from the designer. Another function required during the 

construction phase is construction management. This role is 

often filled by an engineer.  

Occupancy  

While some may think there is little role for the engineer 

during the occupancy phase this is not true. The amount of 

engineering services needed during occupancy will vary 

significantly with the type of project, but in nearly all cases there 

is a significant role for engineering.  

Facility or maintenance engineering is required during the 

life of most projects in order to keep the project or facility in 

good operating order and to minimize the life cycle costs of 

owning the facility. This is true of roads, bridges, utility systems, 

and buildings. 

During the initial occupancy there is a lot of 

communication amongst the designer, the constructor, and the 

facility or maintenance engineer. The maintenance staff may 

require training to properly operate mechanical and electrical 

systems. Preventative maintenance programs must be 

developed often with the input of the designers.  
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There will often be discrepancies between the design 

specifications and the operational capabilities. It normally 

requires engineering analysis to determine if the discrepancies 

are due to design deficiencies or construction problems.  

It is useful to distinguish among the planning, design, 

construction, and occupancy phase, but it is often difficult to 

draw clear boundaries between them. Properly completing each 

phase requires a mix of skills, but engineering and design skills 

are required in all phases of project delivery.  

Project Delivery Methods  

As discussed earlier, the project delivery process requires 

many different skills including finance, costing, designing, 

engineering and planning. Each phase of the process has distinct 

goals and requires a special mix of skills.  

In all cases it requires a team or teams of people to 

complete a project. How these teams are selected, organized, 

and managed has significant impacts on how the project will 

proceed. We will use the term “delivery method” to describe the 

combination of contract organization and contractor selection 

that creates the organization of teams responsible for planning, 

designing, constructing, and delivering a project.  

There are two critical variables that determine the type of 

delivery method. These are the contract structure (number of 

contracts) and the process used to select designers and 

constructors. 
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By evaluating these two variables we are able to classify 

the most common delivery methods.  

Contract Structure  

Usually, the user or project owner will have to contract for 

both the design and construction services needed to complete a 

project. In some cases an owner may have in-house design 

resources.  

For example, Caltrans has extensive design capability and 

performs design services for many (but not all) of their projects 

with in-house resources. In most cases the owner is contracting 

for both design and construction services.  

There are two basic ways to organize the contracts. In the 

traditional method, the owner lets two separate contracts: one 

for design services and one for project construction. This 

contract structure is shown in Figure 1.2a. The designer 

completes the design and provides complete plans and specs for 

the project.  

This structure gives the owner the most control over the 

design process but provides the least amount of collaboration 

between the designer and the constructor. In the design-build 

process, the owner lets a single contract for both design and 

construction services. This contract structure is shown in Figure 

1.2b.  

This structure provides for the best collaboration between 

designer and constructor and has the potential for reducing both 
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total time and cost of the project. However, this method gives 

the owner the least control over the process.  

Selection Methods  

There are many different methods for selecting design and 

construction services. However, most of these methods can be 

classified into one of three categories: low bid, best value, and 

qualification based selection. 

1. Low Bid  

The distinguishing characteristic of the low bid selection 

process is that selection is based strictly on price. There are 

different ways to specify the price. The price may be lump sum, 

a single price for all services, or it may be based on unit pricing. 

In unit pricing, rather than specifying the total cost of a project, 

the price is divided into areas and payment for each area is 

based on the unit prices.  

For example, base course placement may be priced in 

cubic feet of in-place compacted base course; painting may be 

priced in square feet of walls painted. Regardless of how the 

price is structured, this selection process is based solely on 

price.  

2. Best Value  

The distinguishing characteristics of the best value process 

are that the selection is made using both costs and some 

measure of the qualifications or quality of services provided by 

the bidder.  
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Since it is not possible to put a monetary value on the 

qualifications of the bidders, this method uses some sort of 

weighting system to evaluate both qualifications and price.  

The weight systems used vary greatly. Although there is 

no standard weighting system, a typical best value method is 

called the two step or two envelope method. In this method 

bidders provide separate qualifications and cost proposals. The 

qualifications are evaluated first by the owner and each 

competing firm is given a score based on the firm’s 

qualifications. 

Next the cost proposals are evaluated. The owner then 

uses the cost proposal and the qualification rating to determine 

which firm is the best value to the owner. Conceptually, this 

method gives the owner the ability to pay more for a higher 

quality firm. 

However, because it isn’t possible to put an exact cost on a 

given level of quality, it is difficult to determine and defend the 

tradeoff between cost and quality. 

3. Qualifications Based Selection 

(QBS)  

The distinguishing characteristic of the QBS process is that 

cost is not a selection criterion. In this process the selection is 

based solely on the bidders’ qualifications. The price is 

negotiated after the selection is made. The process follows these 

general steps:  
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1. Owner defines general scope of work and 

publishes a request for qualifications.  

2. Interested firms prepare proposals listing their 

qualifications, similar projects completed, and 

approach to the proposed project.  

3. Owner evaluates qualifications submitted and 

selects the most qualified firm. 

4. Owner and selected firm jointly define scope and 

cost of project. This is where the price/cost tradeoffs 

are made.  

5. Once cost and scope are agreed upon, a contract 

for the project is signed.  

6. If owner and selected firm are unable to agree 

upon cost and scope, owner moves on to next best 

qualified bidder and attempts to negotiate cost and 

scope.  

 

 

Owner 

General 
Contractor 
Responsible for 
performance 

A & E Firm 
Responsible for 
design 

Owner 

Design-Build Firm 
Responsible for design and 
performance 

a) Separate contracts b) Single contract 

Figure 1.2: Contract Structures 
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Defining Costs  

What does a project cost? The answer to this question 

depends a lot on how you ask the question and to whom. In 

order to be able to compare apples with apples, we must have a 

common definition of costs.  

We will use the following definition from the Georgia State 

Financing and Investment Commission (1991).  

The total construction cost (TCC) is the sum of: 

• Construction Cost of Work: Material and labor 

required to build the project  

• General Conditions: Non material and labor costs 

such as permitting, leases for site offices and staging 

areas etc.  

• Contractor’s Fee: Contractor’s profit  

The design fees are the total cost paid for the design of the 

project. The total design and construction cost (TDCC) is the 

sum of: 

• Total construction costs  

• Design fees  

Total Project Cost (TPC) is the sum of: 

• Total construction costs (TCC)  

• Design fees  

• Balance of project costs: Costs such as construction 

management fees, cost of capital, owner’s in-house 

management costs, etc.  
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When comparing costs it is critical to understand if a 

particular cost quote is the TCC, TDCC, or TPC.  

Ultimately, the cost that should concern the owner is the 

total cost of ownership (TCO) of a facility. This cost is the sum of 

the TPC plus all the operations and maintenance (O&M) costs 

incurred over the life of the facility. O&M costs far exceed TPC. 

O&M costs often make up 80% or more of the TCO. The O&M 

can be strongly impacted by the de- sign.  

It is often true that one can decrease the TCO by spending 

more on the TPC. For example making a building more efficient 

may increase TPC but savings in O&M costs will far outweigh the 

increased TPC and reduce the TCO.  

Unfortunately TCO is often not considered in the project 

delivery selection process. 

Defining Delivery Methods  

Using the variables of contract structure and selection 

method we can define six different project delivery methods. 

Table 1.1 identifies the various delivery methods based on the 

number of contracts and selection process. Each delivery method 

will be discussed in further detail.  

Design-Bid-Build  

Defining Characteristics: Separate contracts for 

designer and builder. Builder selected solely on cost.  

Other Typical Characteristics: The designer generally 

completes 100% design before the build contract is let. 
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Communication between designer and builder is through 

the owner.  

The design-bid-build process is shown in Figure 1.3. The 

delivery method provides for the least interaction between the 

designer and the builder. It is not amenable to fast tracking. It 

does provide for the highest level of cost competition for the 

construction phase since cost is the only selection criteria.  

This method can be very successful for the owner for 

projects with a well-defined scope that use well established 

construction methods, and do not require or benefit from new or 

innovative processes 

 

 

Table 1.1 Project Delivery Methods 

 Contract Structure 

Selection Process 

Two Contracts 
Designer & Builder 

One Contract 
Designer-Builder 

Low Bid Design-Bid-Build Design/Build 
Low bid 

Best Value CM/GC  
Best Value 

Design/Build 
Best Value 

Qualifications Based 
Selection 

CM/GC 
QBS 

Design/Build 
QBS 
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Construction Manager/General 

Contractor with Best Value 

Selection (CM/GC Best Value)  

Defining Characteristics: Separate contracts for de- 

signer and builder. Builder selected on qualifications and 

TCC.  

Other Typical Characteristics: Designer generally 

completes a preliminary design before build contract is let. 

Fast tracking is often used. Collaboration between designer 

and builder determines final design and cost.  

The CM/GC process is shown in Figure 1.4.  

The delivery method generally provides for more 

interaction between the designer and the builder because the 

design is not complete when the builder is selected and the 

owner needs to build a collaborative process with the designer 

and builder to determine fi nal cost and scope.  

This process is amenable to fast tracking but still requires 

separate procurement time for both the design and construction 

contracts. The cost portion of the evaluation in this process is 

usually a guaranteed maximum TCC based on the preliminary 

design. The final TCC is determined during the design and 

negotiation process. In order to be able to accurately compare 

costs, the preliminary design must be complete enough that 

potential construction bidders can develop meaningful TCC 

estimates. 
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Construction Manager/General 

Contractor with Qualifications 

Based Selection (CM/GC QBS)  

Defining Characteristics: Separate contracts for 

designer and builder. Builder selected solely on 

qualifications.  

Other Typical Characteristics: Designer generally 

completes a preliminary design before build contract is let. 

Fast tracking is often used. Collaboration between designer 

and builder determines final design and cost.  

The process is the same as the CM/CG Best Value method 

(Figure 1.4.).  

The main difference between the two methods is that this 

method does not require a cost proposal from potential builders 

since the QBS process is based solely on qualifications. This 

means that the preliminary design only needs to have a general 

scope of the project. 

 The final project scope and cost will be negotiated after 

selecting the builder. Note that in both of the CM/GC delivery 

methods any cost savings realized in the design and scope 

development phase go to the owner.  

While this potentially provides the owner with a great deal 

of value it does not incentivize the builder into taking risks that 

could have potential cost savings since the builder would not 

benefit from those savings.  
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Design-Build Low Bid  

Defining Characteristic: A single contract for both 

design and construction. Selection based solely on TDCC.  

Other Typical Characteristics: Generally includes some 

sort of fast track organization. Pricing usually based on a 

guaranteed maximum TDCC. 

 The design-build process streamlines the total project 

timeline by eliminating one contract procurement since both the 

design and construction services are combined in a single 

contract, as shown in Figure 1.5.  

It also maximizes collaboration between designer and 

builder since they are on the same team, under a single 

manager. The low bid selection process maximizes cost 

competition among bidders. 

However, all of the savings a contractor might realize with 

an innovative design-build idea are kept by the contractor. The 

low bid selection method does not allow the owner to make cost-

schedule-scope trade-off s since the selection is based solely on 

cost. 

Design-Build Best Value 

Defining Characteristics: A single contract for both 

design and construction. Selection based on both 

qualifications and TDCC. 
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Other Typical Characteristics: Generally includes some 

sort of fast track organization. Pricing usually based on a 

guaranteed maximum TDCC. 

The process is the same as other design-build delivery 

methods, see Figure 1.5. Like other design-build methods, it 

maximizes collaboration between designer and builder. The best-

value selection process allows the owner some control of the 

cost-scope trade-off, since all bidders will generally have to 

provide their design-build approach in the qualifications part of 

the proposal 
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Figure 1.5: Design-Build Process 

Figure 1.3: Design-Bid-Build Process 

Idea Solution 

Planning Design Construction Occupancy Bid 

Design 
contract let 

Build 
contract let 

Figure 1.4: CM/GC Process 

Idea Solution 

Design 
contract let 

Build 
contract let 

Planning Pre-Design Design 

Construction Occupancy RFP 

Planning 

Idea Solution 

Design-Build 
contract let 

RFP Design 

Construction Occupancy 
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Design-Build QBS 

Defining Characteristics: A single contract for both 

design and construction. Selection based solely on 

qualifications.  

Other Typical Characteristics: Generally includes some 

sort of fast track organization.  

The process is the same as other design-build delivery 

methods, see Figure 1.5. Like other design-build methods, it 

maximizes collaboration between designer and builder. The QBS 

selection process allows the owner maximum control of the 

cost/scope trade-off since that negotiation occurs after selection 

of the design-build contractor.  

This delivery method requires the greatest sophistication 

on the part of the owner to both select and negotiate with the 

design-builder. Many owners use separate contracts with design 

professionals to aid in the selection process. 

Selecting the Best Project Delivery 

Method 

None of the project delivery methods is inherently better 

than another. The selection of a project de-livery method will 

depend on a number of variables including: policies of owner’s 

organization, in-house engineering capabilities, project timeline, 

and funding availability, just to name a few. What is important is 

for owners, designers and builders to understand the different 



24 Project Delivery and Selection 
 

characteristics of each method so that the project delivery 

method can be carefully matched to a specific project. 

The Design Professional’s Role in 

Different Project Delivery Methods 

Design-bid-build has been the traditional method of project 

delivery, and most design professionals are familiar and 

comfortable with this method. In this process the design 

professional has played one of two roles: the project manager 

for the owner (either on the owner’s staff or under separate 

contract) or as the contract designer.  

As the contract designer, operating under a design only 

contract, design professionals have been used to working 

directly with the owner with little direct interaction with builders. 

The design-build models are quickly changing this relationship. 

In most design-build contracts the prime contract is the builder, 

and the designer is generally a subcontractor to, or minor 

partner of, the builder. This new relationship has proved difficult 

for many design professionals.  

Some designers complain about the loss of authority that 

comes from working for the builder rather than the owner. When 

a designer works for the builder, the designer’s primary 

responsibility is to the builder not the owner. Many designers 

struggle to balance the responsibility to produce a low cost 

design for the builder while meeting their professional standard 

of care.  
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Whatever role the design professional plays, it is critical 

that the designer clearly understands the nature of the 

relationship that is being undertaken before that designer agrees 

to take on the work.  

There is no reason for designers to avoid working under 

design-build delivery systems rather than the traditional design-

bid-build systems they are familiar with. The designer simply 

needs to understand their role in the delivery system, and how 

to best apply their professional skills and standards to the 

project at hand. 
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The professions occupy a position of great 
importance on the American scene.1 In a 
society such as ours, characterized by minute 

division of labor based upon technical specialization, 
many important features of social organizations are 
dependent upon professional functions. Professional 
activity is coming to play a predominant role in the 
life patterns of increasing numbers of individuals of 
both sexes, occupying much of their waking mo-
ments, providing life goals, determining behavior, 
and shaping personality. It is no wonder, therefore, 
that the phenomenon of professionalism has be-
come an object of observation by sociologists.2 Th e 
sociological approach to professionalism is one that 
views a profession as an organized group which is 
constantly interacting with the society that forms its 
matrix, which performs its social functions through 
a network of formal and informal relationships, and 
which creates its own subculture requiring adjust-
ments to it as a prerequisite for career success.3 

1 Talcott Persons, “Th e Professions and Social Structure,” 
Social Forces, .17 (May 1939), 457-467.
2 Th eodore Caplow, Th e Sociology of Work, (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1954). 
3 Oswald Hall, “Th e Stages of a Medical Career,” Th e American 
Journal of Sociology, 53 (March 1948), 327-336; “Types of Medical 
Careers,” Th e American Journal of Sociology, 55 (November 1949), 
243 253; “Sociological Research in the Field of Medicine: Progress 
and Prospects,” American Sociological Review, 16 (October 1951), 
639-644.

Within the professional category of its occupa-
tional classifi cation the United States Census Bureau 
includes, among others, the following: accountant, 
architect, artist, attorney, clergyman, college profes-
sor, dentist, engineer, journalist, judge, librarian, 
natural scientist, optometrist, pharmacist, physician, 
social scientist, social worker, surgeon, and teacher.4 
What common attributes do these professional oc-
cupations possess which distinguish them from the 
nonprofessional ones? After a careful canvass of the 
sociological literature on occupations, this writer has 
been able to distill fi ve elements, upon which there 
appears to be consensus among the students of the 
subject, as constituting the distinguishing attributes 
of a profession.5 Succinctly put, all professions seem 
to possess: (1) systematic theory, (2) authority, (3) 
community sanction, (4) ethical codes, and (5) a 
culture. Th e purpose of this article is to describe fully 
these attributes. 

Before launching into our description, a prelimi-
nary word of caution is due. With respect to each of 
the above attributes, the true diff erence between a 

4 U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1950 Census of Population: 
Classifi ed Index of Occupations and Industries (Washington, D.C.; 
Government Printing Offi  ce, 1950). 
5 Th e writer acknowledges his debt to his former students at the 
School of Social Welfare, University of California, Berkeley, who, 
as members of his research seminars, assisted him in identifying 
and abstracting the sociological literature on occupations. Th eir 
conscientious assistance made possible the formulation presented 
in this paper.
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professional and a nonprofessional occupation is not 
a qualitative but a quantitative one. Strictly speaking, 
these attributes are not the exclusive monopoly of the 
professions; nonprofessional occupations also possess 
them, but to a lesser degree. As is true of most social 
phenomena, the phenomenon of professionalism can-
not be structured in terms of clearcut classes. Rather, 
we must think of the occupations in a society as dis-
tributing themselves along a continuum.6 At one end 
of this continuum are bunched the well-recognized 
and undisputed professions, (e.g., physician, attorney, 
professor, scientist); at the opposite end are bunched 
the least skilled and least attractive occupations, (e.g., 
watchman, truckloader, farm laborer, scrubwoman, 
bus boy). Th e remaining occupations, less skilled and 
less prestigious than the former, but no more so than 
the latter, are distributed between these two poles. 
Th e occupations bunched at the professional pole of 
the continuum possess to a maximum degree the at-
tributes about to be described. As we move away from 
this pole, the occupations possess these attributes to a 
decreasing degree. Th us, in the less developed profes-
sions, social work among them, these attributes appear 
in moderate degree. When we reach the mid-region of 
the continuum, among the clerical, sales, and crafts 
occupations, they occur in still lesser degree; while at 
the unskilled end of the continuum the occupations 
possess these attributes so minimally that they are 
virtually nonexistent. If the reader keeps this concept 
of the continuum in mind, the presentation will less 
likely appear as a distortion of reality. 

SYSTEMATIC BODY OF THEORY7 

It is often contended that the chief diff erence between 
a professional and a nonprofessional occupation lies 

6 Th e occupational classifi cation employed by the U. S. Census 
Bureau is precisely such a continuum. Th e categories of this 
classifi cation are: (a) professionals and semiprofessional technical 
workers; (b) proprietors and managers,· both farm and non-farm, 
and offi  cials; (c) clerical, sales, and kindred workers; (d) crafts-
men, skilled workers, and foremen; (e) operatives and semiskilled 
workers; and (f) laborers, unskilled, service, and domestic work-
ers. (U.S. Bureau of the Census, op. cit.). 
7 Th e sequence in which the fi ve attributes are discussed in this 
paper does not refl ect upon their relative importance. Th e order 

in the element of superior skill. Th e performance of 
a professional service presumably involves a series of 
unusually complicated operations, mastery of which 
requires lengthy training. Th e-models referred to in 
this connection are the performances of a surgeon, 
a concert pianist, or a research physicist. However, 
some nonprofessional occupations actually involve 
a higher order of skill than many professional ones. 
For example, tool-and-die making, diamond-cutting, 
monument-engraving, or cabinet-making involve 
more intricate operations than school teaching, nurs-
ing, or social work. Th erefore, to focus on the element 
of skill per se in describing the professions is to miss 
the kernel of their uniqueness. 

Th e crucial distinction is this: the skills that char-
acterize a profession fl ow from and are supported by 
a fund of knowledge that has been organized into an 
internally consistent system, called a body of theory. 
A profession’s underlying body of theory is a system 
of abstract propositions that describe in general terms 
the classes of phenomena comprising the profession’s 
focus of interest. Th eory serves as a base in terms of 
which the professional rationalizes his operations in 
concrete situations. Acquisition of the professional 
skill requires a prior or simultaneous mastery of the 
theory underlying that skill. Preparation for a profes-
sion, therefore, involves considerable preoccupation 
with systematic theory, a feature virtually absent in 
the training of the non professional. And so trea-
tises are written on legal theory, musical theory, social 
work theory, the theory of the drama, and so on; but 
no books appear on the theory of punch-pressing or 
pipefi tting or bricklaying. 

Because understanding of theory is so important 
to all professional skill, preparation for a profession 
must be an intellectual as well as a practical experi-
ence. On-the-job training through apprenticeship, 
which suffi  ces for a nonprofessional occupation, 
becomes inadequate for a profession. Orientation in 
theory can be achieved best through formal education· 
in an academic setting. Hence the appearance of the 
professional school, more often than not university af-
fi liated, wherein the milieu is a contrast to that of the 
trade school. Th eoretical knowledge is more diffi  cult 
to master than operational procedures; it is easier to 

selected has been dictated by logical considerations. 



Attributes of a Profession • 67

learn to repair an automobile than to learn the prin-
ciples of the internal combustion engine. Th ere are, of 
course, a number of free-lance professional pursuits 
(e.g., acting, painting, writing, composing, and the 
like) wherein academic preparation is not mandatory. 
Nevertheless, even in these fi elds various “schools” 
and “institutes” are appearing, although they may 
not be run along traditional academic lines. We 
can generalize that as an occupation moves toward 
professional status, apprenticeship training yields to 
formalized education, because the function of theory 
as a groundwork for practice acquires increasing 
importance. 

Th e importance of theory precipitates a form of ac-
tivity normally not encountered in a nonprofessional 
occupation, viz., theory construction via systematic 
research. To generate valid theory that will provide a 
solid base for professional techniques requires the ap-
plication of the scientifi c method to the service-related 
problems of the profession. Continued employment 
of the scientifi c method is nurtured by and in turn 
reinforces the element of rationality.8 As an orienta-
tion, rationality is the antithesis of traditionalism. 
Th e spirit of rationality in a profession encourages a 
critical, as opposed to a reverential, attitude toward 
the theoretical system. It implies a perpetual readiness 
to discard any portion of that system, no matter how 
time-honored it may be, with a formulation dem-
onstrated to be more valid. Th e spirit of rationality 
generates group self-criticism and theoretical con-
troversy. Professional members convene regularly in 
their associations to learn and to evaluate innovations 
in theory. Th is produces an intellectually stimulating 
milieu that is in marked contrast to the milieu of a 
nonprofessional occupation. 

In the evolution of every profession there emerges 
the researcher-theoretician whose role is that of scien-
tifi c investigation and theoretical systematization. In 
technological professions9 a division of labor thereby 
evolves, that between the theory-oriented and the 

8 Parsons, op. cit.
9 A technology is a profession whose aim is to achieve controlled 
changes in natural relationships. Convention makes a distinction 
between technologists who shape nonhuman materials and those 
who deal with human beings. Th e former,are called engineers; the 
latter practitioners. 

practice-oriented person. Witness the physician who 
prefers to attach himself to a medical research center 
rather than to enter private practice. Th is division 
may also yield to cleavages with repercussions upon 
intraprofessional relationships. However, if properly 
integrated, the division of labor produces an acceler-
ated expansion of the body of theory and a sprouting 
of theoretical branches around which specialties 
nucleate. Th e net eff ect of such developments is to 
lengthen the preparation deemed desirable for entry 
into the profession. Th is accounts for the rise of 
graduate professional training on top of a basic college 
education. 

PROFESSIONAL AUTHORITY 

Extensive education in the systematic theory of 
his discipline imparts to the professional a type of 
knowledge that highlights the layman’s comparative 
ignorance. Th is fact is the basis for the professional’s 
authority, which has some interesting features. 

A nonprofessional occupation has customers; a 
professional occupation has clients. What is the dif-
ference? A customer determines what services and/or 
commodities he wants, and he shops around until he 
fi nds them. His freedom of decision rests upon the 
premise that he has the capacity to appraise his own 
needs and to judge the potential of the service or of 
the commodity to satisfy them. Th e infallibility of his 
decisions is epitomized in the slogan: “Th e customer is 
always right!” In a professional relationship, however, 
the professional dictates what is good or evil for the 
client, who has no choice but to accede to professional 
judgment. Here the premise is that, because he lacks 
the requisite theoretical background, the client can-
not diagnose his own needs or discriminate among 
the range of possibilities for meeting them. Nor is the 
client considered able to evaluate the caliber of the 
professional service he receives. In a nonprofessional 
occupation the customer can criticize the quality of 
the commodity he has purchased, and even demand a 
refund. Th e client lacks this same prerogative, having 
surrendered it to professional authority. Th is element 
of authority is one, although not the sole, reason 
why a profession frowns on advertising. If a profes-
sion were to advertise, it would, in eff ect, impute to 
the potential client the discriminating capacity to 
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select from competing forms of service. Th e client’s 
subordination to professional authority invests the 
professional with a monopoly of judgment. When an 
occupation strives toward professionalization, one of 
its aspirations is to acquire this monopoly. 

Th e client derives a sense of security from the 
professional’s assumption of authority. Th e authorita-
tive air of the professional is a principal source of the 
client’s faith that the relationship he is about to enter 
contains the potentials for meeting his needs. Th e 
professional’s authority, however, is not limitless; its 
function is confi ned to those specifi c spheres within 
which the professional has been educated. Th is qual-
ity in professional authority Parsons calls functional 
specifi city.10 Functional specifi city carries the following 
implications for the client-professional relationship. 

Th e professional cannot prescribe guides for facets 
of the client’s life where his theoretical competence 
does not apply. To venture such prescriptions is to in-
vade a province wherein he himself is a layman, and, 
hence, to violate the authority of another professional 
group. Th e professional must not use his position of 
authority to exploit the client for purposes of personal 
gratifi cation. In any association of superordination-
subordination, of which the professional-client 
relationship is a perfect specimen, the subordinate 
member—here, the client—can be maneuvered into 
a dependent role. Th e psychological advantage which 
thereby accrues to the professional could constitute a 
temptation for him. Th e professional must inhibit his 
impulses to use the professional relationship for the 
satisfaction of the sexual need, the need to manipulate 
others, or the need· to live vicariously. In the case of 
the therapeutic professions it is ideally preferred that 
client-professional intercourse not overfl ow the pro-
fessional setting. Extraprofessional intercourse could 
be used by both client and professional in a manner 
such as to impair professional authority, with a con-
sequent diminution of the professional’s eff ectiveness. 

Th us far we have discussed that phase of profes-
sional authority which expresses itself in the client-
professional relationship. Professional authority, 
however, has professional-community ramifi cations. 
To these we now turn. 

10 Parsons, op. cit. 

SANCTION OF THE COMMUNITY 

Every profession strives to persuade the community 
to sanction its authority within certain spheres by 
conferring upon the profession a series of powers and 
privileges. Community approval of these powers and 
privileges may be either informal or formal; formal 
approval is that reinforced by the community’s police 
power.

Among its powers is the profession’s control over 
its training centers. Th is is achieved through an ac-
crediting process exercised by one of the associations 
within the profession. By granting or withholding 
accreditation, a profession can, ideally, regulate its 
schools as to their number, location, curriculum con-
tent, and caliber of instruction. Comparable control 
is not to be found in a nonprofessional occupation.11 
Th e profession also acquires control over admission 
into the profession. Th is is achieved via two routes. 
First, the profession convinces the community that 
no one should be allowed to wear a professional title 
who has not been conferred it by an accredited pro-
fessional school. Anyone can call himself a carpenter, 
locksmith, or metal-plater if he feels so qualifi ed. But 
a person who assumes the title of physician or attor-
ney without having earned it conventionally becomes 
an impostor. Secondly, the profession persuades the 
community to institute in its behalf a licensing system 
for screening those qualifi ed to practice the profes-
sional skill. A sine qua non for the receipt of the license 
is, of course, a duly granted professional title. Another 
prerequisite may be an examination before a board 
of inquiry whose personnel have been drawn from 
the ranks of the profession. Police power enforces the 
licensing system; persons practicing the professional 
skill without a license are liable to punishment by 
public authority.12 

11 To set up and run a school for fl oral decorating requires no 
approval from the national fl orists’ association, but no school of 
social work could operate long without approval of the Council 
on Social Work Education. 
12 Many nonprofessional occupations have also succeeded in 
obtaining licensing legislation in their behalf. Witness the plumb-
ers, radio operators, and barbers, to mention a few. However, the 
sanctions applied against a person practicing a nonprofessional 
occupation are·much less severe than is the case when a profes-
sional occupation is similarly involved.
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Among the professional privileges, one of the 
most important is that of confi dentiality. To facilitate 
effi  cient performance, the professional encourages 
the client to volunteer information he otherwise 
would not divulge. Th e community regards this as 
privileged communication, shared solely between 
client and professional, and protects the latter legally 
from encroachments upon such confi dentiality. To 
be sure, only a select few of the professions, notably 
medicine and law, enjoy this immunity. Its very rarity 
makes it the ultimate in professionalization. Another 
one of the professional privileges is a relative immu-
nity from community judgment on technical matters. 
Standards for professional performance are reached by 
consensus within the profession and are based on the 
existing body of theory. Th e lay community is pre-
sumed incapable of comprehending these standards 
and, hence, of using them to identify malpractice. It is 
generally conceded that a professional’s performance 
can be evaluated only by his peers. 

Th e powers and privileges described above consti-
tute a monopoly granted by the community to the 
professional group. Th erefore, when an occupation 
strives toward professional status, one of its prime 
objectives is to acquire this monopoly. But this is 
diffi  cult to achieve, because counter forces within 
the community resist strongly the profession’s claims 
to authority. Th rough its associations the profession 
wages an organized campaign to persuade the com-
munity that it will benefi t greatly by granting the 
monopoly. Specifi cally the profession seeks to prove: 
that the performance of the occupational skill requires 
specialized education; that those who possess this 
education, in contrast to those·who do not, deliver 
a superior service; and that the human need being 
served is of suffi  cient social importance to justify the 
superior performance. 

REGULATIVE CODE OF ETHICS 

Th e monopoly enjoyed by a profession vis-à-vis 
clients and community is fraught with hazards. A 
monopoly can be abused; powers and privileges can 
be used to protect vested interests against the public 

weal.13 Th e professional group could peg the price 
of its services at an unreasonably high level; it could 
restrict the numbers entering the occupation to create 
a scarcity of personnel; it could dilute the caliber of 
its performance without community awareness; and 
it could frustrate forces within the occupation push-
ing for socially benefi cial changes in practices.14 Were 
such abuses to become conspicuous, widespread, and 
permanent, the community would, of course, revoke 
the profession’s monopoly. Th is extreme measure is 
normally unnecessary, because every profession has a 
built-in regulative code which compels ethical behav-
ior on the part of its members. 

Th e profession’s ethical code is part formal and 
part informal. Th e formal is the written code to which 
the professional usually swears upon being admitted 
to practice; this is best exemplifi ed by the Hippocratic 
Oath of the medical profession. Th e informal is the 
unwritten code, which nonetheless carries the weight 
of formal prescriptions. Th rough its ethical code 
the profession’s commitment to the social welfare 
becomes a matter of public record; thereby insuring 
for itself the continued confi dence of the community. 
Without such confi dence the profession could not 
retain its monopoly. To be sure, self-regulative codes 
are characteristic of all occupations, nonprofessional 
as well as professional. However, a professional code 
is perhaps more explicit, systematic, and binding; it 
certainly possesses more altruistic overtones and is 
more public service-oriented.15 Th ese account for the 
frequent synonymous use of the terms “professional” 
and “ethical” when applied to occupational behavior. 

While the specifi cs of their ethical codes vary 
among the professions, the essentials are uniform. 
Th ese may be described in terms of client-professional 
and colleague-colleague relations. 

Toward the client the professional must assume 
an emotional neutrality. He must provide service to 

13 Abraham Flexner, “Is Social Work a Profession?” in 
Proceedings of the National Conference of Charities and Corrections 
(Chicago: 1915), pp. 576-590. 

Robert K. Merton, “Bureaucratic Structure and Personality,” 
in Alvin Gouldner (ed.), Studies in Leadership (New York: Harper 
&: Row, Publishers, 1950), pp. 67-79.
14 Merton, op. cit.
15 Flexner, op. cit. Parsons, op. cit.
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whoever requests it, irrespective of the requesting cli-
ent’s age, income, kinship, politics, race, religion, sex, 
and social status. A nonprofessional may withhold his 
services on such grounds without, or with minor, cen-
sure; a professional cannot. Parsons calls this element 
in professional conduct universalism. In other words, 
only in his extraoccupational contacts can the profes-
sional relate to others on particularistic terms, i.e., 
as particular individuals with concrete personalities 
attractive or unattractive to him. In his client contacts 
particularistic considerations are out of place. Parsons 
also calls attention to the element of disinterestedness 
in the professional-client relationship.16 In contrast to 
the nonprofessional, the professional is motivated less 
by self-interest and more by the impulse to perform 
maximally. Th e behavior corollaries of this service 
orientation are many. For one, the professional must, 
under all circumstances, give maximum caliber ser-
vice. Th e nonprofessional can dilute the quality of his 
commodity or service to fi t the size of the client’s fee; 
not so the professional. Again, the professional must 
be prepared to render his services upon request, even 
at the sacrifi ce of personal convenience. 

Th e ethics governing colleague relationships de-
mand behavior that is cooperative, equalitarian, and 
supportive. Members of a profession share technical 
knowledge with each other. Any advance in theory 
and practice made by one professional is quickly 
disseminated to colleagues through the professional 
associations.17 Th e proprietary and quasi-secretive 
attitudes toward discovery and invention prevalent in 
the industrial and commercial world are out of place 
in the professional. Also out of place is the blatant 
competition for clients which is the norm in so many 
nonprofessional pursuits. Th is is not to gainsay the 
existence of intraprofessional competition; but 
it is a highly regulated competition, diluted with 
cooperative ingredients which impart to it its char-
acteristically restrained quality. Colleague relations 
must be equalitarian; intraprofessional recognition 
should ideally be based solely upon performance in 

16 Parsons, op. cit.
17 Arlien Johnson, “Professional Standards and How Th ey Are 
Attained,” Journal of American Dental Association, 31 (September 
1944), 1181-1189. 

practice and/or contribution to theory.18 Here, too, 
particularistic considerations must not be allowed to 
operate. Finally, professional colleagues must support 
each other vis-à-vis clientele and community. Th e 
professional must refrain from acts which jeopardize 
the authority of colleagues and must sustain those 
whose authority is threatened.19 

Th e ways and means whereby a profession enforces 
the observance of its ethical code constitute a case 
study in social control. Self-discipline is achieved 
informally and formally. 

Informal discipline consists of the subtle and the 
not-so-subtle pressures that colleagues exert upon one 
another. An example in this connection is the phe-
nomenon of consultation and referral.20 Consultation 
is the practice of inviting a colleague to participate 
in the appraisal of the client’s need and/or in the 
planning of the service to be rendered. Referral is the 
practice of aff ording colleagues access to a client or an 
appointment. Th us, one colleague may refer his client 
to another, because lack of time or skill prevents his 
rendering the needed service; or he may recommend 
another for appointment by a prospective employer. 
Since professional ethics precludes aggressive compe-
tition and advertising, consultation and referral con-
stitute the principal source of work to a professional. 
Th e consultation-referral custom involves professional 
colleagues in a system of reciprocity which fosters 
mutual interdependence. Interdependence facilitates 
social control; chronic violation of professional eti-
quette arouses colleague resentment, resulting in the 
cessation of consultation requests and referrals. 

A more formal discipline is exercised by the 
professional associations, which possess the power 
to criticize or to censure, and in extreme cases to bar 
recalcitrants. Since membership in good standing in 
the professional associations is a sine qua non of pro-
fessional success, the prospect of formal disciplinary 
action operates as a potent force toward conformity. 

18 Flexner, op. cit. 
19 Th is partly explains why physicians do not testify against 
each other in malpractice suits.
20 Hall, op. cit.
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THE PROFESSIONAL CULTURE 

Every profession operates through a network of for-
mal and informal groups. Among the formal groups, 
fi rst there are the organizations through which the 
profession performs its services, these provide the 
institutionalized setting where professional and 
client meet. Examples of such organizations are 
hospital, clinic, university, law offi  ce, engineer-
ing fi rm, or social agency. Secondly, there are the 
organizations whose functions are to replenish the 
profession’s supply of talent and to expand its fund 
of knowledge. Th ese include the educational and the 
research centers. Th ird among the formal groups are 
the organizations which emerge as an expression of 
the growing consciousness-of kind on the part of the 
profession’s members, and which promote so-called 
group interests and aims. Th ese are the professional 
associations. Within and around these formal orga-
nizations extends a fi ligree of informal groupings: the 
multitude of small, closely knit clusters of colleagues. 
Membership in these cliques is based on a variety of 
affi  nities: specialties within the profession; affi  liations 
with select professional societies; residential and work 
propinquity; family, religious, or ethnic background; 
and personality attraction. 

Th e interaction of social roles required by these 
formal and informal groups generate a social confi gu-
ration unique to the profession, viz., a professional 
culture. All occupations are characterized by formal 
and informal groupings; in this respect the professions 
are not unique. What is unique is the culture thus 
begotten. If one were to single out the attribute that 
most eff ectively diff erentiates the professions from 
other occupations, this is it. Th us we can talk of a 
professional culture as distinct from a nonprofessional 
culture. Within the professions as a logical class each 
profession develops its own subculture, a variant of the 
professional culture; the engineering subculture, for 
example, diff ers from the subcultures of medicine and 
social work. In the subsequent discussion, however, 
we will treat the culture of the professions as a generic 
phenomenon. Th e culture of a profession consists of 
its values, norms, and symbols. 

Th e social values of a professional group are its basic 
and fundamental beliefs, the unquestioned premises 
upon which its very existence rests. Foremost among 
these values is the essential worth of the service which 

the professional group extends to the community. 
Th e-profession considers that the service is a social 
good and that community welfare would be immea-
surably impaired by its absence. Th e twin concepts 
of professional authority and monopoly also possess 
the force of a group value. Th us, the proposition that 
in all service-related matters the professional group is 
infi nitely wiser than the laity is regarded as beyond 
argument. Likewise nonarguable is the proposition 
that acquisition by the professional group of a service 
monopoly would inevitably produce social progress. 
And then there is the value of rationality; that is, the 
commitment to objectivity in the realm of theory and 
technique. By virtue of this orientation, nothing of a 
theoretical or technical nature is regarded as sacred 
and unchallengeable simply because it has a history of 
acceptance and use. 

Th e norms of a professional group are the guides 
to behavior in social situations. Every profession 
develops an elaborate system of these role defi nitions. 
Th ere is a range of appropriate behaviors for seeking 
admittance into the profession, for gaining entry into 
its formal and informal groups, and for progressing 
within the occupation’s hierarchy. Th ere are appro-
priate modes of securing appointments, of conduct-
ing referrals, and of handling consultation. Th ere are 
proper ways of acquiring clients, of receiving and 
dismissing them, of questioning and treating them, of 
accepting and rejecting them. Th ere are correct ways 
of grooming a protégé, of recompensing a sponsor, 
and of relating to peers, superiors, or subordinates. 
Th ere are even group-approved ways of challenging 
an outmoded theory, of introducing a new technique, 
and of conducting an intraprofessional controversy. 
In short, there is a behavior norm covering every 
standard interpersonal situation likely to recur in 
professional life. 

Th e symbols of a profession are its meaning-laden 
items. Th ese may include such things as: its insignias, 
emblems, and distinctive dress; its history, folklore, 
and argot; its heroes and its villains; and its stereotypes 
of the professional, the client, and the layman. 

Comparatively clear and controlling group values, 
behavior norms, and symbols, which characterize the 
professions, are not to be encountered in nonprofes-
sional occupations. 
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Our discussion of the professional culture would 
be incomplete without brief mention of one of its 
central concepts, the career concept. Th e term career 
is, as a rule, employed only in reference to a profes-
sional occupation. Th us, we do not talk about the 
career of a bricklayer or of a mechanic; but we do 
talk about the career of an architect or of a clergy-
man. At the heart of the career concept is a certain 
attitude toward work which is peculiarly professional. 
A career is essentially a calling, a life devoted to “good 
works.”21 Professional work is never viewed solely as 
a means to an end; it is the end itself. Curing the ill, 
educating the young, advancing science are values in 
themselves. Th e professional performs his services pri-
marily for the psychic satisfactions and secondarily for 
the monetary compensations.22 Self-seeking motives 
feature minimally in the choice of a profession; of 
maximal importance is affi  nity for the work. It is this 
devotion to the work itself which imparts to profes-
sional activity the service orientation and the element 
of disinterestedness. Furthermore, the absorption in 
the work is not partial, but complete; it results in a 
total personal involvement. Th e work life invades the 
after-work life, and the sharp demarcation between 
the work hours and the leisure hours disappears. To 
the professional person his work becomes his life.23 

21 Th e term calling literally means a divine summons to 
undertake a course of action. Originally, it was employed to 
refer to religious activity. Th e Protestant Reformation widened 
its meaning to include economic activity as well. Henceforth 
divinely inspired “good works” were to be both secular and sacred 
in nature. Presumably, then, any occupational choice may be a 
response to divine summons. In this connection it is interesting to 
note that the German word for vocation is Beruf, a noun derived 
from the verb Berufen, to call. 
22 Johnson, op. cit.
23 Th e all-pervading infl uence of work upon the lives of profes-
sionals results in interesting by-products. Th e members of a pro-
fession tend to associate with one another outside the work setting 
(Oswald Hall, “Th e Stages of a Medical Career,” op. cit.). Th eir 
families mingle socially; leisure time is spent together; “shop talk” 
permeates social discourse; and a consensus develops. Th e profes-
sion thus becomes a whole social environment, nurturing char-
acteristic social and political attitudes, patterns of consumption 
and recreation, and decorum and Weltanschauung. See Caplow, 
op. cit.; and William H. Form, “Toward an Occupational Social 

Hence the act of embarking upon a professional ca-
reer is similar in some respects to entering a religious 
order. Th e same cannot be said of a nonprofessional 
occupation. 

To succeed in his chosen profession, the neophyte 
must make an eff ective adjustment to the profes-
sional culture.24 Mastery of the underlying body of 
theory and acquisition of the technical skills are in 
themselves insuffi  cient guarantees of professional 
success. Th e recruit must also become familiar with 
and learn to weave his way through the labyrinth of 
the professional culture. Th erefore, the transforma-
tion of a neophyte into a professional is essentially 
an acculturation process wherein he internalizes the 
social values, the behavior norms, and the symbols 
of the occupational group.25 In its frustrations and 
rewards it is fundamentally no diff erent from the 
acculturation of an immigrant to a relatively strange 
culture. Every profession entertains a stereotype of the 
ideal colleague; and, of course, it is always one who 
is thoroughly adjusted to the professional culture.26 
Th e poorly acculturated colleague is a deviant; he is 
regarded as “peculiar,” “unorthodox,” “annoying,” 
and in extreme cases a “troublemaker.” Whereas the 
professional group encourages innovation in theory 
and technique, it tends to discourage deviation from 
its social values and norms. In this internal contradic-
tion, however, the professional culture is no diff erent 
from the larger culture of society. 

One of the principal functions of the profes-
sional schools is to identify and screen individuals 
who are prospective deviants from the professional 
culture. Th at is why the admission of candidates to 
professional education must be judged on grounds in 

Psychology,” Journal of Social Psychology, 24 (February 1946), 
85-99.
24 Oswald Hall, “Th e Stages of a Medical Career” and “Types 
of Medical Careers,” op. cit. 
25 R. Clyde White, “’Social Workers in Society’: Some Further 
Evidence,” Social Work Journal, 34 (October 1953), 161-164.
26 Th e laity also entertain a stereotypic image of the professional 
group. Needless to say, the layman’s conception and the profes-
sional’s self-conception diverge widely, because they are fabricated 
out of very diff erent experiences. Th e layman’s stereotype is fre-
quently a distortion of reality, being either an idealization or a 
caricature of the professional type.
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addition to and other than their academic qualifi ca-
tions.27 Psychic factors presaging favorable adjustment 
to the professional culture are granted an importance 
equivalent to mental abilities. Th e professional school 
provides test situations through initial and graduated 
exposures of the novice to the professional culture. By 
his behavior in these social situations involving col-
leagues, clients, and community, the potential deviant 
soon reveals himself and is immediately weeded out. 
Comparable preoccupation with the psychic prereq-
uisites of occupational adjustment is not characteristic 
of nonprofessional occupations. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK 

Th e picture of the professions just unveiled is an ideal 
type. In the construction of an ideal type some exag-
geration of reality is unavoidable, since the intent is to 
achieve an internally coherent picture. One function 
of the ideal type is to structure reality in such manner 
that discrete, disparate, and dissimilar phenomena be-
come organized, thereby bringing order out of appar-
ent disorder. We now possess a model of a profession 
that is much sharper and clearer than the actuality that 
confronts us when we observe the occupational scene. 
What is the utility of this model for social work? 

Th e preoccupation of social workers with profes-
sionalization has been a characteristic feature of the 
social work scene for years. Flexner,28 Johnson,29 
Hollis and Taylor,30 and others have written on the 
subject, proposing criteria which must be met if social 
work is to acquire professional status. Whenever social 
workers convene, there is the constant reaffi  rmation of 
the urgency to achieve the recognition from the com-
munity befi tting a profession. Th e union of the seven 
separate organizations into the National Association of 
Social Workers is generally regarded as an important 
milestone in social work history, precisely because of 
its potential stimulus toward professionalization. 

27 Oswald Hall, “Sociological Research in the Field of 
Medicine: Progress and Prospects,” op. cit.
28 Flexner, op. cit. 
29 Johnson, op. cit.
30 Ernest V. Hollis and Alice L. Taylor, Social Work Education 
in the United States (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1951).

In view of all this, it is proper for social workers 
to possess clear conceptions of that which they so 
fervently seek. Th e model of the professions portrayed 
above should contribute to such clarifi cation; it 
should illuminate the goal for which social workers 
are striving. It is often contended that social work 
is still far from having attained professional status.31 
But this is a misconception. When we hold up social 
work against the model of the professions presented 
above, it does not take long to decide whether to clas-
sify it within the professional or the nonprofessional 
occupations. Social work is already a profession; it has 
too many points of congruence with the model to be 
classifi able otherwise. Social work is, however, seek-
ing to rise within the professional hierarchy, so that 
it, too, might enjoy maximum prestige, authority, 
and monopoly which presently belong to a few top 
professions. 

Th e model presented above should also serve to 
sensitize social workers to anticipate some of the 
problems that continued professionalization must 
inevitably precipitate. Th e model indicates that pro-
gressive professionalization will involve social workers 
in novel relationships with clients, colleagues, agency, 
community, and other professions. In concluding this 
paper we refer briefl y to one such problem. It is no 
secret that social workers are not all uniformly enthu-
siastic about the professionalization of social work. 
Bisno32 has given verbalization to a prevailing appre-
hension that social workers might have to scuttle their 
social-action heritage as a price of achieving the public 
acceptance accorded a profession. Extrapolation from 
the sociologists’ model of the professions suggests 
a reality basis for these fears. It suggests that the 
attainment of professional prestige, authority, and 
monopoly by social workers will undoubtedly carry 
disturbing implications for the social action and social 
reform components of social work philosophy. Th e 
anticipated developments will compel social work-
ers to rethink and redefi ne the societal role of their 
profession. 

31 Flexner considered that the social work of his day was not 
a profession. Hollis and Taylor regard present-day social work as 
still in its early adolescence. 
32 Herbert Bisno, “How Social Will Social Work Be?” Socia1 
Work, 1, No. 2 (April 1956), 12-18. 
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Th ese and other dilemmas fl owing from profes-
sionalization are bound to tax the best minds among 
social workers for their resolution. In this connection 
a proper understanding of the attributes of a profes-
sion would seem to be indispensable.
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