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Florida State University Researcher Addresses Congress on Social
Work and the Future of Policing

Social workers are not silver bullets for police reform, a comprehensive
overhaul is needed

Tallahassee, FL — Florida State University College of Social Work
Associate Professor Carrie Pettus-Davis addressed congressional leaders
as part of a panel on social work and policing.

Pettus-Davis emphasized funding and pursuing evidence-driven solutions
to promote racial equity and reduce racial disparities.

“We need high quality and effective alternatives to incarceration. We need
incremental, thoughtful change that is evidence-driven and evaluative. We
need to continue to evaluate where we don’t have evidence. This is life or
death. We cannot use anecdotal evidence or best guesses anymore,” said
Pettus-Dauvis.

In respects to the future of policing, Pettus-Davis suggested policy changes
such as treating trauma and mental health in police officers and federally
funded training for police in human behavior, mental health, substance
abuse, racial and economic disparities, active listening and compassion
fatigue. She also suggested funding alternative first responders such as
social workers to help with mental health crises, so that police could focus
on policing. Lastly, Pettus-Davis said that nationwide, robust mental health
systems must be created so that individuals can focus on wellbeing. She
said social workers have expertise in each of these and can work



collaboratively with police to help them to obtain the needed treatment and
training in addition to developing transformative innovations.

Pettus-Davis pointed to 100 years of collaborations with social work and
police, but with a history of limited resources and little prioritization.
Significant investments in research on social reforms should be prioritized.

Pettus-Davis said law enforcement needs better awareness of social work
principles, and social work needs better understanding of policing and
justice. “A cross-discipline social work and criminal justice approach could
be an effective solution to fill research gaps needed to reform the future of
social work and policing,” said Pettus-Davis.

Pettus-Davis cautioned that social workers are not silver bullets for police
reform, though expansion of social worker involvement in policing could
create better outcomes.

Watch the Congressional Briefing

About the event: On June 30, 2020, four experts convened to discuss social work's role in the
future of policing. Moderated by Charles E. Lewis, Jr., the panel included Derrick Jackson,
George T. Patterson, Desmond U. Patton, and Carrie Pettus-Davis. The congressional briefing
was sponsored by the Center for Social Development (CSD) at the Brown School of Social
Work at Washington University in St. Louis, the National Association of Social Workers (NASW),
and the Congressional Research Institute for Social Work and Policy (CRISP) in conjunction
with the offices of Representative Barbara Lee, MSW (D-CA-13), Chair of the Congressional
Social Work Caucus; Representative Karen Bass, MSW (D-CA-37), and Senator Chris Van
Hollen (D-MD).

About Carrie Pettus-Davis: Dr. Carrie Pettus-Davis is Associate Professor of Social Work at
Florida State University and Founding Executive Director of the Institute for Justice Research
and Development. Pettus-Davis conducts applied research on smart decarceration of prisons
and jails through policy and practice intervention development. Pettus-Davis generates research
on ameliorating racial, economic, and behavioral health disproportionality. She works with
community partners to develop interventions to enhance positive social support, treat trauma
experiences and behavioral health disorders, and generate well-being for those impacted by
criminal justice involvement.
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