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1 

The Social Construction of 
Social Work Theory 

Introduction: the starting point 

This is the starting point: at this moment, somewhere in the world, 
'clients' are struggling into an office to meet with a 'social worker'. 
Or perhaps the social worker is visiting the client's home, or is 
working with clients in groups, in residential or day-care settings, 
or in some form of community work. In some, but not all societies, 
this something called 'social work' goes on. It is widely enough 
spread for international associations of social workers and a shared 
language and literature of social work to exist. 

This apparent shared understanding across many societies raises 
questions. Is social work a single entity? If so, presumably we 
should be able to say what it is and what it is not. But there is no 
agreed definition. It is hard to decide what might be included in 
social work, what its objectives might be, who its clients are, what 
its methods are, what a social worker is. 

Perhaps these are insoluble problems, and no final decisions 
about them may be made. The answers may vary according to the 
time, social conditions and cultures within which the questions are 
raised. Nonetheless, to take part in social work you need a view 
about what you are doing- an interim view perhaps, but some­
thing which guides the actions you take. It will include values 
which are appropriate to doing social work, and theories about the 
nature of social work, for example sociological theories about its 
role in society, or its relationships with other occupational groups. 

This book is concerned with theories of social work which try to 
explain, describe or justify what social workers do. Such theories 
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2 Modern Social Work Theory 

seem to be in a turmoil. There are a wide variety of them that may 
be used; their proponents and other theoreticians compete and 
have disputes about their value. Hartman (1971) argues that we 
must each make our own definition of theory in order to practice, 
and research by O'Connor and Dalgleish (1986) on beginning 
social workers in Australia shows that they did create and retain 
their personal models of social work during their early experience 
of practice, but had difficulty in adjusting it to the agency setting. 
Hugman (1987) in a similar British study did not find so many 
difficulties, and argues that helping beginning workers to construct 
personal models may avoid making therapeutic theories appro­
priate for their social and service context. 

My personal reason for writing this book comes from a wish to 
resolve theoretical turmoil for myself, and in doing so perhaps 
to help others think about their own resolution. My career has 
spanned the period of uncertainty, and I have learned, embraced 
and used many apparently different and conflicting theories. 
Although I have been involved in arguments with colleagues 
holding different views, I have always seen these views as part of 
social work. Throughout my theoretical travels, I have never seen 
myself as moving away from social work as my fundamental base. 
So, somehow I have managed to integrate different approaches to 
social work into something that feels and is to me a whole. In 
doing so, I must be saying something about social work: that it is, 
or may contain, all these elements. Jordan (1989) contends that 
social workers use 'a process of violent bodging' to adapt and mix 
theories to 'render ideas more serviceable for their purposes.' 
Accounts of social work theory often express their ideas in a 
coherent form, using evidence and ideas drawn from the social 
sciences. Yet social workers often take into their practice lives 
only a hazy set of concepts which, while they may be recognised 
(Curnock and Hardiker, 1979), do not form a co-ordinated theory. 
Loewenberg (1984) argues that this is because less wide-ranging 
'middle-range' theories, fitted into an overall professional ideology, 
are needed. I am interested in how ideas come to be made prac­
tical within social work and form a coherent (if theoretically 
messy) basis for practice. 

Another reason for writing this book is that I am concerned by 
students and practitioners who either reject or simply parrot the 
different kinds of theory that they have been taught about, or 
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repudiate the rich heritage of ideas which is theirs. They do not see 
the need to understand where their theory comes from, how one 
theory differs from another, how they connect. Clarity about 
theoretical ideas is, to me, necessary to being part of the occupa­
tion of social work since these ideas are an important pillar of 
mutual understanding and identity among social workers. It also 
helps in practice, because being able to specifiy what we should do, 
and why, is an important purpose of theory and a vital necessity 
to anyone working with and trying to help human beings. It is 
particularly crucial if, as I have suggested, we tend to use practical 
amalgamations of ideas from different sources, instead of one 
set theory for all our practice. Doing this without understanding 
is likely to risk confusion, and possibly damage, to our clients. 
Understanding connections and disparities among the ideas we use 
can help avoid such problems. 

The aim of this book, then, is to review a range of theories about 
social work practice, to offer an assessment of those theories, and 
to arrive at an understanding of them and their value in modern 
social work practice. I contend that social work theories may be 
understood in relationship to each other as a whole body of know­
ledge. 

This first Chapter sets out how social work theory may be under­
stood as part of the social construction of the activity of social 
work and how this activity itself helps to construct theory. I say 
that, contrary to some views, the body of theoretical knowledge is 
useful in practice. Chapter 2 considers and rejects the pragmatic 
argument that social work theory is no use in practice, discusses 
the positivist and eclectic approaches to using social work theory, 
and examines some ways of analysing social work theories and 
their relationships with one another. 

I find it useful to think about these theories in relation to one 
another and compare and assess them against each other. Chap­
ters 3-11 look at nine groupings of social work theories, their 
history, relationships with other theories and their prescriptions 
for practice. Reasons why these theories have been selected and 
why certain material has been included or excluded are given 
towards the end of this Chapter and in Chapter 2. Chapter 12 
seeks to assess the value of these theories in relation to one 
another and arrive at a view of their value in modern social work 
practice. I say modern, because understanding a social phenomenon 
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such as social work can only be for this time. Also, it is only 
possible to consider social work theory within a limited cultural 
frame. Rein and White make this point in an important paper on 
the development of new understandings of how we seek and use 
knowledge: 

... the basic movement of knowledge gathering is to provide 
for contexts in transition. The knowledge that is gathered - the 
perceived utility or relevance of the knowledge - is bounded in 
time, place, and person. (Rein and White, 1981, p.37) 

Cultural differences in social work theories 

Differences in cultural frame are important. Much writing about 
social work and its histories derives from Western cultures, and 
may not apply to non-Western cultures. Moreover, the signific­
ance of American (and to a lesser extent European) social work 
theory, and of colonial influences from Europe on Third World 
countries has led to an impression that techniques appropriate in 
these countries can be transferred to completely different cultures. 
This is increasingly disputed, and some points should be made 
about the applicability of Western social work theory in non­
Western countries. 

First, not all such influences are identical. Heisler (1970) makes 
the point, for instance, that the British colonial tradition tended to 
lead to a reliance on local, decentralised and informal initiatives for 
social welfare, while French colonies reflected a more centralising 
and co-ordinated tendency. In turn, the reaction to these trends by 
governments and people after decolonisation also varied. 

Second, while English language theories tend to be pervasive, 
the different forms of service organisation and professional educa­
tion in different countries lead to different sets of ideas which are 
not widely available in the USA and Britain. For example, in 
France, a range of welfare workers exists, all of whom have roles 
which are related to but different from social work as it is known in 
Britain and the USA (Birks, 1987). Similarly, Western European 
ideas about social pedagogy (e.g. Hamalainen, 1989), in which 
education rather than therapeutic approaches are taken to social 
assistance, are not widely used in Britain and the USA. 
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Third, while Christian influences were important in European 
and North American developments (e.g. Philpot, 1986), their 
impact in colonial countries was entirely different, since they were 
part of a missionary effort to convert a subject population to the 
dominant culture of the colonists. In some places, this was kept 
astutely apart from conflicting local pressures (as Haile Selassie 
achieved in Ethiopia in the 1930s; Schenk and Schenk, 1987). 
In others, there was an uneasy co-existence of cultures, as in 
India where legislative attempts were made in the 19th century to 
change conflicting cultural practices such as widow sacrifice and 
thuggery, but few social reforms were attempted (Chakrabarti, 
1987). Other countries, including many in Africa (Dixon, 1987), 
found that what social provision there was largely comprised 
Christian missionary and voluntary services, with little attempt at 
organised public provision until the late 1940s. 

So, even major non-Christian religions have had unreasonably 
little influence on conceptualisations of social work. Danisoglu 
(1987), for example, in discussing Turkish services, maintains the 
importance in predominantly Muslim countries of the Islamic 
tradition of equity and justice and their history of charitable 
provision. Often, the implementation of such philosophies in 
public services is distant from Western political assumptions 
particularly because of authoritarian regimes. However, Chow 
(1987), considering Chinese and Western philosophies of care, 
makes the point that social assumptions may be different. Western 
social work is based on the importance of the individual, with an 
associated concept of individual rights, and services have de­
veloped from a residual policy where they are provided only to 
those who cannot be helped otherwise, to an institutional model, 
in which the aim of social services is to varying extents social 
equity and redistribution of wealth (although it is doubtful that 
social work contributes much to such objectives). In Chinese social 
assumptions, the rights of individuals are not emphasised, rather 
the duties and responsibilities of being part of a network of family 
relationships are central. 

There is considerable discussion of these issues in India. Wadia 
(1961) proposes the Hindu concepts of Dharma (concern for 
society as a whole and help for others) and Karma (actions which 
lead to consequences in life) as actual and potential influences 
on Indian social reform and social work values. There are also 
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attempts to locate a different philosophy of social work in India 
in the ideas of leaders like Gandhi and Nehru on the welfare 
of untouchables, women and rural areas (Muzumdar, 1964; J. 
Howard, 1971). Gangrade (1970) argues that India requires more 
concentration on the responsibilities of the family network for 
maintaining contacts throughout life than the individualistic West­
ern social work model, in which the role of the family is to prepare 
people for separation and independence from it. Similarly, West­
ern social work tends to encourage plurality and diversity through 
competition, whereas Hindu philosophy is to try to build connec­
tions and avoid conflict. Although casework services exist in urban 
areas, and adapt Western non-directive techniques to a more 
culturally acceptable authoritarian approach (Kassim Ejaz, 1989), 
there has been much criticism of the failure of Western social work 
to offer viable models and appropriate training particularly in the 
areas of rural development and social change (Nagpaul, 1972; 
Nanavatty, 1981; Ghosh, 1984; Ilango, 1988). Even here, Bryant 
(1985) argues that the theoretical and practice needs of different 
countries are not necessarily the same, since African and Asian 
rural development work varies due to different economies and 
approaches to farming. For a completely different cultural re­
sponse to the inadequacies of Western models of social work, 
which has had some reciprocal influence in Western social work, 
see Chapter 10 on the reconceptualisation movement in Latin 
American social work. 

Fourth, colonial powers were little concerned with welfare 
matters, since they tended, according to Asamoah and Beverly 
(1988), to split up different aspects ofhuman and social problems 
rather than seek comprehensive social provision. They gave great 
importance to political and economic issues rather than social 
needs, were concerned to reduce for such reasons the importance 
of traditional (e.g. tribal) structures which provided a base for 
welfare, and tended to make decisions for short-term expediency 
rather than long-term benefit for the colonies. This tended to 
mean that services and ideas associated with them were under­
developed, and made the assumption that Western theories would 
be transferable. Provision by international agencies can be poorly 
integrated with local services (Schenk and Schenk, 1987; Whang, 
1988) and often focused on children rather than other client groups 
(Dixon, 1987; Dixon and Schuerall, 1989; Onokerkoraye, 1984). 
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Fifth, the post-colonial experience has shown that such ideas 
were not transferable. This is partly because the individualistic 
bias of social work in the 1950s and 1960s when most colonies 
became independent was particularly inappropriate where major 
social and economic problems existed. Yelaja (1970) noted around 
this period that a much broader concept of social work, taking in 
social change and social policy development was required. In some 
cases, the economic problems have been so severe (e.g. in many 
African countries; Dixon, 1987) and ideological considerations 
and other priorities have been so important (as in mainland China; 
Starak, 1988) that it might be argued that any form of social work 
recognisable to developed Western countries is inappropriate. 
Elsewhere, there seems to have been the slow development of a 
locally appropriate form of social work. Walton and Nasr (1988) 
propose, using the example of Egypt, that this is a parallel process 
of indigenisation, in which important ideas are altered to make 
them appropriate to local conditions, and authentisation, where 
local ideas are developed in association with imported theories to 
form a new structure of ideas. It may be that similar processes 
occur even among Western countries as, for example, American 
theories generated in an elitist, voluntary social service system, 
become adapted to use in Britain and other European countries 
with a more bureaucratic and governmental system of social work. 

As indigenisation and authentisation take place, it can be useful 
to study the original theories and the way they fit together to help 
in the process of analysing their use in another culture. But this 
book concentrates primarily on Western theories of social work 
until other ideas can have the influence necessary to conceive of 
their international influence as part of this pattern of ideas, or until 
a completely different form of practice emerges from non-Western 
countries. 

The argument of the book: social work is socially constructed 

The major principle of this book is that social work is a socially 
constructed activity. We have seen that social work is complex and 
varies in different cultures. It is part of a complex theoretical, 
occupational and service network. Therefore, it can only be 
understood in the social and cultural context of the participants. 
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Theories about it are products of the context in which they arise, 
and they also influence that context, because theories affect what 
people do and say within social work, and that affects social 
attitudes towards the people within social work and their ideas and 
values. To understand what social work is, therefore, we have to 
look at its participants, its organisation and its theories about 
itself, and we can only understand these things if we also see how 
they are constructed by the society which surrounds them and of 
which they are a part. Rein and White make this point forcefully: 

... the knowledge that social work seeks cannot be made in 
universities by individuals who presumptively seek timeless, 
contextless truths about human nature, societies, institutions, 
and policy. The knowledge must be developed in the living 
situations that are confronted by the contemporary episodes in 
the field ... it is necessary to enlarge the notion of context to 
include not only the client's situation but the agency itself and 
more broadly the institutional setting of practice. This involves 
the intersecting network of offices, agencies, professionals, 
government structures and political pressure groups that all act 
together on the agency. (Rein and White, 1981, p. 37) 

The idea of social construction is an application of the ideas of 
Berger and Luckmann (1971). They maintain that 'reality' is 
knowledge which guides our behaviour, but we all have different 
views of it. We arrive at shared views of reality by sharing our 
knowledge through various social processes which organise and 
make it objective. Social activity tends to become habitual, so that 
we share assumptions about how things are and behave in accord­
ance with social conventions based on that shared knowledge. This 
leads to the institutionalisation of these conventions as large 
numbers of people come to share similar understandings of that 
aspect of society. Then, these understandings become legitimised 
by a process which attaches 'meanings' which integrate these ideas 
about reality into an organised and plausible system. Social 
understanding is, in this way, the product of human understand­
ings. As far as those humans are concerned, it is also objective, 
because the knowledge of what is reality is widely shared, and 
since people are brought up within those social understandings to 
accept their reality, they are in a sense the product of society. 
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Applying these ideas to social work, I have argued that it has a 
reality, in that it is seen to exist; theories about it express that 
reality, are created by the human beings in their interactions which 
define social realities. The human beings are themselves created 
by the social realities of the common understandings of what social 
work is. 

The three elements of social work from which I started out in 
this Chapter were the social worker, the client and the setting in 
which they meet. The next three sections of this Chapter look at 
how each of these is socially constructed by expectations, cultural 
norms and patterns of behaviour. The argument is as follows. 
Social work theory is created within social work, out of an inter­
action with social work practice, which in turn interacts with wider 
social contacts. Three sets of forces construct social work: those 
which create and control social work as an occupation; those which 
create clienthood among people who seek or are sent for social 
work help; and those which create the social context in which 
social work is practised. Social work is a special activity where 
people interact in special social roles as 'social worker' and 'client'; 
its nature is thus partly defined by those roles. Understanding 
social work involves examining the factors which establish the 
social positions of these actors in a complex of social relationships. 
In the next section, the worker is the subject. 

Defining a social worker 

Social workers in encounters with clients are constructed by 
occupational expectations, that is, the organised statements and 
understandings which say what a social worker is, and the social 
processes which define someone as a social worker. The various 
histories of social work, together with its relationships with other 
occupational groups and social institutions will form its nature as 
an occupation. That nature changes, grows, perhaps declines in 
response to social changes. So, the knowledge and ideas that social 
workers use also respond to social changes. 

There are as many histories of social work as countries where it 
is acknowledged to exist; there is no one set of developments to 
explore. Its written history is about Western European countries 
and North America. Much of the literature about its institutional 
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Table 1.1 Factors in the development of social work as an occupation 

Factors Examples 

Moves to organise personal 
help systematically 

Moves to control, limit or 
manage the use made by 
members of the public of 
other social and welfare 
services 

Development or change in 
new social institutions 

Economic and political 
ideologies and trends 

charity organisation movements in Britain 
and the USA in the 19th century; 
the importance of social work services as 
the base for co-ordinating other 
activities 
development of Poor Law workhouses in 
the 19th century; 
growth of education welfare in Britain to 
control absence from compulsory 
schooling 

workhouses, hospitals, schools, and 
housing services stimulating services to 
provide help to make use of them; 
development of settlements and 
community services in the 19th century; 
the role of trades unions in providing social 
services for their members in countries like 
Ghana (Asamoah and Nortey, 1987), and 
Canada (food banks for poor people; 
Bellamy and Irving, 1989); 
changes in family and community services 
in the UK in the 1960s 
paternalism in the 19th century intended to 
limit the harmful effects of uncontrolled 
market forces; 
the influence of the German middle-class 
women's movement in the early 20th 
century in developing services for families 
and young people (Muller, 1989); 
the development of socialist principles 
among reformers, particularly in the early 
20th century (especially the influential 
Fabians), which also had effects in some 
colonial and European countries, e.g. 
Mauritius (Joynathsing, 1987), and 
Sweden (Olsson, 1989); 
the mid-20th century growth of social work 
services as part of the welfare state in European 
countries (Dixon and Scheurall, 1989); 
new methods of education in Third World 
countries gaining commitment from 
oppressed groups leading to techniques 
such as conscientisation; 
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Factors 

Changing needs or 
changing perceptions of 
need in public debate or 
among influential groups 

Changes or perceived 
changes in the need for or 
methods of social control 

Implementation of values 
and beliefs which are 
influencing society 

Examples 

the privatisation of welfare services in 
response to conservative ideology and 
social legislation in the 1980s (e.g. 
residential care for elderly people in 
Britain); 
reduction in finance for social services in 
development economies due to 
international economic problems in the 
1970s and 1980s (Dixon and Scheurall, 
1989) 
the influence of the temperance movement 
in Victorian society; 
'moral panics' about vandalism or 
hooliganism among young people in the 
1950s and 1960s; 
concern about drug abuse in the 1960s and 
1980s; 
concern about child abuse and sexual 
abuse in the 1970s and 1980s; 
the 'rediscovery of poverty' and civil rights 
movements ofthe 1960s and 1970s leading 
to the use of individual cases in advocacy 
for social causes, and stimulating advocacy 
in social work practice; 
anxiety about services needed to combat 
AIDS in the 1980s 
the acceptance of probation as an 
appropriate way of dealing with some 
offenders in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries; 
changes in British mental health legislation 
in 1890, 1959 and 1983 altering the system 
for compulsory admissions to mental 
hospitals changed the balance of legal, 
medical and social influence, making social 
workers more powerful in decision­
making 
the efforts of evangelical Christians to 
'rescue' orphan or abandoned children in 
the 19th century stimulating nationwide 
and local services; 
the importance of family, tribal and mutual 
aid, and availability of rural work in 
countries like Nigeria, retarding formal 
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Table 1.1 ( contd.) 

Factors Examples 

Changing legislation 

Academic and intellectual 
developments 

social services until economic changes led 
to more need for collective responses to 
social need (Sanda, 1987); 
opposition to welfare activities in Ethiopia 
in the 19th century due to the philosophy 
of the Coptic church that 'poverty and pain 
were the gifts of God' (Schenk and Schenk, 
1987); 
the influence of the Christian churches in 
moral welfare work with prostitutes, 
unmarried mothers and illegitimate 
children, and in broad caring services such 
as child care and family agencies (Young 
and Ashton, 1956); 
the influence of liberal and Fabian ideas of 
equality, provision of services according to 
need, territorial justice, altruism and 
services free at the point of delivery, 
implicit in the British welfare state reforms 
of the 1940s and 1950s; 
the influence of the women's movement on 
ideologies of care in the 1970s and 1980s 
the British Children Act, 1948, which 
established an independent local authority 
service for children enhancing the standing 
of social work; 
the Local Authority Social Service Act, 
1970, built on that development to 
establish a powerful, generic social work 
department in local authorities; 
the importance of central government 
provision of social services in New Zealand 
(Uttley, 1989); 
the 1978law resulting in the 
deinstitutionalisation of mental health 
services in Italy and the consequent growth 
of social work-related community services 
(Ferrera, 1989); 
the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons 
Act, 1970, which established improved 
services in Britain for disabled people 
the introduction of social work education 
into universities and other institutions of 
higher education in Britain and the USA, 
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Factors 

Agencies employing or 
organising social workers 

Related occupations 

Examples 

giving it a higher status than, say, nursing, 
in the early part of the 20th century; 
the impact of psychoanalytic ideas in the 
1920s; 
the impact of professional moves towards 
seeing social work as generic in the 1950s in 
the USA and the 1960s in the UK; 
the growth of academic social research and 
the impact of academic development in the 
social sciences in the 1950s, and 1960s; 
the importance of ideas of positivism, 
consumer research, and critical evaluation 
of services; 
the influence of sociological and Marxist 
ideas in the 1960s 
the influence of the large number of small 
voluntary agencies supported by charitable 
donations in the USA; 
the influence of trade unions organising 
social workers in European countries 
(where often professional associations are 
also trade unions) on the organisation of 
work and professional practice 
medicine, the law, the churches, 
counsellors, psychologists and professional 
sociologists affect the way in which social 
work is organised, so that it fits in with 
related services, with the result that 
various methods, theories and techniques 
are borrowed from related professions 

NOTE: many of these historical developments are covered in later parts 
of this book; references are given where examples (mainly covering 
countries other than Britain and the USA) are not dealt with more 
extensively elsewhere. 

relationships comes also from these cultures. This material offers 
clues about the sort of factors which are important in its establish­
ment and may well be relevant elsewhere; these are summarised 
with some examples in Table 1.1. 

It is not possible to identify a complete list of every factor 
influencing the development of social work, but this brief 
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exploration and the examples given draw attention to a number 
of features: 

• social work practice and theory is influenced by many social 
forces which are nothing to do with the academic and 
practice development of the occupation. Changing social 
needs, the influence and needs of related occupations, 
political and legislative changes are just some of the ex­
amples noted above. 

• those social forces are conditioned by political and public 
perceptions of social and personal need and the way in which 
services should be organised to meet such need. Thus, 
political debate and media coverage of social work and its 
activities influence the climate of perceptions which create 
social work's tasks and interests. This is because public 
perceptions influence services and because social workers 
are themselves part of the public and are influenced by 
media and political change. 

• the organisation of services and agencies, and the legislation, 
economic capacity and managerial techniques which under­
pin that organisation affect how social work is able to do its 
job. If social work is part of a powerful independent agency, 
there is likely to be freedom to develop social work tech­
niques independently. This is less likely where social work is 
performed in agencies dominated by other occupations (e.g. 
hospitals and medicine) but the status and influence of the 
dominant profession may offer other benefits as well as 
disadvantages. Industrial organisation may be particularly 
important. Where trade unions control to some degree the 
negotiations for conditions of employment (as they do in 
many European countries), they are also bound to affect the 
nature of the work in ways which will be different from the 
situation where employers or members of an occupational 
group themselves define the task and methods of work. 

• many of these social groups and institutions are in conflict 
either actually or potentially. The academic development of 
social work theories and techniques may well be in conflict 
with the wishes of other occupational groups (e.g. medical 
resistance to the independent establishment of social work), 
or with employers' definitions of the social work task (e.g. 
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complaints from employers in several European countries 
that the theoretical approach of training courses for social 
workers is not practically applicable), or with political objec­
tives for the services. There may well be a struggle for 
control of the theory and practice of social work among these 
and other groups, each attempting to apply various forms of 
influence in public perception, organisational structure or 
political systems and legislative change. 

From this point of view, social work is part of a network of related 
occupations, and we need to see how it has been established and 
controlled, and how it relates to the network around it. Part of 
such an understanding requires us to see how its theories have 
grown up and exerted influence on it, and how they relate to the 
network of theories around social work in related occupations. 

Such theories are themselves social influences which help to 
position social work among the network of other services, occupa­
tions, professions and agencies. I also argue that the theories are 
constructed in part by those social factors which create the social 
worker. This must be so as social work theory is created by people 
within the socially-ctmstructed occupation. The socially defined 
purposes and origins of that occupation shed light upon the 
theory, and the theory as it is created affects the occupation and 
thence the social influences which form the context of practice. 

Defining a client 

Clients' influences on social work are ignored in much professional 
writing; they are merely the object of an activity which is defined 
by theory. In fact, I argue that they partly construct the activity 
through the process by which they become the special people 
called 'clients'. The client-making process is itself socially con­
structed, because it relies on general social understandings of the 
nature of social work. As they bring the outside world into social 
work activity with them, clients change the nature of social work. 
In this sense, social work is an interactive process in which client 
changes worker and the nature of social work and therefore 
changes also the theory of social work. The aim of this argument is 
to dispute the conception that social work is a catalytic process in 
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which the client is changed by an unchanging worker and agency, 
and to propose instead that the worker and agency are changed by 
their clients. 

Clienthood is not an invariable or absolute state. Generally, 
people are socially defined as clients if they are interacting with 
workers using techniques where social work is considered appro­
priate, but this is not always an accurate representation of their 
position, as they, the worker, or as some others involved might see 
the situation. For example, a social worker acting as an advocate 
on behalf of a client is more a colleague of the client than a helper. 
A foster parent may have an ambivalent relationship with a 
worker, being treated as someone who is a colleague and as 
someone who needs help. The parent of a mentally-handicapped 
child may be a colleague of the worker in helping the child, the 
object of the social worker's help in coping with the child or part of 
a family being helped as a whole. 

Clienthood is partly a matter of perception, so that if a person is 
seen by others as a client, they may be treated as such. People's 
own definition of their status affects, but does not determine, 
whether they are seen as clients. Formal designation is also 
relevant, so that official categorisation as a client may set off or 
reinforce perceptions that someone is a client. Such perceptions 
may be held by clients, by workers, by officials in the worker's 
agency, by people in other agencies, by the client's family or by 
others in the client's social environment. Once clienthood is 
ascribed to someone, it often persists even if social work activity is 
intermittent or has stopped. 

Clienthood tends to be associated with certain sorts of people, 
for example, those of a particular social class, or those living on a 
particular housing estate. People in such groups may be more 
easily defined by agencies or observers as a client than they would 
if they came from another group. Stigma often comes with being a 
client because people who need help in managing their everyday 
lives tend to be disapproved of; if they are in some way held to 
blame for their dependence, disapproval will be stronger. 

All these factors may interact or conflict. So, for example, an 
agency and its worker may see Albert as a client, and to outsiders 
that might be reasonable, but he may see himself as a friend of the 
worker. If so, is what the worker does with Albert social work? It 
is intended to be, but if the client sees it as something else, has it 
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failed and become something else? This example shows how 
people's definitions of clienthood may affect how we understand 
the nature of social work. 

Since different people's perceptions of clienthood vary, we must 
see where those perceptions come from. It is likely that the social 
institutions and their history that we examined as originators of the 
definition of a social worker are also influential in defining client­
hood. This brings us to defining clienthood as a process. 

Since clienthood is hard to understand as a state, it is more 
appropriate to understand it as a process; people are becoming, 
acting as and moving away from being clients of social work. That 
process occurs around coming into contact with a social work 
agency providing them with services from people who are defined 
as social workers. Since, as we saw in the previous section, the 
nature of social work and therefore its agencies is socially defined 
so also is the process of attaining clienthood. Attitudes to particu­
lar human conditions such as alcoholism will define whether they 
are seen as relevant to social work, and so whether people 
suffering from that condition will see themselves or be seen by 
others as appropriate candidates for clienthood. They might, for 
example, be seen as candidates for prison, or medical interven­
tion, or for help from a priest. 

The route to clienthood only begins when someone becomes 
aware of some issues in their lives which need resolution; often this 
arises from coming to see these issues as a problem. Awareness, 
together with various social pressures may create an impulsion 
towards receiving help. At some point consciousness of the 
availability of the agency arises, and leads the client to arrive at the 
agency, where interaction with the social worker begins. 

Up to this point, the decisions made may not have been sub­
jected to any professional influence. The definition of problem, 
the social pressures, the route to the agency and options which 
were closed off on that route which led to the selection of this 
particular agency; all these may arise from general social percep­
tions about a problem and the agencies available. Wikler's re­
search (1986) into the pathways to help followed by Jewish clients 
in New York confirms that self-referral and referral from non­
professionals was by far the most significant route. 

Then begins the process of intake. The aim is to explore clients' 
circumstances and establish a definition of them as relevant to the 
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agency, including, often, an assessment of their motivation. 
Specht and Specht (1986a) see the point at which assessment 
begins as the beginning of the route to clienthood, although I think 
they pitch this at too late a stage in the process I have outlined 
here. Certainly at this stage clienthood is not final. People are 
often described as 'applicants' being investigated to see whether 
they may fall within the definition of a client suitable to the agency 
according to the agency's policies, the training and social institu­
tions which form the social worker's view of appropriateness, and 
professional, personal, public and political trends. Some services 
such as welfare rights advice may be offered without a caller being 
defined as a client. 

All this assumes that visiting the agency is a matter of choice, 
but in fact many clients are involuntary, and are forced to visit the 
agency by court order, or by being investigated through one of the 
agency's policing functions such as an investigation for child abuse 
or neglect. Cingolani (1984) argues that workers should see them­
selves as in a process of continual negotiation of an acceptable 
relationship with clients. She proposes that a social conflict model 
in which roles are taken by the social worker to mediate and 
negotiate between an unwilling client and the social environment 
may be most appropriate. 

Specht and Specht argue (1986b) that making a contract with the 
client for providing service is the final stage in establishing the 
definition of clienthood. Contracts are not necessarily formal 
written documents but may be no more than loose agreements 
between worker and client. Even after intake and designation as a 
client, the status of clients may change, as they are passed to 
different parts of a large agency for different forms of help, or as 
their own, community, family and other agencies' perceptions 
change as it becomes known that they are receiving services. 

Becoming and being a client leads also to the process of ceasing 
to be one. This, again, involves recognising circumstances which 
lead to an impulsion - this time away from the agency. Under­
standing when it is appropriate to stop involvement with an agency 
is also an important factor. In any of these moves, clients are again 
affected by their own social understanding, information gained 
from the worker, legal pressures, and knowledge and attitudes 
deriving from the client's social circle. 
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Defining the context of social work 

So far, we have seen that the clients and social workers who arrive 
to work together in the process called 'social work' are brought by 
a route that is socially and historically formed. This view presents 
the relationship between workers and clients as interactive; they 
each affect the other. 

Much social work theory recognises this fact inadequately be­
cause it is also based on a catalytic model in which the competent 
social worker helps to resolve or cure the problems of an inexpert 
client. This medical model is a traditional feature of social work, 
criticised as leading to fragmented help being offered according to 
specialisations which treat clients as problems rather than as whole 
beings, and as being characterised by poor communication with 
and involvement of clients in the helping process, which con­
sequently reduces the independence and personal power of clients 
(Katz, 1983). Weick (1983, 1986) argues that the medical model 
should be replaced by a health model, where everyone is seen as 
responsible for healthy living, and the worker's task is to facilitate 
healing processes in which the interaction of a variety of personal 
and environmental factors are recognised and rebalanced to 
provide a more healthy environment for everyone. 

In a catalytic model of social work, the worker's expertise comes 
from understanding of theory, which may be supported by empirical 
research. Agencies and workers are relatively unchanging, and inter­
pret information according to their professional assumptions. 
Clients cannot present themselves in a radically different way, be­
cause their presentation will be reinterpreted in accordance with the 
workers' conventional assumptions; in any case, the route to client­
hood reinforces those assumptions, so that the clients learn what to 
expect and how to behave. New knowledge and theory are brought 
into social work through social pressures on the political and com­
munity leaders who form the highest echelon of management, and 
through social science and other research which affects the literature 
and training of workers. So new knowledge and theory is applied to 
social work by collective academic and social processes rather than 
by response to actual social situations presented by clients. Some 
social trends are likely to be absent from or under-represented in 
agencies because of the process by which clients come to it. 
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I call such a view of social work catalytic because catalysis is a 
chemical reaction in which substances are put together with a 
catalyst. A reaction takes place between the substances that would 
not occur if the catalyst were not present. By a series of combina­
tions with the other substances, it helps the reaction to work, but it 
emerges from the process having reformed into its original state. 

Is the picture presented by this model accurate? Some evidence 
for it is contained in the unresponsiveness of social work agencies 
to radically different social trends. For example, social agencies 
were slow to recognise failures in providing services to ethnic 
minorities in western countries, because of endemic racism in 
training, management and practice (Lum, 1982; Dominelli, 1988) 
and in social policies (Granger and Portner, 1985). There was 
distrust of agencies and white people by black people, and a 
failure to communicate across racial and social boundaries because 
of different life styles and cultures. A general social movement 
recognising these issues applied political and intellectual influence 
to social work. Personal responses to the world that workers saw 
around them did not seem to reflect the changes. Similar points 
might be made about the failure to recognise serious inequities in 
the response to women's roles in caring within welfare and 
conventional social systems. 

Such an inadequacy in response, however, probably derives 
more from the inflexibility of agency structures and socially­
formed attitudes among workers, rather than theory and know­
ledge not taking account of social changes. J. Ellis (1977), for 
example, showed that European conceptions of children's needs 
differed from those held by West Africans, leading to inappropri­
ate interventions in West African families. Further examples may 
illustrate the point. There are many grass-roots agencies which are 
acceptable to ethnic minorities and respond appropriately to 
women's roles and wishes. These seem to show that with workers 
and managements who have appropriate attitudes, and outside 
large institutionalised agencies, ideas and theories which are 
basically similar to conventional social work theories are helpful to 
groups which otherwise seem to be rejected by social work 
agencies. Some agencies are able to incorporate ethnic elements as 
a positive attribute of their work (Jenkins, 1980). This also 
happens in sympathetic enclaves within institutionalised agencies. 
Such a view cannot be taken too far, however. Midgley (1981) 
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shows that Third World countries have often found the Western 
model of social work inappropriate to their needs and have created 
more pragmatic and radical practices. 

There is also evidence that social workers do respond to social 
trends which appear in their work, but cannot always affect their 
agencies or attitudes within them to take this further. One 
particularly important example is increasing violence towards 
workers. Brown et al. (1986) argue that there is more violence 
because people who would have stayed in institutions are being 
discharged to the community. Small (1987) similarly claims that 
violence to social workers reflects changing social patterns, and is 
incorrectly ascribed to breakdowns in relationships. Violence 
towards social workers and the fact that they suffer from stress and 
possibly burnout (Gibson et al., 1989; Davis-Sacks et al., 1985; 
Jayaratne et al., 1983; Fineman, 1985; Cherniss, 1980) draws 
attention to the fact they are affected and changed by their 
relationships with clients. So, the potential exists for social work 
and its agencies to be affected by their clients directly. 

The catalytic model, then, does not adequately describe some 
aspects of social work. An interactive or transactional model sees 
social workers and agencies, not as catalysts, but as capable of 
change by their interaction with clients. Gitterman (1983) argues 
that many difficulties in getting clients to accept help can usefully 
be seen as part of a struggle for dominance between the worker 
and professional prerogatives, the client's wish for control and the 
agency's attempts to manage what goes on within it. Since theory 
describes and explains what workers do, it must also respond to 
the realities of its social constructions. Otherwise, it would be 
rejected or amended. A major feature of any acceptable model of 
social work theory, therefore, is the extent to which it can offer 
explanations of and guidance in dealing with the pressures clients 
put on social workers and how this affects their perceptions of the 
clients' social circumstances. A theory which is inadequate at any 
time in representing the real needs of clients as presented to 
agencies is likely only to be partially accepted, or to become 
supplanted. 

So far, I have argued that social work itself is interactive because it 
responds to clients' demands on a service affecting workers, and that 
theoretical development reflects this, because theories are rejected 
or amended as they fail to deal with the demands actually made. 
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To take this further, theory must also develop in response to 
demands made by clients on agencies and workers affecting the 
interpretation or acceptance of theoretical ideas. Since theory is a 
statement of what social work is and prescribes what social 
workers should do in various situations, it follows that the nature 
of social work and its theory are defined, not by some independent 
process of academic development and experimental testing but by 
what social workers actually do. And that is created by their 
reality, the demands made by clients in the context of the basic 
values and social structures established within the occupation of 
social work. A modern social work theory must therefore respond 
to the modern social cons.truction of reality both by clients and by 
social workers and their social environments; if it fails to do so, it 
will be unsuccessful. The recognition of the need for theory to be 
interactive or Fefiexive in this way is a feature of more modern 
social work theories such as ecological systems approaches, where 
the interaction with the envimnment is strongly recognised (Ger­
main, 1981). and Marxist and radical approaches (see Chapters 
10--11). 

According to this view of social work, its theory must be 
constantly changtihg in response t'il practice constructions by its 
participants. Therefore~ acroums of its nature cannot arise from a 
theory or model of what soeial work is in general. Instead, it is a 
variety of activiti~ whioh have crommon f-eatures in most social 
constructions of it. The balance of those features. the degree to 
which they are pre'lient, and their signmean~e to the pa11ticipants in 
a social work adivity offer a structure agai.rnit which s.ocial work 
theories may be tested. If a theozy explains Qr describes helpfully a 
particular combination of oirt:umstances it provides an adequate 
account of that f<mn of social work. If it cannot offer 5ucb 
guidance it is inadequate as a theory for that purpose., although it 
might be useful in some otfler context. 

The features which offer a useful set <lf ~ategories for assessin~ 
theories are those aspects of social work activity whioh affect the 
social construction of pa:rtkipants. They specify areas whkh it is 
helpful for theory to deal with. It is then possible to compar.e their 
adequacy in different circumstances. The fact that these eh~ments 
are always present in social work, alth&ugb in diffetent oombina­
tions, gives its nature a stability so that it is recognisably sooial 
work even though its impletnentation varies. These featwres relate 
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Table 1.2 Common features in the social context of social work 

Feature 

Individualisation 

Use of knowledge 

Relationship 
Organisational context 

Need 
Maintenance of social 
institutions 
Advocacy 

Implications 

people are treated as individuals not 
categories 
clients and actions are understood through 
psychological and social knowledge 
evidence and argument 
social work operates through relationships 
social work uses the organisational context 
of its relationships to carry out its activities 
social work defines need 
social work is concerned with maintaining 
important social structures 
social work advocates for clients 

closely to values which some writers would see as basic to social 
work. They are set out in Table 1.2. Many of them are what Rojek 
et al. (1989) call 'received ideas' in social work; they argue that 
such ideas, whether traditional, radical or feminist, constitute 
powerful influences on what workers actually do. 

The remainder of this section explores each of these points, and 
considers the social work literature about them, to argue in each 
case that they are an essential part of social work. Their existence 
in an activity defines it as social work, but the nature of the 
description of social work which emerges from using these features 
to define an activity as social work varies, because how they are 
balanced and interact with each other affects how the activity 
looks. This is apparent in Chapter 12, which shows how different 
groups of theories reflect different balances of these features, and 
respond to different perceptions and analyses of the worlds within 
which social workers work. 

Individualisation means that social work deals with people as 
individuals and avoids, for example, operating simply through 
bureaucratic procedures. Such procedures in agencies are often 
misused in dealing with clients but are more properly used in pro­
viding services which are adjuncts to social work, or in the admin­
istration of the agency. Clients' needs may be common ones, or 
reflect social trends, but social work activities are always designed to 
respond individually. Other agencies use set criteria, such as housing 
points systems, or social security eligibility rules, for assessment. 
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As a result, social work is often used within other services, 
easing problems of access to bureaucratic or complex services. 
Social workers also sort out the problems caused for clients by the 
management requirements of other services. The role of social 
workers in social security agencies in countries where social 
security and social work services are combined, and the role of 
medical social workers in hospitals are examples. 

Individualisation is closely allied to 'advocacy' as a feature of 
social work. Writing a report for court, or a mental health worker 
providing a social history for a psychiatric team aims to individual­
ise and personalise the client who might otherwise be just another 
offender or a psychiatric category. 

Individualisation is a feature of social work even when groups or 
communities are the clients. Group or residential work aims to 
provide settings enabling individuals to use the group or environ­
ment to gain personal competences and perhaps insight to function 
more effectively in groups and in ordinary life. Even where the 
aim is to help a family, group or community function better as a 
whole, it includes how the individuals concerned take part, and 
how others use their contribution. 

Part of the individualisation of people is individualising the 
circumstances which clients face. Individual or group clients are 
respected as human beings, and so the circumstances about which 
they seek help are differentiated from others' similar circum­
stances. Each individual point of their problems is considered as 
well as being seen as part of a whole. This is the purpose of much 
social work diagnosis or assessment, and their connection with 
individualisation is why such aspects or phases of social work are 
so important in the accounts given by many writers from many 
different theoretical perspectives. 

Individualisation is not only an important value, it is significant 
for technical reasons. Social workers often deal with the exceptional 
or unusual which cannot be dealt with by more cost-effective 
bureaucratic means. They avoid generalities and categories and 
concentrate on the special features of the circumstances they are 
dealing with in order to fulfil this role. Doing so also enhances 
clients' feelings that their problems are being attended to. Re­
lationship, another important feature of social work, is connected 
with individualisation, since the quality of the relationship partly 
depends on individualisation. Social workers tend to be criticised 
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when they fail to act individualistically. In Cleveland, in the UK, 
for instance, a large number of referrals of child sexual abuse were 
made to the social services department, which was criticised for 
automatically taking legal proceedings, rather than considering 
each case on its merits (DHSS, 1988). 

The classic statement of individualisation is by Biestek (1965) in 
his account of the main features of the social work relationship. 
The underlying philosophical idea is about respect for persons. 
These propose that social workers should always accept each 
individual client as a valuable human being, even though the 
client's behaviour is unacceptable; this distinguishes people from 
their actions. One aspect of respect for the client as an individual is 
commitment to that idea of self-determination by the client. 
Originally, this had a technical purpose in enabling the worker to 
influence the client more successfully by getting them to take an 
active part in the work and so engage their motivation more 
strongly. This has developed to an ethic that clients should have a 
degree of, or complete control of the process in which both 
worker and client share (Payne, 1989). 

Use of knowledge is a corollary of individualisation since if 
people are dealt with as individuals, there must be some basis for 
understanding them as such. Social work uses social and psycho­
logical evidence and argument for this purpose. In this, it differs 
from, say, the law, religion, or politics where the basis of under­
standing is respect for authority, faith, belief, or interest. 
Although other occupations use similar material to that used by 
social work, the balance is different. Medicine has a greater 
emphasis on biological and chemical science; psychology rather 
neglects the sociological; counselling leans away from political, 
organisational and social understanding; public administration 
concentrates on the political and social rather than the psycho­
logical. 

The history of rational assessment in social work goes back at 
least to the work of the charity organisation societies whose pur­
pose was to plan personal help so that it was focused effectively. 
This involved assessing individual clients on the basis of organised 
record-making and investigation of the client's life circumstances. 
An early text from the USA 'Social Diagnosis' (Richmond, 1917) 
set out systematic schemas for investigating clients' affairs. These 
developments were sometimes in conflict with the Fabian or 
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socialist view of social action, particularly in the UK (C. Jones 
1979), and with Evangelical Christian workers such as Barnardo 
who was in conflict with the London COS (Wagner, 1979). Their 
view was that services should be non-selective as far as possible 
and everyone who came forward and met the criteria for services 
should receive them. 

Social work took from its medical connections the value of 
systematic observation and assessment to form the basis of a 
diagnosis. The medical model is also an important aspect of the 
influence of psychoanalytic theory. Sociological origins of the 
importance of understanding through evidence lie in the tradition 
of empirical social investigation pioneered by people like Booth 
(1892-1903) in the 19th century, and by empirical sociologists such 
as Durkheim (1938) and American sociologists. This approach to 
understanding social problems has been extended into the work of 
social policy analysts such as Titmuss and his followers (e.g. 
Titmuss, 1963, 1968) who promoted the use of detailed investiga­
tions of social problems. Subsequently, there has grown up an 
approach to political pressure-group activity which relies on de­
tailed empirical analysis of case material. 

The range of theories and knowledge used in social work, 
reviewed by Barker and Hardiker (1981) among others includes 
sociological, psychological, social policy and organisational 
theories. These are generally used to understand and explain: 

• behaviour of clients 
• social origins of clients' behaviour and problems 
• social environment of clients' lives 
• interactions between clients and workers 
• organisational environment of the work 
• effectiveness or otherwise of the work. 

Relationship between client and worker is the vehicle of the 
continuity of the social work process, because a broad involvement 
in clients' lives is needed which cannot be achieved in distinct 
episodes or limited interactions, and because of the effectiveness 
of relationship as a medium for achieving change in people's lives. 

Using a relationship is closely connected with the idea that social 
work is a process, rather than a series of discrete events. Clients 
are involved in a sequence of activities which connect with and 
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influence one another. The whole is designed to do more than a 
series of separate activities could do. The relationship carries the 
sequences along and makes the connection. It is the practical 
implementation of individualisation and respect for persons. 

Relationship implies a two-way influence so that social workers 
are changed interactively by clients as well as vice-versa. Their 
emotions and mutual interests are involved with each other. 
Perlman (1979) stresses the emotional and individualising aspect 
of relationship in social work and in general. This creates a 
connection between people which continues even when they are 
not together. Clients and workers understand social work as 
something which continues between them. A sales assistant and a 
shopper, by contrast, may well communicate in much the same 
way, but each has a distinct role in which the seller services the 
requests which the customer defines, after which contact ceases. In 
a service organisation such as a hotel, contacts may persist longer 
and involve closer personal interactions, but the exchange be­
tween the parties is still a customer-servant one. 

In some other caring occupations, the contact may be similarly 
highly personal, sustained and may rely on an element of trust 
generated by an appropriate manner or approach to clients or 
patients. Such relationships, unlike social work, are based on activ­
ities around a particular form of services (as in clinical psychology, 
physiotherapy or speech therapy) or episodes of care (as in nursing) 
or on particular sets of symptoms or conditions (as in medicine). Only 
in social work is the establishment and maintenance of the 
relationship the main instrument of service with the client. 

Social work and related activities such as counselling are con­
cerned with a much broader range of the client's circumstances. 
The openness required of the client for this sort of process 
demands of the worker a responsive involvement which only the 
relationship can offer. As other nearby occupations such as 
psychiatry move away from their own centres of speciality towards 
using similar techniques, they also make greater use of this sort of 
relationship. Similarly, as social workers move towards service 
provision in their role, their approach may take on more aspects of 
the customer-servant style. 

Relationship became important in social work principally because 
of its importance in psychoanalytic theory, but other therapeutic 
theories also give importance to relationship, including behaviour 
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modification and humanist therapies. Research has shown that the 
nature of the relationship between a client and worker is important 
in many different kinds of counselling and psychotherapeutic 
activities (Patterson, 1986). The effective features of a relationship 
are empathic understanding by the worker of the client, respect 
and warmth for the client and genuineness in the worker's 
behaviour; these are considered further in Chapter 8. 

Cultural assumptions and expectations are also carried by 
relationships, so that sociologists and anthropologists are also 
interested in how they create social institutions. An example of 
this relevant to social work is how the value base of social work is 
reflected in the sort of relationships which workers establish with 
their clients (Biestek, 1965). 

Organisational context, as we have seen, forms and controls 
social work as an occupation and the establishment of clienthood 
for a particular person. Organisations are social institutions with 
certain social goals. They have to achieve the commitment of their 
members to meeting those goals. Clients and social workers are 
within and surrounded by many organisations as well as the agency 
which is the base of their work. Working in an organisation raises, 
therefore, issues about the goals of the institution and whether 
they are consistent with the goals and activities of those working 
within it, and how compliance with organisational goals is 
achieved or not (Etzioni, 1975). 

Since they are social institutions, organisations are also media 
for managing various kinds of social relationships. Such relation­
ships include interactions between organisations and other social 
institutions and power and influence within the organisation and 
between it and others. How this is done often reflects existing 
social and cultural patterns within society, such as geographical, 
class, sexual, racial, political and family divisions. Therefore, not 
only the social work agency but its relationships with others and 
the general social context are relevant to an understanding of social 
work. The organisational goals and forms of social relationships set 
by social agencies are transmitted to and affect the social work 
activities which are carried out to meet both the formal and informal 
goals. The agency is also a conduit transmitting the effects of clients' 
demands and responses into the organisational and social networks 
around it. That transmission, of course, is equally affected by the 
social factors affecting the nature of the agency. 
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Importance was first attributed to the role of the agency in social 
work by functional social work theory (see Chapter 3). This 
proposes that the agency's role gives focus and purpose to social 
work activity undertaken within it. While this is so, the agency is 
also affected by clients and workers in complex ways, as we have 
seen in earlier parts of this Chapter. 

Need is a complex concept; individual and social needs are hard 
to unravel, and one of social work's roles is to assess needs. Two 
important areas are relevant. First, 'need' is often used to refer to 
something within us which drives us to achieve some purpose. So, 
if we are hungry we 'need' food. Second, 'need' can be socially 
defined to be things which it is to some degree essential that we 
have. For example, it may be said that everybody needs good 
health care. Sometimes the two ideas are related. Most people, for 
example, have an emotional commitment to feeling healthy and 
would accept that it is socially beneficial to be provided with health 
services. 

The origins of the importance of need in social work are: 

• psychoanalytic theory, which is based on a theory of motiva­
tion so that people who lack emotional or physical necessities 
are driven to attain them, so that 'need' gained associations 
with emotions, often strong and irrational ones. 

• early Poor Law welfare work and charity organisation work, 
which made distinctions between people deserving and un­
deserving of assistance; in modern times, government social 
provision is often related to entitlement or assessment of the 
extent to which a service is needed according to set criteria; 
therefore the assessment of need comes to be seen as a 
prerequisite of receiving services and of fair allocation of 
services. 

• medical services, where doctors provide an authoritative 
diagnosis, and prescribe treatment; so it comes to be said 
that a diagnosis and prescription define need for medical 
care, and social work, using a medical model of study, 
diagnosis and treatment as the basis for its service, has 
developed a similar concept. 

The complexities of need have given rise to a considerable 
literature, which has influenced social work thinking. Different 
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types of need exist, according to Maslow (1970), and some types 
are more important than others, giving rise to a hierarchy in which 
there will not be emotional pressure to meet needs lower in the 
hierarchy until the more important levels of need are met. 

The social definition of need is equally complex. With the 
importance of defining need as an entitlement to service, need has 
acquired a political importance. To say that something is a need 
makes it more necessary to take action to deal with it than with 
something which is not. Assessing need thus becomes associated 
with rationing services. As social workers define something as a 
need, they are making it more likely or, in an ideal world, 
necessary that it should be provided for. 

Bradshaw (1972) has produced a taxonomy of need which sets 
out different sorts of need which would have different consequences 
for services. These are: 

• normative need, defined by an expert or professional 
• felt need, which is the same as wants 
• expressed need, where felt need is turned by some action 

(e.g. applying for services) into demand 
• comparative need, where people are in need if they suffer the 

same conditions as others who do receive a service. 

Defining need is also part of the assessment stage of the route to 
clienthood. Reviewing this process, G. Smith (1980) argues that 
need is an administrative construct which describes decisions made 
by officials. Kemshall (1986) in a study of intake in a social services 
office shows that such decisions are constructed by workers' 
everyday reactions to the problems that they faced, reinterpreting 
by social consensus the official definition of need. As well as these 
formal determinations of need, clients and others around them, 
other agencies and other workers and officials also define clients' 
need in relation to the services of a social worker. Social workers 
may also define need on behalf of other agencies. Their reports, 
social histories or referrals may lead to the provision of services or 
to reactions to the client by other agencies. 

Assessment of needs by social workers is related to the role of 
advocacy for clients, since often the worker's credibility as a 
spokesman relies on their assumed expertise in assessing needs. 

Maintenance of social institutions is another important role of 
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social workers and their agencies. Davies (1985) argues that in 
doing so, social work helps to maintain social norms and values; it 
does so in the process of helping people maintain a satisfactory life 
in society. The two most important institutions upheld by social 
work are the family and the community, as we saw in examining 
important factors in the development of social work as an occupa­
tion. Social work's role in maintaining the family and the community 
is paradoxical, since some social work is concerned with support­
ing and developing such institutions so that they work well, while 
in some cases the institution is maintained because social work 
makes substitute arrangements when it does not work well. So, 
where an elderly person is living with children and this is causing 
relationship difficulties, the social worker would help resolve these 
so that the family could continue to be together. Where there is no 
family, the social services often provide services which substitute 
for the care and support that the family would provide. 

This is support for the institution because: 

• making alternative or supportive services available encour­
ages families to continue with helping their members thus 
maintaining their family involvement in such activities. 

• it expresses a public policy demonstrating commitment to 
maintaining family and community if possible. 

• providing alternatives when family and community are not 
present demonstrates their value. 

Giving importance to family and community in social work is a 
long-standing ideal but it is not without its critics. Hamilton (1957) 
argues that early social workers worked with the problem, rather 
than social structures. The importance of the family in social work 
theory arose because of the importance of early life in psycho­
dynamic theory, and the role of social workers, particularly in 
child guidance, in investigating the early social history of clients. 
Much writing on casework sees it as work with individuals and 
families. The importance given to families in psychosocial theory 
and crisis intervention (see several chapters in Parad, 1965) are 
examples of this in traditional social work. Concern for the risks to 
family life during the Second World War (and also in other wars) 
were an important aspect of the development of supportive social 
services, particularly in Europe. During the latter part of the 
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Second World War and the period afterwards in England, for 
example, family problems were an important focus (Rustin, 1979), 
leading to concern about multi-problem families. Families were 
seen as the focus of work with offenders and as the basis of a new 
organisation of the social services in the UK following the 
Seebohm report (1968). A number of techniques for working with 
families in a distinctive way, grew up to form family therapy 
(Walrond-Skinner, 1976) which has generated considerable in­
terest among social workers, even being adapted from its psychiat­
ric and therapeutic base for use in the bureaucratic climate of 
official agencies (Dimmock and Dungworth, 1983; Nuttall, 1985). 

Two major criticisms of social work's emphasis on the family 
come from radical perspectives. Marxist theorists see the family as 
the place where the labour force is 'reproduced' (in the sense of 
both being born and socialised into acceptance of the ideological 
oppression of capitalist societies). Maintaining the family in this 
instance may be detrimental to the interests of working class 
people, but, according to Corrigan and Leonard (1978) it may also 
be the only place where people may experience sharing and 
collaborative relationships. Feminists argue that 'the emphasis 
on appropriate mother-centred child-rearing practices in social 
work has ... more to do with the regulation of women's lives than 
the successful negotiation of childhood' (Sullivan, 1987, p. 164). 
Thus, the emphasis on family work may stress the role of women 
as carers rather than respecting their capacity for broader roles. 
Women receive most of the attention from social workers dealing 
with families, and suffer more of the practical consequences of 
social problems than men (Wilson, 1980). 

The community as a social institution is also an important focus 
for social work activity. Many early social work agencies had an 
educational and leisure bias, rather than or as well as being 
concerned with personal help and therapeutic activity. One im­
portant strand of the history of social work derives from settlement 
work in Britain and the USA. Parts of this activity have been 
divided into community work and group work and in the UK (but 
not in other parts of Europe and the USA) a fairly clear division 
has grown up between youth work and social work. 

One of the characteristics of social work is that it is either 
carried out in the community (i.e. with clients who live in their 
own homes) or with the aim of helping people in residential or 
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hospital care to deal with their problems outside the setting and 
often as part of the process of discharge from the setting. Social 
policy in many countries is emphasising deinstitutionalisation, 
resulting in the social services becoming increasingly important, 
and, as we saw earlier, more pressurised. In the UK, for example, 
a policy of 'community care' outside residential settings has been 
developed for most client groups since the Second World War, and 
has origins in policies and developments going back to the early 
part of the century (Walker, 1982). Such policies for deinstitution­
alisation are apparent in services associated with social work in the 
USA, Italy and other countries (P. Brown, 1985; Ramon and 
Giannichedda, 1988). 

Related to these ideas that living in the community as opposed 
to residential settings is preferable, is a romanticism about 'the 
community' as an important factor in our lives. This has led to the 
development of ideas about promoting and strengthening informal 
care and networks of people offering support in 'the community'. 
There has been a movement for the decentralisation of bureau­
cratic social services (Hadley and Hatch, 1981) which has led in the 
UK to the development of ideas of community social work 
(Barclay report, 1982; Hadley and McGrath, 1984). This term is 
sometimes misunderstood since it is used in the USA to refer to 
what in Britain would be called community work. 

While they have their supporters, ideas of the community as the 
essential base of social work and personal support for individuals 
with problems have been questioned, as has the emphasis on 
family in social work. Support offered in working-class communi­
ties came from shared adversity, rather than commitment to some 
community ideal, and demographic and social changes mean that 
it is harder for families and local social networks to provide care 
for people with problems than at one time it was. As with families, 
'community care' seems likely to place a particular burden on 
women who are usually seen as the people who should provide 
caring in most situations. 

Social work, then, is intimately bound up in social policies and 
ideologies concerned with the support of several social institutions 
of which family and community have been selected as the most 
important. How a social work theory deals with these institutional 
and ideological demands is a crucial part of assessing its relevance 
to social work. 
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Advocacy is another important aspect of social work, both in the 
sense of arguing clients' cases for the provision of resources within 
the worker's agency or elsewhere, and more generally in seeking 
to establish or re-establish clients' acceptability and participation 
in society. Advocacy is a crucial element of all social work for two 
reasons. First, it is an important and rather neglected skill which, 
although recognised (Jordan, 1987), has not received its place in 
most general accounts of social work practice (Payne, 1986). 
Second, and more importantly, it is an essential element in social 
work's knowledge structure which defines the characteristics of 
social work (Philp, 1979). 

Social work includes advocacy because, as we have seen, social 
work's role is to define needs and individualise clients on the basis 
of evidence so that, within organisational structures, clients' 
demands can be appropriately represented. In some countries, 
advocacy forms a determining part of the social worker's role, e.g. 
in Italy social workers administer the social security system, and 
having assessed their client and worked out their needs for 
financial resources, must put the client's needs to a lay committee 
(Cigno, 1985). 

However, agencies do not necessarily respond well to clients' 
demands because they are often outside the expectations and rules 
of the agency, and because social work client'S often possess 
characteristics which make them stigmatised such as mental ill­
ness, disability and a history of offending behaviour or drug 
addiction. 

Advocacy from social workers, therefore, goes beyond arguing 
the client's case. Philp (1979) contends that the essential role of 
social work is to create a picture of the client as an individual 
which is both subjective in that it presents an individualised view 
and social in that it shows how that person is created and affected 
by their social surroundings. This creates the client as a 'subject'. 
Objective knowledge is integrated into this picture of the client 
(hence the importance to social work of the use of evidence in 
spite of the fact that much of what is done is concerned with 
subjective feeling and personal interaction) to give credibility to 
the humanisation of the client which the social worker tries to 
achieve. This presents the client as a candidate for acceptability for 
the services required or for admission to normal life after a period 
of unacceptability, and in doing this the social worker is creating a 
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realistic case for the client. This process can be seen in the 
functions of social workers in producing social histories and 
reports for court which use objective evidence to explain and 
present the client appropriately for medical or judicial decision­
making. It is also present when social workers try to demonstrate 
their clients' needs for services. Philp (1979) would argue that the 
whole process of casework and other therapeutic activities is 
directed towards showing, either by the fact that activity has gone 
on or by the changes wrought, that clients have been humanised to 
the point where they can be accorded full human and citizen 
status. 

Philp's vision of social work accords a central place to its role in 
human ising and advocating for the client in the eyes of society. 
One important consequence of this view is to play down the role of 
therapy and personal change as an objective of social work in 
favour of achieving social changes in the position both of clients, as 
individuals, and of the social groupings of which they are part. 

Seeing social work as fundamentally concerned with this broadly 
defined advocacy shows why relationships and an organisational 
role are important as part of social work. The closeness of social 
workers to their clients, allied with their official position and the 
credibility of their agency, demonstrates that they have the 
involvement which enables them to make a fuller and more 
detailed evaluation of their clients than most other officials, and 
gives organisational backing to their advocacy. 

Social work and its theory: the organisation of the book 

1 have argued that social work is socially constructed through its 
interactions with clients, because they themselves become defined 
as clients by social processes, through its formation as an occupa­
tion among a network of related occupations, and through the 
social forre1> which define it thiough its context. I have character­
ised social work as an activity in which workers humanise through 
individualisation and adv$Cate the needs .of their clients in and 
from an Qrgani:sational setting among whose aims is the mainte­
nance of important social institutions, a factor whk;h gives credibil­
ity to their efforts. Social workers achieve a close ancl credible 
understanding and assessment of clients' needs through their 
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relationship with the clients and the use of objective evidence from 
the psychological and social sciences. 

Going on from these points, the social construction of social 
work suggests that its theory at any one time is constructed by the 
same social forces that construct the activity. This makes it 
possible to see among the turmoil of conflicting and debated 
theory a way of organising theory for practice at any particular 
time. 

Theory for practice will inevitably respond to current social 
pressures, so that present interests and concerns colour it. And yet 
it also reflects the histories of theoretical, occupational and service 
context. The strength of influence of those histories in the con­
struction of present theory varies from time to place to person, but 
they are always there, alongside present social forces. In trying to 
make some sense from the turmoil of debated theory in this book, 
I am trying to reflect the histories of theory as they seem important 
as a contribution now, and to see what theory may be available 
and how it may be used. Examining how it fits together with other 
theories offers the opportunity of seeing what present and immedi­
ate future developments hold. 

Inevitably, I have made decisions about what to include and 
exclude from the accounts of social work theory given in this book. 
I have, first, selected theories which have historical importance, or 
are subject to contemporary debate. These are grouped with 
related theories into individual Chapters (3-11) covering similar 
sets of concepts which form a theoretical perspective. In each case 
one or two of the theories is selected for more detailed treatment 
as an example of how that group of theories describes and 
accounts for social work activities. The aim of selecting a few 
writers in this way is to give enough detail to show how the writers 
actually apply their theoretical concepts to social work. Not 
enough detail can be given to allow a worker to practice from the 
accounts contained in this book, but there is enough to show the 
practical utility of each theory, and how its prescriptions differ 
from other theories. 

Around the main account of the use of a theoretical perspective, 
is material about connections. Each chapter gives some account of 
the origins of that perspective and how it came to have influence in 
social work, identifies and makes connections with other ideas and 
writers whose work is related to the main concept. This is so that 
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the reader can position the theory among other theories and ideas, 
and can appreciate connections among writers and ideas as he or 
she comes across them. 

In Chapters 2 and 12, I consider the problems of relating theory 
to practice, of selecting from and understanding the relationships 
between theories, and finally the problems of assessing the utility 
of the various theories and their future. In these three Chapters I 
am trying to arrive at a view about how social work theory may be 
used in practice as a whole. 

The naturalisation of social work theory 

My fundamental position is that social work theories share com­
mon features, which are far more important than the differences 
between them. These features derive, as we have seen, from the 
social contexts in which social work is practised. New ideas within 
social work theory arise in various ways and go through a process 
of naturalisation by which they become adjusted to the conven­
tional framework of social work. Some theories have not fully 
naturalised, because they do not deal well with some of the 
important features of social work within the period in which they 
become important. Theories which do naturalise affect the com­
mon features of social work. Cheers (1978), in a rather humanist 
approach, argues that particular theories only deal with parts of a 
client's problems and need to be co-ordinated to form one holistic 
view of them and the help they need. In his view, as part of the 
process of naturalisation: 

• ideas must be studied and grasped intellectually 
• they must be analysed and criticised intellectually 
• individual workers must 'make sense' of them as part of their 

own experience 
• workers must interpret the theory and link it into the total 

pattern of their thinking 
• they must try it out and experience how it works in practice. 

At this point, it is appropriate to introduce the idea of paradigm. 
In general terms, this concept means a pattern or template, 
something which is commonly reproduced in an activity. Kuhn 
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(1970) uses paradigm to describe a general view <){the nature of 
physical or natural phenomena in science. His influential book on 
the history of science suggests that such paradigms anse, and 
scientific activity (tbeory .. making, experimentation, m¢thods of 
research, debate etc.) builds on them, until, in a scientific revolu-­
tion, a completely new w0tld view of phenomena is c:c>nstructed 
which totally changes the corroeption of those phenomena, Using 
'paradigm' as Kuhn uses it, I am arguing that there is a paradigm 
of social work, which is socially constructed and into which: all 
current theory and practice may be fitted. This is in practice 
agreed, even though there are theoretical disputes and minor 
variations, since most social workers reoognisabey do similar sorts 
of things in interactions with their clients. Kuhn questions (1970, 
p.lS) whether parts of the social sciences are well enough de,.. 
veloped to have acquired a paradigm, let alone experienc:ad dneof 
these revohltions. Yet some writers (e.g. Fischer, 1981) argue that 
such shifts in the conception of social work have taken place. Kuhn 
(1970, p. 4~) accepts that many minor paradigms will grow up in 
what he calls the ramshadde structure of specialities, and gives 
these paradigmatic status before they have acquired wid~t agree.. 
ment. This·seems to me to be the status of many of the rompming 
theories il'l' !!Ocittl work; th¢ fact that they exist doos not altecmy 
view that one fundamelntal approach in daily practice exists My 
argumettt that all theories are in practice collected together in tlw 
basic paradigm of social work may therefore be cmtSidered tel> be 
controversial. 

The basic paradigm of social work derives from psyoboanaly:$ic 
theory carried out within a humanist ethic, but it is a clerivation 
which is now at some distance both from psychoanalysis and 
humanism. Nonetheless, in lliiscussing the basic cmnteKts df social 
work, we saw that sevet'al .of these had their original roots in 
psychoanalytic theory, and this is ttoo. also ofseveEal approaches 
to practice. Psychoanalytic ideas, then, form thB groundwork 
which other ideas in social wdrk either naturaliscr to .. ot :respond 
and reject, while often still assuming dooply-rdoted approaches to 
clients whose origins He in distant psychdanalysis. 

Having given this outline of some important points in the 
argument of the book, it is time to move on ta the first s.tep of 
examining relationships betwtJen theory and practice .• 
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Using Social Work Theory 
in Practice 

Many people have difficulty in applying social work theory in 
practice. The first part of this chapter considers three debates 
about this issue. The pragmatic argument proposes that there is a 
confusing array of theories, mainly imported from outside social 
work practice by academic theory-builders, and that these are not 
practically useful. It relates to a pragmatic tradition of social work 
practice particularly associated with official agencies rather than 
with social reform or therapy, which offer alternative traditions of 
social work theory. In response to these arguments I propose a 
social constructionist view suggesting that this debate is basically a 
struggle for control of social work theory and practice between 
different interests within social work. 

The positivist argument is that many social work theories are 
insufficiently rigorous, and are not genuine theories at all because 
they only describe and hypothesise rather than explain which 
actions by a social worker will achieve precise results. The 
positivist would limit the theories which can be used to those which 
can be supported by empirical testing, so excluding many of the 
perspectives which might be available to social workers. I argue 
that this would be an extreme and unjustified position to take. 

The next section of this chapter considers the eclecticism debate. 
Eclecticism is the idea that it is possible to use all or many of the 
theories available together, or in sequence, or to select parts of 
them to use in combination. I show that there are problems with 
eclecticism, which must be used with caution. 

The fourth section considers a number of ways in which social 
work theory might be related to practice, and argues that problems 
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and advantages arise with each of them, suggesting again that the 
pragmatic argument is misleading in suggesting that only one 
relationship is desirable, and that only an unhelpful model of the 
relationship between practice and theory is being used. I argue, 
instead, that a variety of alternative approaches to relating theory 
and practice is possible, and use of a number of them is desirable. 

What theories, then, are available within social work to be used 
in practice? The final section reviews various analyses of social 
work theory, and theory in related areas, and explains how 
particular theories have been presented in this book. 

The pragmatic argument 

All practical occupations face the problem of relating theory about 
their activities to the practice of them. People who take a prag­
matic view of practice argue that present social work theory (and 
perhaps all possible social work theory) cannot be applied to 
practice. Pragmatists would say: 

• there are a wide range of competing theories making it 
impossible to use them; so many are available that to select 
only one may discredit the user 

• theories are too highly generalised to prescribe specific 
actions in practice 

• theories either conflict with the legal and procedural respon­
sibilities of many workers, particularly in official agencies, or 
do not make provision for those responsibilities, which are 
seen as outside social work and part of agency roles, or are 
allocated a lower status than therapeutic interventions 

• theories emphasise voluntary and therapeutic or reform 
aspects of social work and are thus hostile to the social 
control, legal and procedural responsibilities of workers in 
many agencies. 

If theory is, as I have suggested in Chapter 1, socially constructed, 
these arguments have some inadequacies. First, theory is con­
structed to respond to demands which are made upon it in various 
settings. So its many varieties may be useful in responding to 
different needs in different agencies. There is adequate coverage 
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of the needs of compulsory clients and social control work in social 
work theories; indeed many theories are criticised for being 
excessively authoritarian and controlling. The fact that such criti­
cisms are made does not exclude the usefulness of these theories to 
some social workers. 

Second, if the problem is one of prescription, it is important to 
acknowledge that everything we do is always theoretical (Howe, 
1987) and the problem is one of seeing how action relates to the 
theory formulated in books. It is a misunderstanding of theory, in 
the social construction perspective, to say that it must spring fully­
formed with explanatory power from academic development. 
Instead, it must, according to this perspective, always be adapted 
by and responsive to action in daily practice. How it is adapted and 
how it responds are the crucial questions. Much of this criticism 
and debate reflects a struggle for control of theory and how social 
work may be seen. 

Third, I have argued that social work theory actually demon­
strates considerable stability. This is for two reasons. The first is 
that, as I have said in Chapter 1, social work always comprises a 
balance of the seven characteristics which interact to create it in 
any particular social context. Those features are always present, 
and give social work a distinguishable form and nature to which 
the theory always relates. 

The second reason that I argue for the essential stability of social 
work, is that I have asserted that there is a basic approach and 
model of social work practice which reflects both an implicit and 
explicit theory. 

Pragmatists often mistake the basic paradigm as common sense 
or ordinary social work. Critics and supporters of paradigmatic 
status for alternative theories often characterise it as traditional 
social work. This too is a mistaken view, since this fundamental 
social work perspective does develop and grow. The following 
account of the history of theory development in social work is, 
therefore, a further argument against the pragmatic view. 

There are three separate traditions of theory in social work. The 
pragmatic tradition is associated with work in official agencies, 
particularly deriving from the Poor Law, and latterly social 
security agencies in the USA, Canada and European countries 
other than the UK where social workers are employed in helping 
roles associated with financial aid. I have suggested above that this 
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tradition is associated with the pragmatic view of theory. In this 
view, practical developments, and such things as legal and admin­
istrative constraints, rather than theoretical perspectives, are the 
crucial elements in the development of practice. The second is the 
socialist tradition which concentrates on reform, social criticism 
and intervention at a collective level with communities and large 
groupings of disadvantaged or oppressed people. The therapeutic 
tradition is concerned with working with individuals or groups who 
present personal or social difficulties. 

Many histories of social work identify the origins of social work 
as a separate occupation within the charity-organisation societies 
as also being the origins of its theoretical development. This is true 
primarily of the therapeutic tradition. Early theoretical develop­
ments were generally concerned with effective influence on the 
competence of individuals, particularly in families, to manage their 
financial and social affairs. There was a degree of moral judgement 
aligning competence in provision for family responsibilities with 
social acceptability. Theory was concerned with methods of inves­
tigation and assessment, so that judgements made were justifiable, 
and influence based on rationally obtained evidence. The 
apotheosis of this approach lies in the 'scientific social work' 
particularly of Mary Richmond (1917). She proposes an extensive 
set of schemas for assessment, and accurate diagnosis of problems. 

Strean (1971a; 1979, p. 5) argues that psychodynamic casework, 
based on Freud's work (see Chapter 3), grew out of recognition 
that the moral element brought a relatively unscientific element to 
social work, that explanations were required for circumstances in 
which clients resisted logical and practical advice and that 'scientific' 
social work offered little assistance where problems arose from 
behaviour difficulties. Germain (1970) characterises the enthusiasm 
for using psychodynamic theory in the 1920s and 1930s as a quest 
for scientific respectability and association with high-status medical 
activity in hospitals rather than lower-status nursing or caring tasks; 
this is a professionalisation explanation. The growth of criminologi­
cal work using psychology and social research influenced the 
perception that more practical intervention with offenders was 
possible, desirable and an appropriate role for social work. It also 
led to association with and a role within the criminal-justice system 
alongside another high-status profession- the law. 

During the 1950s and 1960s, ego psychology displaced older 
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forms of psychodynamic theory as the most influential approach, 
and applications in groupwork and residential work through the 
development of therapeutic communities and planned ~n·viron 
ment therapy became important (see Chapter 3). Two aspects of 
theoretical growth then became significant. Their impact became 
evident towards the end of the 1960s. The first was the growth of 
interest in an alternative system of psychological explanation: 
behavioural approaches based on learning theory. Much of this 
interest came from perceived inadequacies in the practice of 
psychodynamic theory, particularly in the light of psychological 
research which clarified the importance of learning, cognition 
motivation (other than through internal drives) and social psycho­
logical factors in behaviour. 

The second development was the growth of interest in the 
application of sociological theories in social work. These develop­
ments also were a reaction to perceived inadequacies in psycho­
dynamic theory, butthey were responsive too. Significanttheoretical 
growth in sociology and an expansion of academic departments led 
to greater influence for this area of social science. Marxist theory 
strengthened its influence, particularly in Europe. At the same 
time, after a period in the 1950s when relatively conservative 
administrations dominated governments in the West, democrat (in 
the USA) and socialist governments (in Europe) gained power more 
widely, and this led to a flowering of interest in various social reforms. 
The poverty programme in the USA and various community 
developments elsewhere aroused greater interest in the social 
tradition of social work and in community work and development. 

The decolonisation of many Third World countries led to 
broadly left-wing governments, and also to the separation of social 
welfare systems from the dominance of Western thought, and a 
greater emphasis on indigenous ideas, concerned more with social 
and community development rather than the more individualised 
social work of the Western world. Some of the ideas arising from 
these also began to have influence in Western society. Particularly 
noticeable is the work of Freire (see Chapter 10). In the UK and 
some other European countries, the end of colonial power led to 
the return of colonial administrators who brought some experi­
ences of community development techniques used to prepare 
Third World countries for independence. 

The social response led to two different sorts of theoretical 
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change. One was a synthetic or integrating approach giving greater 
importance to social factors in casework practice. The most 
important ideas relied on systems theory, and a number of 
formulations are considered in Chapter 6. The alternative 
approach was politically radical in nature, proposing that substan­
tial social change was necessary, and emphasising community and 
collective interventions. This was particularly important in the 
development of empowerment and advocacy approaches to social 
work. From this point, it is impossible to outline any particular 
path of theory development. A number of alternative perspectives 
and therapeutic approaches became available, taking up the 
reform, radical and therapeutic traditions. 

I have tried to show in this account of the development of social 
work theory that generally changes took place because of perceived 
inadequacies in available theory in practice, which stimulated new 
developments. Many of these changes came from academic and 
professional sources and sometimes responded to academic assess­
ments of the inadequacies of existing theories, but generally this was 
an inadequacy perceived in practice rather than being simply a 
matter, as the pragmatists would argue, of effete academic develop­
ment. Similarly, some developments were conditioned by a percep­
tion of the inadequacy of theories which needed development for the 
benefit of a more effective profession. The growth of theory is thus 
often associated with occupational development. Many theoretical 
changes responded directly to theoretical and practice gaps identi­
fied in practice and academic environments at the time. 

If we must reject the pragmatic argument, then, is the confusing 
turmoil of theory capable of being organised in other ways? There 
are fundamentally two approaches to doing so. One, the positivist 
view, argues that only a restricted range of theories is practically 
useful, because only a few can be supported by empirical evidence. 
To the positivist, it is these theories which should be used; others 
should be rejected. The second approach is the eclectic approach, 
which maintains that theories can be used in combination. 

The positivist debate 

Positivism is the view that understanding about human activity 
should be based on the methods of natural science. This would 
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mean that a theory would not be considered true or worthwhile 
unless it made clear predictions of outcomes from actions taken, 
and the outcomes could be shown to have occurred as predicted. 
Positivist or logical empirical approaches to theory imply a strict 
attention to experimental and statistical design of the tests of 
prediction and carefully tested logic in deriving and expounding 
the theory. 

Leonard (1975b), in an important paper, distinguished two 
different systems of explanation in the social sciences and applied 
them to social work: a physical-sciences and human-sciences 
paradigm. In each, he identified two positions about types of 
explanation. These are set out in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1 Types of explanation in social work 

Physical-sciences paradigm 

Position A 
aim at status of physical science 

importance given to measurement 
and objectivity 
only data capable of exploration by 
the senses counts as scientific 
knowledge 

Position B 
aims and methods in physical and 
social sciences similar 
physical sciences are inexact 

probability important in both 
physical and social sciences 

Human-sciences paradigm 

Position C 
social sciences rely on subjective 
understanding 
questions are value-laden: answers 
can be value-free 

Source: Leonard (1975b). 

Position D 
social sciences are socially­
determined 
ideological influences important 
socio-economic context of theories 
important 

Leonard argues that position A reflects the view of supporters of 
behavioural approaches, that only a 'hard science' form of ex­
planation is credible, whereas position B in the physical-sciences 
paradigm emphasises that many areas of both physical and social 
sciences are inexact, and reflects a less extreme view. The human­
sciences paradigm implies a different sort of explanatory model, 
with position D emphasising that not only are values and subjective 
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understanding important in the social sciences but, typical of a 
radical view, the social and economic context in which theories are 
formed must also be considered. Different views about explana­
tion reflect, in Leonard's view, different philosophies about the 
social and economic system, with people taking position A not 
acknowledging the importance of social contexts in the formation 
and use of their theories. 

As we have seen, social work has a scientific ideology, and has 
constantly sought status and respectability through having a scien­
tific approach to understanding human problems. This came under 
attack in the 1960s for two reasons. First, the experimental validity 
of behavioural psychology led to increasing criticism of the scien­
tific status of psychodynamic theory, and had great impact on 
social work because of its intense reliance at that time on 
psychodynamic theory. Second, empirical testing of the effective­
ness of social work intervention, both in the USA and Britain, did 
not show that it was effective. 

Criticism from a positivist perspective came from two important 
writers, Fischer (1973, 1976, 1981) in the USA and Sheldon (1978, 
1982a, 1984, 1986) in Britain. Their argument was that since 
traditional social work practice could not be shown to be effective, 
it should be abandoned and replaced with empirically tested 
practice, which would be based on behavioural approaches. 
Fischer produced a book (1978) outlining such an approach. 

The positivist critique as presented by Fischer and Sheldon led 
to a considerable reaction, paralleling that in the field of psycho­
analysis, and some intemperate debate. It can also be claimed that 
positivism is part of the struggle for control of theory and practice 
rather than a debate about evidence for theories. Such a view is 
taken by Karger (1983), who suggests that arguments for scientific 
method as the basis for knowledge in social work are designed to 
enhance the academic and professional status of the profession in 
general and particular groupings within it, without having much 
interest or value for many practitioners. 

The answers to the positivist critique fall into three groups: 

• validation of social work effectiveness has been achieved 
with studies which have concentrated on more closely­
defined services and outcome in recent years, as compared 
with the broader studies of earlier years. Also, some earlier 
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research which has been seen as evidence of ineffectiveness 
does not have to be read so pessimistically (D. Smith, 1987). 
This would be generally accepted, and is treated as evidence 
that more focused techniques similar to or derived from 
behavioural approaches are having their effect. Fischer 
(1981) has gone so far as to claim that this change constitutes 
a change in the basic 'paradigm' (in the Kuhnian sense- see 
Chapter 1) of social work. Gordon (1983) argues, correctly 
in my view, that Kuhn's model is not intended to apply to 
professional knowledge areas or to debate about appropriate 
methods for research in any given area, that Kuhn himself is 
opposed to 'rank empiricism', and that Fischer wrongly 
equates 'quantifiable' with 'empirical' which has a broader 
meaning and should include qualitative research and tested 
accumulation of experience. 

• to follow on from the previous point, the positivist critique 
ignores, according to D. Smith (1987) and Heineman (1981), a 
variety of other philosophical and research traditions which are 
equally acceptable and useful in related fields. Smith argues 
that the positivist view has an unreasonable hold among lay 
people and within social work. Jordan (1978) and England 
(1986) argue for an artistic and imaginative approach to 
understanding social work, although Smith rejects this because 
it does not provide clear enough practice guidance. 

• there are always problems with the positivist view when 
dealing with human activities because human behaviour is 
hard to define clearly, and outcomes which are tested may 
not connect with the inputs which are examined. It is very 
hard to identify incontrovertible facts about human activity­
nearly everything is in fact subject to interpretation and 
differences of perception and is affected by the context in 
which it occurs (D. Smith, 1987; Ruckdeschel and Farris, 
1982; Rein and White, 1981). 

Putting theories together: eclecticism 

Can the confusion of theories be dealt with in practice by putting 
all or several together in some way to provide an overall theory? 
This approach to theory is called eclecticism. 
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Dryden (1984) identifies a number of forms of eclecticism in the 
literature on therapy. Among them are: 

• theoretical, using one school of thought but adding particular 
techniques from other schools according to the aims of the 
major theory used 

• structural, assessing clients' circumstances according to 
various categories of information and selecting techniques 
from a variety of theories accordingly 

• combination, trying to combine two or more approaches at 
theoretical and other levels 

• existential, following a general set of existential principles, 
such as the idea that encountering and coping with the 
problems of life exposes clients' basic dilemmas in life, and 
using any available techniques to tackle these problems, so 
that what workers do is conditioned both by belief in the 
principles and the dilemmas revealed 

• technical, using techniques from a variety of theories without 
any commitment to the theories or disciplines which underlie 
them 

• integrationism, identifying the shared features of many 
theories and defining and using these 

• developmental, treating therapy as a series of stages to which 
theory is secondary 

• haphazard, choosing a theory according to its appeal to the 
worker. 

Is there evidence that social workers are eclectic, or that eclectic 
theories exist? Three forms of evidence are relevant. First, there 
are research studies of social workers' attitudes. Second, there are 
texts which explicitly attempt an eclectic approach. Third, there 
are texts which approach social work in a fundamentally eclectic 
way. 

The evidence for a degree of eclecticism exists in research 
studies of social workers. Jayaratne (1978) surveyed 267 American 
social workers in the mid-1970s and found that there was a primary 
allegiance to psychodynamic approaches but that ' ... eclecticism is 
the predominant mode of intervention ... ' (p. 626). 29.6 per cent 
of eclectics were (according to Dryden's much later categorisation, 
described above) combinationists, 22.5 per cent were structuralists, 
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17.2 per cent were technical eclectics and 5.6 per cent simply 
thought that no one theory was adequate. Research by Kolevson 
and Maykranz (1982), covering nearly 700 American practitioners 
and teachers, shows that they have very weak allegiances to 
specific theories; they speculate that this may be because of poor 
theoretical grounding in their training. British studies (e.g. DHSS, 
1978, pp. 134-6) comment on the pronounced lack of theory in the 
approach of many workers surveyed, although there is also 
evidence (e.g. Curnock and Hardiker, 1979) that some inexplicit 
use of theory takes place. 

Fischer (1978) has produced a text on social work which is 
specifically eclectic. He argues that we should select techniques 
appropriate to the needs of the client. He is quite committed to the 
behavioural approach, and selects techniques according to their 
effectiveness as demonstrated by research evidence, so he could be 
seen as a theoretical eclectic, enhancing a basic theoretical 
approach with insights from other related ideas. 

Many other social work texts are eclectic in other ways. Some 
are theoretically eclectic in that they specifically include aspects of 
other theories (e.g. Hollis and Woods, 1981, on psychosocial 
theory include family therapy, role and communication theory). 
Most humanist writers (e.g. Krill, Brandon, Goldstein) are exist­
ential eclectics, since their theories do not propose techniques of 
practice specific to their approach, but concentrate on how we 
should understand and work with the human condition using a 
variety of techniques. 

Many basic social work texts are integrationist, structural or 
developmental, since they concentrate on presenting the pro­
cesses, skills or techniques of social work rather than offering any 
particular theory to help understand personal or social behaviour. 
It might be claimed that these, or developments in service delivery 
such as community social work (in Britain) or case management, 
are more relevant to practice prescription than the sort of theories 
which seek to provide an explanation of why particular behaviours 
from social workers result in worthwhile change in clients - this 
latter being the approach of most social work theories which are 
viewed as such in this book and elsewhere. Against this, it may be 
argued that ideas such as case management do not seek to explain 
how social work works, but merely to establish an administrative 
system within which social work may be more effectively provided. 
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Systems theories explicitly seek to be combination-eclectic, 
since they try to offer an overarching theory which includes many 
or all other social work theories. 

Moore (1976) argues that being eclectic relies on the skill, 
knowledge and value base of a worker, which offers a secure base 
for moving among theoretical ideas. Since there is evidence that 
eclecticism is widely apparent in social work, is it a satisfactory 
way of dealing with the problem that there is a multiplicity of 
theories to choose from in practice? To go further, should we take 
up an eclectic or inclusive theory in preference to others, because 
it allows us to use a variety of approaches within it? Further still, 
are the sorts of theories that we have been examining basically 
irrelevant to practice, and is a technical or developmental theory 
which simply presents a range of techniques or offers descriptions 
of stages of work all that is necessary? To answer these questions, 
we need to look at the arguments for and criticism of eclecticism 
and these are set out in Table 2.2. 

As an overall judgement, it is clear that there are strong 
arguments in favour of eclecticism in using theory, but that there 
are difficulties, which mean that doing so should be a cautious act. 

Theory and practice 

Theory offers: 

• models describing what happens during practice in a general 
way, applying to a wide range of situations, in a structured 
way, so that they extract certain principles and patterns of 
activity which give the practice consistency 

• approaches to or perspectives on a complex human activity 
which allow participants to order their minds sufficiently to 
be able to manage themselves while participating 

• explanations which account for why an action results in 
partie\llar consequences -and the circumstances in which i-t 
does so 

• prescriptions for action so that workers know what to do 
when faced with particular circumstances 

• accountability to managers, politicians, clients and public by 
describing acceptable practice sufficiently to enable social 
work activities to be checked to see that they are appropriate 
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Table 2.2 Arguments for and against eclecticism 

For 

Clients should be able to benefit from 
all available knowledge, so theoretical 
perspectives should not be limited 

Empirical knowledge about skills or 
communication are valid irrespective of 
theory, and shouW he used as part of 
applying any theories 
There are many links between different 
ways of helping 
Theories work at different levels (e.g. 
task-centred theory gives specific 
guidance about particular situations 
while psychodynamic theory offers very 
wide-ranging ideas about interpreting 
behaviour); theories at different levels 
can be used together 
Some theories do ntn pretend to cover 
all areas of work (e.g. Marxist theory 
does not provide psychological 
knowledge or skills ~uidartce) and so 
mus~be used in c0!1JUOOtion with 
others, provided care is taken about 
how they match 

Many aspects of social work are the 
same whatever theory is used (e.g. the 
sequence of beginning, middle and end 
phases; assessment, diagnoSis and 
planning; use of tasks and contracts) so 
a broaq approach to social work can be 
constructed from these without 
worrying about theory 

Many of the distinctions drawn between 
theories are not relevant to practice 
which concerru; itself with gener&l and 
practical ideas like assessment, rather 
than fdeas abouthumal'l behaviour, 
social environment or the human 
condition which are secondary to 
helping people 

Social work involves personal 
commitment and use of personality in a 
close relationship with clients, and 
sticking to one theory may be 
uncongenial for the worker or client in 
a partil;ular case; human variety 
reqUires us to choose from the widest 
possible range of theories to make the 
personal element of social work 
possible 

Against 

Clients may not benefit, since workers 
acquire work styles early in their career 
and may miss theories which are 
devised later 
Eclecticism avoids the professional 
responsibility to accumulate and 
integrate knowledge of social work 

There is no clear basis for deciding how 
to use one theory rather than another, 
or selecting one from a range; 
therefore, the decision to use one 
theory rather than another is purely 
arbitrary or based on personal feehng 
rather than rational decision 
Workers would need to understand 
many theoretical approaches, somq 
very complex and needin~ supervision 
and study; this is not posstble for most 
workers much of the time; if something 
went wrong with a highly technical 
theory, they might not notice or be able 
to put it ri.ght 

Practising so as to join many different 
theories together may cause a wor~er to 
lose a common core of practice 

Many theories usc similar techniques 
but with different justiflcations, or 
within a completely different 
understandin$ of society or human 
beings; theones might innerently 
coofuct without the worker b.ein,g aware 
of or understanding the contradictions; 
this may be confuSing for cltent!: and 
workers 
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• justifications for the use of the models and explanations of 
practice 

Positivists would distinguish models from theories, since they 
would say that theory must explain in a provable way why 
something happens, not simply describe it in an organised way. 

The use of theory for justification may also be questioned. Some 
theories in social work, however, seem to be concerned with 
relating social work activities to broader categories of activity in 
society, rather than seeking to explain, describe or prescribe social 
work activities systematically. A particular system of social work 
activities is then justified because they meet some wider social 
aims. Many social work theories do this to some extent, especially 
where they claim to rely on particular human values: existential or 
humanist therapies are examples. Some theories seem to be 
primarily intended for this purpose: Marxist and feminist therapies 
are examples. Other theories tend to justify or explain social work 
theories by showing how they relate to general models or theories 
about human behaviour or society. The social work branch is then 
justified to some extent because it can be shown to fit into an 
accepted model of explanation or description. Systems or psycho­
analytic theory are examples of this use of theory in social work. 

Different types of theories in social work have different purposes: 

• theories about social work explain the nature and role of 
social work in society 

• theories of social work describe which activities constitute 
social work, set aims for social work activities and explain why 
those activities are relevant and effective in meeting the aims 

• theories contributing to social work are the psychological, 
sociological and other theories which explain or describe 
personal and social behaviour and are used to make theories 
of social work systematic, related to general social science 
explanations and to give supporting evidence for the social 
work theory's prescriptions 

• theories of social work practice and method prescribe in 
detail how the other theories so far outlined may be applied 
in the interaction between workers and clients. 

Theories of social work are strategic in nature, theories of practice 
and method specific. They often apply to a wide range of settings 
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within social work and to work in related occupations. Practice 
and method theories frequently form the links in the network of 
occupations, while theories of social work create the boundaries of 
an occupational grouping. 

There has been a long-lived debate in social work (and in other 
occupations) about how theory may be linked with practice. 
Carew (1979) identifies a number of different issues of concern in 
the theory/practice link. 

First, there is the concern that social work should be empirical 
or scientific; this issue is sometimes really about the use of research 
rather than theory. Thus, Sheldon (1978) describes the link as 
'tenuous' primarily because social workers are not clear that their 
enterprise should be based on a positivistic regard for the evidence of 
social science, and do not use the available means of rational evalu­
ation of their work. This meaning of the problem of relating theory to 
practice is a particular presentation of the positivism debate, con­
sidered above. The relevance of this point to social work knowledge 
is, however, that it may be argued that the sorts of knowledge 
available to social workers are not concrete enough ever to be useful. 
For example, a doctor may have precise information about the 
effects of a drug on the patient, and this degree of certainty can never 
be available to the social worker. Either social work as an activity can 
never aspire to the same professional standing because of the 
inadequacy of its knowledge base or it is fundamentally a different 
kind of activity, or, again, efforts must be made to improve its 
scientific standing and to use only the most credible knowledge 
available. If this latter aim can be achieved, some writers would 
claim that researched knowledge and practice can inform each 
other. In an American study, Siegel (1984) experimented with 
teaching on a social work course so that a researcher and practi­
tioner taught together, and found that there were five ways in 
which research and practice could be effectively linked: 

• working with clients can include research activities 
• research findings can be used to decide on practice actions 

and on personal models of practice 
• both research and practice share their nature as problem­

solving processes 
• research concepts can also be used as practice concepts 
• both forms of activity involve the use of 'applied logic'. 
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Second, there is a concern for the effective implementation of 
theory from specific sources, so that various authors wish to see 
more (or less) use of ideas and knowledge from the social sciences 
in general, psychology, psychoanalysis or Marxist theory. This is a 
concern that practice may be partial, or not take account of the 
range of available information. Another difficulty may be that 
social workers find it hard to integrate these many ideas into one 
system of thought which may be practically applied; the problem 
here is that there is so much to know that it is hard to use it in an 
organised way. 

Third, there is a concern that social workers find it hard to 
operationalise knowledge and theories that they may possess and 
understand. The problem here is that the ideas cannot be turned 
into practical action. 

Many reasons have been put forward for the existence of these 
difficulties. One issue may be that social work knowledge is largely 
borrowed from other disciplines, and so therefore it has been 
created for other purposes, and may be hard to convert to practical 
use. This reason is about the knowledge contributing to social 
work rather than theories of practice. 

Another issue which often arises is the inadequacy of social 
work's education and training in helping social workers to transfer 
knowledge effectively. On the other side, there is a view that 
agencies do not provide appropriate environments for the effective 
practice of good social work which is taught within courses, 
perhaps because agencies are too bureaucratic, or have too many 
conflicting objectives. This is, in essence, a replaying of the 
pragmatic debate in terms, not of the nature of theory and 
knowledge being inappropriate, but of the incorrect way they are 
transferred. As Smid and van Krieken (1984) point out, these 
arguments are, like the pragmatic debate, reasonably seen as a 
struggle between academic and practice for influence over the 
nature of practice. 

A further issue is about whether the theories available in social 
work are actually suitable for practice; they may, for example, be 
too generalised to enable workers to apply them to specific cir­
cumstances or too limited so that, while apparently useful, they 
never apply to the complex situations which social workers have to 
deal with 

There is some evidence about how social workers see the 
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relationship between practice and theory. Carew (1979) found in a 
study of 20 social workers in the north of England that few used 
theory explicitly in their work; most thought it was important, but 
that its use was unconscious or as a framework rather than as an 
explicit guide to action. Mostly, they had acquired through practice 
a series of skills which allowed them to follow procedures for 
dealing with problems that clients raised. These were unrelated to 
specific knowledge, but were generally gained from casework 
literature. Barbour (1984) studied 20 English social work students 
and distinguished two approaches to using theory. Students who 
took a 'helping perspective' sought sets of directly applicable 
principles. Others took a 'healing perspective' and had a more 
generalised view of what a good social worker brought to inter­
action with clients. Sometimes respect for the dignity and worth of 
clients was seen as incompatible with the use of theory, which was 
seen as treating clients like guinea-pigs. This approach is consist­
ent with Pithouse's (1987) study of teams in Wales, where he 
found an informal consensus about and ways of assessing what 
characterised a good social worker, which were unrelated to 
theoretical or agency expectations. Barbour found that there were 
three models by which the students understood the integration of 
theory with practice: 

• 'seeping-in' where students had acquired general ideas and 
methods but were unable to say where these had come from 

• amalgam where particular theories were used where they 
seemed relevant, and each student built up a stock of 
'professional lore' to be used as required 

• personal style where knowledge was said to be integrated 
with the student's personality to form a seamless whole. 

In an important series of studies, Curnock and Hardiker (1979) 
and Hardiker (1981) showed that in several English settings 
workers used theoretical knowledge inexplicitly, although this may 
be subject to the criticism that such knowledge may have been 
gained from general rather than professional sources, and Carew 
(1979) argues that inexplicit knowledge cannot be described as 
organised theoretical understanding. Cocozzelli and Constable 
(1985) in an American study also confirmed the impression of the 
British work that general approaches to clients rather than explicit 
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use of theory is the most common relationship between theory and 
practice. They found that a theoretical preference for technique 
(active vs reflective), emotional attitude to the client (task­
oriented vs person-oriented) and for defining problems (as stem­
ming from the individual or from society) correlated with practice 
actions. 

J. Hearn (1982) notes that one of the difficulties with these 
debates is the problem of defining what 'theory' and 'practice' 
actually mean. Often, in the pragmatic debate for example, they 
are caricatured so that theory means what is learned on courses 
and practice is what is done in agencies, and Sibeon (1982) 
suggests that one model of the relationship is that of an academic 
division of labour between colleges and the field. This problem is 
confirmed by Barbour (1984) who has three different meanings of 
theory: 

• grand theory providing a comprehensive conceptual scheme 
• middle-range theory about specific aspects of society (e.g. 

labelling theory) or of undertaking practice (e.g. task­
centred casework) 

• anything learned in college rather than in placement. 

Another difficulty identified by Hearn (1982) is that there is 
confusion about the nature of the relationship between theory and 
practice. A variety of such relationships are possible, and often 
complaints about the relationships between theory and practice 
come from a failure to recognise, or a rejection of, some of the 
possibilities. In arguing for practitioners to take an active role in 
testing and developing theory, for example, Brennan (1973) shows 
that the conventional conception is that such activity is outside 
normal practice. Six different models (derived partly from Carr, 
1986) of the relationship between theory and practice are identi­
fied and these are set out in Table 2.3, together with some of the 
objections to each of their approaches to dealing with theory­
practice relationships. 

It is evident then that none of the models described offers a full 
and indisputable analysis of how theory and practice in social work 
are related. Table 2.3 draws attention to the fact that various 
models of this relationship exist, and are disputed. It is entirely 
possible to conceive of a set of theories for social work which 
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derive from academic, practitioner or managerial sources, and 
which recognise the primacy or balance of one or several of those 
sources. This suggests that we should be looking for a number of 
ways of joining theory and practice from different positions, and 
avoiding struggle between different elements of occupational 
control for influence concealed as a debate about the 'true' nature 
of social work theory. Hearn (1982) contends that we should avoid 
seeing theory and practice as two ends of a dumb-bell, but rather 
as always intertwined and relating to each other in a variety of 
ways. 

It seems useful therefore to move from these debates about how 
social work theory may be used in practice to see how the panoply 
of theories may be understood as part of an integrated area of 
knowledge, instead of as competing perspectives. This involves 
looking at attempts to classify and understand the relationships 
between different types of social work theory. 

Analysis of social work theories 

Practitioners selecting theories are faced with a wide choice among 
apparently comparable and useful theories. The purpose of the 
remainder of this book is to offer information about some of those 
theories, to enable comparisons of their value and to see how they 
may be selected and combined. Some would ask whether this is a 
useful enterprise. Solomon (1976), for example, considers that 
theories and models of social work are not comparable because 
they often deal with different things (e.g. the functions of practice, 
the process of change, the sequence of helping processes, the 
nature of problems to be dealt with). Some, she argues, are based 
on particular methods of change, while others extend into fields of 
therapeutic change beyond social work. This sort of criticism 
shows why it is so important to consider carefully the basis on 
which selection and grouping of theories is carried out. 

Various attempts have been made in the past to select and group 
theories in useful ways, and we now tum to discussion of how this 
might be done. A number of books exist whose writers and editors 
try to review and compare a range of social work theories. Table 
2.4 summarises the coverage of some of these. This is not a 
complete analysis, since many of these works specifically deal only 
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with casework (e.g. Hopkins, Roberts and Nee). There are two 
companion books of Roberts and Nee (Roberts and Northen, 
1976, Taylor and Roberts, 1985) which review and compare group 
and community-work theories; these are considered later. I in­
clude some discussion of group, residential and community work 
in chapters with related casework or general theories. Some of 
these works of review, while not defining their coverage as 
casework, concentrate on this field (e.g. Howe, 1987). 

There are some analyses of social work theories which are 
empirical and so presumably reflect actual distinctions used in the 
field. Cocozzelli and Constable's (1985), study of clinical social 
work in the USA for example, distinguishes between psychodyna­
mic, behavioural, existential, family, gestalt and problem-solving 
therapies. 

Some writers have attempted more than just a description of 
social work theories. They have tried to group them to show 
connections, or underlying principles which different theories 
share. One possible way of doing this is to demonstrate the content 
of each theory according to a standard set of categories. An 
alternative and more sophisticated method is to have a conceptual 
scheme which places theories in relation to one another. 

Table 2.5 gives three examples (one based on Meyer (1983), 
another on Kettner (1975), and the last on the instructions by 
Roberts and Nee to the contributors in their 1970publication) ofthis 
approach of evaluating or describing theories according to a common 
set of categories. Meyer is primarily concerned with examining the 
internal consistency of theories, and their fitness for modern practice 
-hence her analysis requires less description and includes capacity 
for use with self-help groups and non-professional staff. Roberts and 
Nee's categories seek a largely descriptive analysis, whereas Kettner 
includes some measure of both elements. The categories used vary, 
therefore, but there is a degree of overlap. 

An alternative approach is to look at theories which underlie 
models of social work practice. Whittaker (1974) argues that there 
are only four: psychodynamic, behavioural and systems theories, 
and the existential and humanist approach (he distinguishes here 
between theories and approaches). This seems to exclude radical 
approaches, probably because he was writing before they reached 
prominence- and in the USA where less importance is attached to 
them. 
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The second method of grouping theories is by categorising them 
according to an organising concept. A particularly important 
classification of social work theories is attempted by Whittington 
and Holland (1985) which is taken up by Howe (1987) in his review 
of social work theory. This classification is based on the work of 
Burrell and Morgan (1979) in sociology. They propose that 
philosophical positions about the nature of society range from the 
subjective to the objective. The subjective position includes views 
which say that the world cannot be understood except through the 
perception and interpretation of human beings (a broadly pheno­
menological, humanist view), whereas objective views propose 
that knowledge about the world is possible outside human percep­
tion, so that there can be facts about society, human behaviour 
and natural phenomena which are generally true and can be tested 
experimentally (a broadly positivistic, empirical view). This way of 
organising views ofthe world is related to Leonard's (1975b) paper, 
considered in Table 2.1, since it is concerned with showing how 
different sorts of explanation may be validly held in different 
theoretical positions; there is no one agreed form of explanation. 

There is an alternative dimension along which philosophical 
positions about the nature of society are ranged, that of whether 
they try to understand society as fundamentally changing in a 
radical way or as a regulated set of social interactions. Social work 
theories can be assessed according to where they fit into these two 
continua. Figure 2.1 gives some examples of how this works. This 
approach to categorisation and others like it can be criticised 
because they set arbitrary continua for analysis and because the 
placing of theories within the axes may always be questioned 
(Stenson and Gould, 1986). For example, theories tend to be 
regarded as mutually exclusive and neatly set in a particular 
position, whereas often they overlap and share things in common. 
Equally, conflicts of ideology which do not relate to these axes 
may not be represented. D. Howe (1987) treats both psycho­
dynamic theory and behavioural approaches to social work as 
representative of functional ideas, whereas there are considerable 
differences between them. 

A number of attempts have been made to classify groupwork 
theories, and some of these are set out in Table 2.6. Roberts and 
Northen (1976) present an analysis which includes several forms of 
groupwork allied to casework theories, such as functional and 
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Figure 2.1 Analysis of social work theories 

Theories of radical change 

radical social work Marxist social work 
('raisers of ('revolutionaries') 
consciousness') 

Subjective Objective 

interactionist 
('seekers after 
meaning') 

traditional social 
work 
('fixers') 

Theories of regulation 

(note: Howe's labels for each grouping are given in brackets) 

Sources: Whittington and Holland (1985), D. Howe (1987). 

problem-solving groupwork, and their book attempts to parallel 
the models of practice covered in their book on casework theories. 
More recent classifications rely on the seminal article by Papell 
and Rothman (1966), and there is broad agreement from a 
perspective which is strongly based in current groupwork ideology. 

This offers three fundamental approaches. The social goals 
model assumes that participation in the group assists people to 
achieve desired social changes outside it. The aim is empowerment 
and social skill development. The remedial model, particularly 
associated with the work of Vinter, presents the group as a place in 
which individuals who have problems, very often of how they 
function in social roles, are brought together in a group to help 
them change their deviant patterns of behaviour. Any model of 
groupwork which is fundamentally therapeutic might be regarded 
as remedial in approach. The reciprocal or mediating model, 
associated with the work of Schwartz, is humanistic in philosophy, 
using a terminology associated with systems theory. In this 
approach the group is a place for helping people examine and 
establish their social roles in a safe, supportive but challenging 
environment. Although normally regarded as a separate humanist 
and gestalt form of groupwork concerned with personal growth, 
encounter groups, associated with Perls (see Chapter 8) might also 
be regarded as mediating in philosophy. Developmental 
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approaches, developed after these three approaches, are associ­
ated with Bernstein, and are concerned with group dynamics. It is 
assumed that groups have a life of their own independently of the 
actions and thoughts of members, and the purpose of the group 
is understanding of self- and group-dynamics. Developmental 
approaches are broadly psychodynamic, based particularly on the 
work of Erikson and ego psychology, theories of group dynamics 
and social psychological ideas about conflict and group member­
ship (Balgopal and Vassil, 1983). Although this is a typology from 
the USA, British group dynamics theory, associated with the work 
of Bion (1961) could also broadly be described as developmental. 

Feldman and Wodarski (1975) carried out an empirical study of 
groupwork methods in the USA, and found traditional (broadly 
developmental) styles of work, remedial approaches and some 
behavioural approaches in which the group was used as a suppor­
ter and place of management of behavioural changes (see Chapter 
5). They also designated a group-centred or non-treatment 
method, in which, while clients met as a group, the worker made 
no apparent efforts to achieve change in any organised way, but 
assumed that the presence of people possibly with shared circum­
stances or problems would be beneficial and that clients could help 
each other. This may be typical of many pragmatic uses of groups 
in everyday practice, and with self-help groups which do not seek 
to promote therapeutic change. 

There are some tentative approaches to analyse community 
work theory relevant to social work. Taylor and Roberts (1985) for 
example, recognise the distance of community work theory from 
casework, and offer few connections. They regard community 
work theory as fluid, but identify five major approaches: 

• community development which enables deprived groups to 
come together and promote services in the interests of their 
community 

• political action which encourages disadvantaged groups to 
find ways of representing their views to more powerful 
groups in society 

• programme development and co-ordination which is con­
cerned with promoting new services and more effective co­
operation in services working with deprived communities 

• planning which is concerned with more effective planning of 
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services in the community and processes which involve 
members of the community in such planning 

• community liaison which is about promoting better links 
between agencies with similar interests in the community. 

York (1984) suggests that a number of conceptualisations of 
community work divide it into three types. Table 2.7 sets out 
several of these '3-model' conceptualisations of community work. 

Tahble 2. 7 '3-mode/' conceptualisations of community work 

Ross (1968) 

reform 
(action 
towards) 

planning 
(community 
organising) 

community 
development 

Rothman (1968) 

locality 
development 

social planning 

social action 

Source: York (1984). 

Gulbenkian (1968) 

direct work with 
people to help 
community 
development 
facilitating agency 
plus interagency co­
operation and 
promoting 
community groups 
community planning 
and policy formation 

Phases of 
development 
in community 
work; 
York (1984) 

organising 
community 
agencies 

developing 
local 
competences 

political 
action for 
change 

York rejects these '3-model' arrangements in favour of a 
number of dichotomies which apply to all community work: 

• directive vs non-directive (Batten, 1967) 
• task or problem vs process approaches 
• initiating vs enabling roles for the worker 
• treatment vs reform. 

Community work is not treated in this book, although many social 
workers practice it and a community orientation is an important 
aspect of the organisation of many agencies. Community work, 
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however, must be regarded as a distinct form of practice, which 
calls upon a theoretical and knowledge base which is more 
sociological and Jess psychological than casework and groupwork. 
There are some views of social work which give more importance 
to using community approaches as part of social work, particularly 
radical, Marxist and empowerment approaches, and this is con­
sidered in the relevant chapters. 

A number of writers include family therapy within social work 
theory (e.g. Hopkins, see Table 2.4). This is a form of practice in 
which all or several members of the family are treated together on 
the assumption that their problems arise from interactions among 
them all. These therapies are excluded from this volume, although 
their use in social work and connections with social work theories 
are considered in relevant places. One reason for this exclusion is 
that there are a considerable number of schools of thought in 
family therapy, and exploring them would extend the length of the 
book (and the competence of the author). Also, family therapy is 
more a multi-disciplinary area of practice in which several occupa­
tional groups operate and to which several, including social work, 
have made contributions. It is reasonable to regard it as a form of 
practice which some social workers borrow from as part of social 
work, or an occupational grouping into which they move, rather 
than as an activity which has been adapted to social work. 

Residental care can be viewed as a setting in which other 
treatment theories are used (e.g. Jones, 1979, Ward, 1980) in 
which case no separate theoretical perspectives are relevant, or as 
a distinct form of social work activity justifying theories of its own. 
Writers such as Ainsworth and Fulcher (1981; Fulcher and Ains­
worth, 1985) regard residential care as a form of groupwork 
carried out in residence and call it group care, a term which they 
extend to day care, and to settings in health care, education and 
criminal justice systems outside the social services. They see group 
care as an occupational focus, a field of study and a domain of 
practice in each of these settings. Lennox (1982) also sees residen­
tial care as a setting for groupwork, but identifies different forms 
of groupwork: 

• behavioural approaches 
• encounter groups 
• transactional analysis. 
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A number of ideological approaches to residential care may be 
identified. A. Davis (1981, pp. 9-21) proposes three: 

• optimists who claim that although many institutions are 
damaging to their inmates, this is not necessarily the case, 
and beneficial residential care is possible 

• pessimists who claim that institutionalising features of re­
sidential care will always be damaging to inmates, so it 
should be abandoned 

• radicals who argue that residential care as presently offered 
may be damaging, but that communal living should in 
principal offer opportunities for unselfish self-actualisation 
which are not present in ordinary capitalist society or in 
other therapies. 

Sinclair (1988, pp. 162-3) reviewed the evidence presented to the 
British Wagner committee on residential care and detected three 
ideologies within it: 

• Christian love proposing that care should be guided by a 
recognition of the importance of every individual, is similar 
to the social work philosophy of respect for persons 

• therapeutic value of communal living espoused by thera­
peutic communities who argue that 'living together' must be 
used as part of therapy for removal from normal environ­
ments to be valuable; this is similar to the radical view 
outlined above, except that supporters of therapeutic com­
munities would not necessarily agree that the purpose of 
communal living should be to enhance people's experience 
of co-operative living in order to combat the alienating 
effects of isolation in capitalist societies 

• individual rights the normalisation approach, which suggests 
that the aim of residential care should be to return people to 
life styles which are valued by ordinary people in that 
culture. 

Such ideologies have a bearing on possible theoretical perspectives 
in residential care. Much of the literature is pragmatic and draws 
on skills without a theoretical base (e.g. Clough, 1982), but a 
number of perspectives are identified by some writers. They are 
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connected to other theoretical approaches, and are dealt with in 
the relevant chapters below. Behavioural approaches rely on 
behaviour modification techniques often using token economies 
(see Chapter 5), and radical approaches implement the ideology 
identified above (see Chapter 10). Reality therapy is a form of 
cognitive therapy having residential care origins (see Chapter 9). 
Therapeutic environment theory is psychodynamic in origin and is 
dealt with in Chapter 3. 

Conclusion 

This Chapter completes the first part of the book, which examines 
the place of social work theory in social work, and argues that it is 
practically useful, and the variety and confusion about theory can 
be organised and understood. The relationships and oppositions 
between theories provide a context in which their value can be 
assessed against one another, and against the modern social 
context in which they must be used. We can now move on to 
examining the selected groups of theories in Chapters 3-11 and 
assessing their value to social workers in the modern context in 
Chapter 12. 



3 

Psychodynamic Models 

Connections 

Psychodynamic models are based on the work of Freud (e.g. 
Freud, 1974) and his followers (Roazen, 1979), and on develop­
ments of their work. They are called psychodynamic because the 
theory underlying them assumes that behaviour comes from 
movements and interactions in people's minds and also because it 
emphasises the way in which the mind stimulates behaviour and 
both mind and behaviour influence and are influenced by the 
person's social environment. 

Understanding psychodynamic theory is a prerequisite to ex­
amining other social work theories, since its influence is pervasive, 
as we shall see. A variety of schools of thought and applications or 
developments have grown up. Although most use psychodynamic 
concepts in general, there is, mainly in the USA, interest in 
applying ideas from psychodynamic theorists who are a long way 
from Freud and the mainstream development of psychoanalysis 
(e.g. Borensweig on Jung, 1980). Modern psychoanalytic theory 
has moved away from the idea of drives as the basic influence on 
behaviour (Lowenstein, 1985), and is more concerned with how 
individuals interact with their social world; it has become more 
social than biological. This has come about through the influence 
of ego psychology (E. Goldstein, 1984). 

A recent appraisal of the role of psychoanalysis in social work 
(Pearson et a/., 1988) shows that there is a wide range of 
developments, and in different countries various streams of 
thought. Ego psychology, for example, has been much more 
strongly influential in the USA than elsewhere, whereas object 
relations theory has two differing streams of thought; one British, 

74 
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based around the work of psychoanalysts such as Fairbairn (1954) 
and Guntrip (1968), and a rather different approach in the USA 
(E. Goldstein, 1984). Lacan (1979) has developed a line of 
psychoanalytic thought which has enabled some writers to make 
links with Marxism (see Bocock, 1988, p. 76) since he reinterprets 
the unconscious as a structure of symbols like language which are 
pointed to by our conscious behaviour; these symbols are imposed 
upon us by our society and culture (Dowrick, 1983); if this is so, 
ideas from Marxist historical materialism can be made to fit with 
some interpretations of psychoanalysis. Another radical ideology, 
feminism, has also attempted an interpretation of psychoanalysis 
as an explanation of patriarchy (that is, male domination of social 
relations and oppression of women). Leonard (1984) in his 
attempt to construct a Marxist approach to individual psychology 
is doubtful of the intellectual viability of these attempts to inter­
pret psychoanalysis in a radical way. 

Some general account is given here of major psychodynamic 
ideas, and then a summary of the work of Hollis and Woods as an 
example of how these ideas are translated into social work. Their 
psychosocial theory is a modern formulation of a long tradition in 
social work. Various other applications of psychodynamic theory 
in social work are then discussed in briefer form as variations on 
the general theme. 

Some basic psychoanalytic ideas 

Psychoanalytic theory has three parts: it is a theory of human 
development, of personality and abnormal psychology and of 
treatment. Two important basic ideas underpin the theory (Y elloly, 
1980; Wood, 1971): 

• psychic determinism, the principle that actions or behaviour 
arise from people's thought processes rather than just 
happen 

• the unconscious, the idea that some thinking and mental 
activity is hidden from our knowledge. 

These ideas are widely accepted. For example, the assumption 
that slips of the tongue (colloquially, Freudian slips) and jokes 
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reflect hidden or unknown confusions in people's thought pro­
cesses includes both ideas. Commonsense meanings do not always 
fully represent the complexity of psychodynamic ideas. Yelloly 
(1980, pp. 8-9) gives the example of the meaning of 'unconscious' 
to show how full psychodynamic ideas are. Resistance arises when 
some thoughts and feelings are not compatible with other beliefs 
that we hold strongly. In this case, the mind does not allow the 
contested ideas into the conscious by a process called repression. 
Many repressed thoughts are dynamic in the sense that they cause 
us to act, even if we are unaware of them. The psychodynamic 
unconscious consists of these forcibly hidden ideas. They are not 
just available if we think about it; in many cases they are deeply 
concealed. Great importance is given to aggression, where people 
turn destructive impulses against others. 

In the developmental theory of psychoanalysis children are 
thought to go through a series of developmental stages. These occur 
as drives (originally translated as 'instincts') which are mental 
pressures to relieve physical needs such as hunger or thirst. Having 
such a need creates tension or libido which gives us the energy to 
act to meet the need. Among physical needs, sexual tension, even 
among young children, is very important in creating drives. 

At each stage, particular behaviours are important, but as we 
progress through the stages we use the behaviours associated with 
previous stages. So, in an early stage, satisfaction is gained from 
sucking (for example at a mother's breast to satisfy the need for 
food). Later on, sucking can also be satisfying (for example in the 
use of cigarettes, sweets or in sexual activities) although the adult 
has a wider range of satisfying activities to choose from. Some 
people become unconsciously attached to behaviour associated 
with particular stages (fixation) and are driven to seek that 
particular form of satisfaction to an unreasonable degree so that 
they cannot use the full repertoire of behaviour available to them. 

The child starts off in a stage of primary narcissism seeking only 
gratification of its own needs and learns through social interaction, 
at first with parents, that these must be compromised. In each 
stage the focus of attention is on a different need; oral (hunger), 
anal (excretion), phallic (identification with same-sex parent), 
oedipal (attraction to opposite-sex parent), latency (drives are 
managed through resolution of oedipal conflicts) and puberty 
(social learning). Erikson (1965) has expanded on the stages of 
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development by suggesting that at each stage the rational mind 
deals with a maturational crisis presented by the social circum­
stances of our life. His work, which has been influential in social 
work and especially in crisis intervention, emphasises cultural and 
social pressures rather than inner drives (Yelloly, 1980, p. 12). 

Associated with stages of development is the idea of regression. 
This occurs when people who have progressed through the later 
stages fall back to behaviour associated with earlier stages under 
some present stress. Regression should be contrasted with fixation, 
when the individual is stuck in the behaviour of the early stage. 

Psychoanalytic personality theory assumes that people are a 
complex of drives forming the id (literally 'it', a sort of undifferen­
tiated pressure from an unknown source; Wood, 1971). The id 
pushes us to act to resolve our needs but our actions do not always 
bring the desired results. Development of the ego follows from 
this. It is a set of pragmatic ideas about how the environment can 
be understood and manipulated. The ego controls the id. For 
example, children control the excretion of faeces as the ego learns 
that disapproval and discomfort follow inappropriate excretion. 
The ego manages relationships with people and things outside 
ourselves; object relations. The superego develops general moral 
principles which guide the ego. 

One of the important features of the personality is how the ego 
manages conflict, and how the need of the ego and superego to exert 
control over the id in the cause of social responsibility creates further 
conflicts. Anxiety results from such conflicts. The ego deals with 
anxiety by bringing into play various defence mechanisms, of which 
repression, already mentioned, is one. Other important ones are: 

• projection, where unwanted ideas associated with something 
the ego wants to protect become attached in our minds to 
another person or thing 

• sublimation, where energy which is directed towards un­
wanted activities (often sexual) is redirected towards more 
acceptable activities 

• rationalisation, where acceptable reasons for particular activi­
ties are devised, when the real ones are unacceptable and 
repressed. 

Freud's later work concentrated on ego and object relations. This 
was picked up after his death (in classic works by Anna Freud and 
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Hartman) and has been influential as the basis of much psycho­
analytic thought today. In social work, it is the most modem form 
of psychoanalytic theory to be used, and has strongly influenced 
crisis intervention and systems theories. 

Ego psychology and object relations theories consider that 
children have the capacity to deal with the outside world (object 
relations) from an early age. Development of the ego is the growth 
of our capacity to learn from experience, and especially using the 
rational parts of our minds through using rational thinking (cog­
nition), perception and memory. 

Widespread and sometimes criticised influence on social work 
has been achieved by the work of psychodynamic theorists and 
practitioners, pre-eminently Bowlby (1951), who in the 1940s and 
1950s directed the psychoanalytic interest in early mother-child 
relationships, in research and theory about maternal deprivation. 
This is the idea that if a child is deprived of contact with its mother, 
its personal development is impeded. In recent years, this has 
developed into a more extensive theory about the importance of 
attachment (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980), particularly to the mother 
but also in other ways, and the significance of the effects of loss of 
attachment. There is extensive evidence that deprivation and 
disadvantage have major damaging effects on children's develop­
ment and later life, but in the relationships between children and 
parents, a wide variety of factors, including the social environ­
ment, are relevant, not just maternal deprivation, and there are 
many social and psychological factors which help protect against 
the damaging effects of deprivation (Rutter, 1981). 

Loss is more widely an important idea in psychoanalysis; 
mourning is regarded as a response to all kinds of loss, not just the 
death of someone close (Salzberger-Wittenberg, 1970). Parkes 
(1972) interprets bereavement in a number of situations as a 
regression to childhood experiences of stress due to loss. L. Pincus 
(1976) argues that in typical family reactions to death, signs of 
hidden feelings about past relationships may be disclosed. The 
intensity of feeling when grief takes hold is particularly susceptible 
to psychoanalysis, although C. Smith (1982) argues that much 
behaviour in bereavement and loss comes from social expectations 
of behaviour in such situations, and proposes that a phenomenol­
ogical or existential interpretation of bereavement is more appro­
priate (see Chapters 7 and 8). 
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One of the important aspects of these more modern psycho­
analytic developments is that they provide a link with sociological 
ideas, in particular the idea that people are part of social systems 
and play a social role. Recent work in the object relations tradition 
particularly by Kohut (1978; see also Eisenhuth, 1981, Lane, 1984, 
Lowenstein, 1985) has emphasised that children develop a percep­
tion of their 'self' and their difference from the surrounding world 
at a very young age. 

Treatment theory in classic psychoanalysis required therapists to 
be 'blank screens', making themselves as anonymous as possible so 
that patients projected their fantasies onto the therapists. Trans­
ference occurred when the patient transferred unconscious feelings 
about their parents onto the therapists, and treated the therapist as 
though they were that parent. This was a way of revealing un­
conscious ideas. By stimulating transference, the conflicts arising 
from early relationship difficulties with parents and causing present 
behaviour difficulties would be revealed. This idea has been 
adapted in social work to refer rather more generally to the idea 
that our present behaviour, particularly in relationships, is 
affected by the emotional remains of past relationships and 
experiences (Irvine, 1956). Counter-transference occurred when 
analysts reacted to patients irrationally bringing in past experi­
ences to the relationship. An example is given later in this chapter. 

Most psychoanalytic techniques are concerned with revealing 
hidden thoughts and feelings. It is assumed that undesirable 
behaviour caused by repressed conflicts leaking out in various 
ways required more than ordinary attempts to disclose its origins. 
Once revealed and properly understood, the conflicts would no 
longer cause difficulties in behaviour. Thus, traditional psycho­
analytic therapy is concerned with giving people insight into their 
repressed feelings. This is another emphasis which has been 
altered in ego psychology, where there is often a concentration on 
how people manage their relationships with the outside world 
through extending their rational control of their lives. 

Psychoanalysis and social work 

Social work theory has been greatly influenced by psychoanalytic 
theory; its approach underlies virtually all social work practice. 
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But its theories of development, personality and therapy are not 
explicitly practised in a widespread way. Its influence is more 
complex and indirect in the following ways: 

• Freud's influence on Western culture, so that many of his 
ideas are common currency, and may appear in social work 
because of this rather than because the theory has been 
directly applied to social work 

• there are different aspects to his work, developed at differ­
ent times so that ideas came into social work at intervals: ego 
psychology, which is now important, arrived later than basic 
psychodynamic ideas 

• Freud inspired both followers and dissidents, so some re­
lated theories share ideas with Freud but sometimes disagree 
with his approach 

• psychodynamic ideas were the first strong explanatory 
theory in social work and so have created the environment to 
which later theories have naturalised: they thus tend to 
influence a range of theoretically distinct ideas in practice 

• the influence of its therapy in producing a permissive, open, 
listening (Wallen, 1982) style of relationship (indeed the 
emphasis on relationship at all; see Perlman, 1957b) rather 
than a directive and controlling style, and one which seeks 
explanation and understanding of personality rather than 
action 

• the importance attached to feelings and unconscious factors 
in particular (Yelloly, 1980) rather than to events and 
thought and to many ideas such as the unconscious, insight, 
aggression, conflict, anxiety, maternal relationships, trans­
ference; these are terms which are often used in watered 
down strength as a common language in social work and in 
everyday life, and they gain in importance by their continued 
availability to practitioners 

• the theoretical sophistication and complexity of its ideas, 
which make it attractive and interesting to explore, as com­
pared with newer and less developed theories (Fraiberg, 
1978; Lowenstein, 1985) 

• the continued influence of the specialised settings and groups 
of social workers who practise psychodynamic work explicitly 
(in Britain, for example, the Group for the Advancement of 
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Psychodynamics and Psychotherapy in Social Work- GAPS 
- and its journal) 

• the important focus in social work on childhood and early 
relationships and maternal deprivation 

• the emphasis on mental illness and disturbed behaviour as a 
focus of much social work 

• insight as an important part of social work understanding 
and treatment 

• less emphasis is given to social factors in social work than to 
psychological and emotional ones (Weick, 1981). 

Features of psychodynamic social work which arouse critical 
comment are: 

• its scientific, and originally biological, approach to explana­
tion, in a theory which cannot be easily tested in conventional 
scientific ways, and many people would argue does not 
reflect respect for human self-determination (Strean, 1979). 

• it is weak in its account of female development and personal­
ity to the extent that it is seen as reinforcing stereotypes of 
women as domestic, childbearing, and socially, intellectually 
and perhaps morally inferior, although some use has been 
made of it in developing feminist perspectives on psychology. 
Mitchell (1975), for example, argues that psychoanalysis is a 
useful means of understanding how men achieve and main­
tain supremacy in a patriarchal society. Sayers (1986, 1988) 
contends that not enough attention has been given to ex­
plaining women's resistance to subordination in a patriarchal 
society and that psychoanalytic theory can also be helpful 
here. 

• related to its scientific approach, psychoanalysis operates on 
a medical model which assumes the patient's sickness, which 
is cured by an expert therapist, rather than a more equal 
model of relationships between client and worker. 

• originating in middle-class Jewish Vienna, it is very limited 
in its cultural assumptions, so that it assumes that deviations 
from a limited, white, middle-class norm are abnormal be­
haviour to be cured; in recent years this has been controver­
sial in that variations due to ethnic difference may be seen by 
psychoanalysts as abnormalities needing treatment, and 
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their attitude to homosexuality as requiring treatment and as 
being associated with maternal relationships has been re­
garded as objectionable (Strean, 1979, p. 56). 

• the use of insight as a major therapeutic technique tends to 
lead psychodynamic workers to stop at the point that clients 
have understood what is happening to them emotionally, but 
does not help them to take practical action to do something 
about it; this, associated with the non-directiveness of 
psychoanalytic techniques, tends to make social workers' 
help insubstantial. 

• the use of concepts in ways which enable workers to blame 
the victim for social problems or agency inadequacies, by 
interpreting the client's behaviour as maladjusted if it con­
flicts with the assumptions of the worker or agency; Gitter­
man's (1983) example is the use of psychological 'resistance' 
to avoid responsibility when clients are unhappy with aspects 
of the agency's service. 

• a preference for verbally able clients with psychological 
problems, who can take part in discussion and self­
examination, thus playing down the importance of less 
articulate, working-class clients with more practical prob­
lems (Strean, 1979). 

• environmental factors are given less prominence than inter­
nal psychological ones, which limits the possible range of 
interventions, and narrows the assumptions from which 
social workers start their work (Strean, 1979). 

• a limited concern for social reform, which excludes a major 
element of social work (Strean, 1979). 

Some accounts of the history of social work have emphasised the 
importance of the psychiatric deluge (Woodroofe, 1962), the 
period in which psychoanalysis was the dominant force in social 
work and gained its ascendency in social work theory. While this is 
important it should not be exaggerated. 

First, Woodroofe refers to a psychiatric rather than psycho­
analytic deluge. As Pearson (1975) shows, two important issues 
were the association of community services with the medical 
model of treatment, and social work's close association with 
psychiatrists from the 1930s to the 1960s. This emphasised a tend­
ency to regard mental abnormality rather than social problems as 
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the focus of social work. In spite of the fact that the literature was 
often predominantly psychodynamic (e.g. in a survey of American 
journals from 1957-72 by Howe and Schuerman, 1974), research 
both in Britain (Lees, 1971) and in the USA (Alexander, 1972) has 
shown that in daily practice, psychodynamic ideas may have been 
limited to a few trained workers and high-status agencies rather 
than being widely spread. Even by the early 1960s, N. Timms 
(1964) shows that in the UK the diffusion of trained psychiatric 
social workers was very limited. In many ordinary social work 
settings the pragmatic and commonsense provision of service must 
have been the primary activity. The dominance of relatively 
unsophisticated services through the Poor Law in the UK until the 
1940s is also significant. Both psychiatry and psychoanalysis made 
relatively little headway in these environments. 

Concentration on internal mental processes also did not have it 
all its own way. There has always been a tradition of social reform 
and socialism in social work. Attlee's 1920 British text on social 
work, for example contains sections on the social worker as 
agitator. In the USA a concern for reform is reflected in the career 
of Bertha Reynolds (Germain and Hartman, 1980; Hartman, 
1986; Freedberg, 1986), the literature of the 1920s (Alexander, 
1972) and in Lurie's unavailing criticism of trends in the 1930s 
(Schriver, 1987). 

Hollis and Woods: psychosocial therapy 

Hollis and Woods (1981) offer the benchmark account of 
psychodynamic casework. The 1981 edition is the third, the first 
two were by Hollis alone. It is in the tradition of diagnostic theory, 
whose most important exponent was Hamilton (1950). The crucial 
elements are the idea of the person-in-situation and the classifica­
tion of casework treatment. 

Casework is about people, their environments and the relation­
ships between them - the person-in-situation. People are affected 
by press from the environment and by stress from conflicts within 
themselves. Press and stress interact with each other in a complex 
way. The second and third editions of the book use systems theory 
to analyse action in the 'situation', and psychoanalytic theory for 
'stress', which is given more attention. Defence mechanisms are 
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important for understanding how people interact with the environ­
ment. This sort of emphasis gives the book a psychoanalytic and 
psychological bias, despite claimed concern for social issues. The 
most significant sociological concept used is role theory; communi­
cation problems are also relevant. 

Sources of distress come from: 

• strong childhood needs and drives retained into adulthood 
causing unreasonable demands on the situation (for example, 
Christine, who felt rejected by a rather cold mother and 
father who were busy with their careers, and continued to 
seek love and affection, making her husband feel unable to 
respond enough). 

• press from the environment (for example, Sandra, a young 
mother, was worried because she was getting angry and 
hitting her children; her stress came from the necessity to 
manage an old damp house in a street where there was a 
great deal of stealing from houses). 

• damaged ego or superego (for example, George, a mentally 
handicapped man who had been over-protected by his 
mother, so that he had not learned socially acceptable 
methods of relating to women, and tended in a day centre to 
be aggressive or over-affectionate - he had not learned to 
manage relationships very well with people and things out­
side himself). 

Sometimes all are present and adding to each other. Press may be 
modified directly, or clients can be helped to make changes 
themselves, which also produces beneficial personality changes in 
the client. Problems in the client's mind are dealt with by altering 
the balance of forces assumed to be operating within the client, by 
working on current behaviour or memories. This is done by: 

ventilation the client expresses feelings such as hostility 
or aggression which while suppressed are 
misdirecting their thinking and action, a 
treatment approach related to catharsis and 
abreaction in traditional psychoanalytic 
theory 
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corrective 
relationship 

examining 
current personal 
interactions 

the client experiences with the worker a 
relationship like that of mother and child 
which compensates for a previous 
unsatisfactory relationship 
helping the client understand how these are 
affected by past relationships and experience. 

The treatment model emphasises clients' thinking about and trying 
to understand their person-in-situation in a helpful relationship 
with the worker. So in the cases of Christine, Sandra and George 
(above), the worker would establish a relationship with each. In 
Christine's case, she could discuss how she had experienced her 
parents' attitudes. The worker could join with her in discussing her 
own experience; they could see together how their experiences 
were leading them to act now in relation to others. Advising clients 
or using the worker's authority to change behaviour or attempting 
changes in the environment is only used to augment (Hollis and 
Woods, 1981; p. 50) the main approach which is reflective. Reflec­
tion here means thinking about and trying to understand. In 
Sandra's case, alongside an understanding relationship concerned 
with exploring her feelings, the worker would help Sandra to say 
to herself that she would not hit her children, to identify times 
when and situations in which this happened and find ways of 
avoiding them. The authority of the agency would be used to try to 
get Sandra rehoused. With George, authority would allow a 
worker in the day centre to work out with George a simple set of 
rules of appropriate behaviour, and as he made mistakes in 
applying them to stop him at the time and show him what sorts of 
behaviour might be more appropriate. 

Hollis' classification of casework methods covers communica­
tions with interviews with clients and communications during 
environmental changes. It is summarised in Table 3.1. 

From this brief summary table, it is obvious that the environ­
mental work is much less fully realised than the individual work, 
and is largely seen in terms of the worker's relationships with 
individuals surrounding the client rather than intervention in 
agencies and communities or at a political level. Responsibilities 
for changing inappropriate agency services are acknowledged. 

Moving on to other aspects of psychosocial casework, Hollis and 
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Table 3.1 Hollis' classification of casework methods 

Procedures in client-worker communications 
Procedure Purpose Worker's actions 

Sustainment reduce anxiety, 
poor self-image, 
and low self­
confidence; set up 
relationship with 
worker 

Direct influence promote particular 
behaviours by 
force of worker's 

Exploration, 
description, 
ventilation 

Person­
situation 
reflection 

opinion 
understand 
clients' view of 
situation and 
selves; bring out 
feelings 

improve clients' 
understanding 

Developmental clients' 
reflection understanding of 

the effects of the 
past 

express interest and shared concern with 
clients; reassure clients of worker's 
understanding of strong and irrational 
feelings; express confidence; encourage 
clients in the relationship and planned 
activities; reach out by showing a wish to 
help; non-verbal behaviour such as eye­
contact and touch may be sustaining 
advice given by trusted worker is appreciated 
(Hollis and Woods, 1981, pp. 116-17; Rees 
and Wallace, 1982); emphasise approved 
behaviours; urge; insist 
psychosocial study; anger, hatred, grief, 
anxiety, guilt are all feelings to be brought 
out and so reduce in strength by being 
expressed; avoid ventilation if it becomes 
habitual; ventilation comes from 
psychoanalytic technique of abreaction 
extraflection about knowledge and 
understanding of situation (e.g. housing, 
money); effects of clients' behaviour on 
others and selves; intraflection about clients' 
own responses to situation; rarely explained 
directly, technique is to lead clients to look at 
issues and achieve self-revelation; clients 
examine how external stimuli affect internal 
responses and produce behaviour; self­
evaluation about values and self-image; 
clients should examine agency limitations, 
requirements, the worker and feelings about 
coming for help 
unlike psychoanalysis, not a major feature, 
should only be used when relevant; avoid 
intellectualising as a defence; transference 
sometimes explains unexpected bahaviour 
towards worker 

Procedures in environmental work 
Procedure Purpose Worker's actions 

Types of relationships with 
communication collaterals 

Types of 
resources 

services for clients 

same procedures used as in worker-client 
communications with other people who are 
relevant to the clients (see first four 
procedures above) 
use other agency services efficiently, seek to 
improve them; use resources of secondary 
setting (e.g. hospital, school, court) where 
worker works; use workers in other agencies; 
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Procedure 
Procedures in environmental work 

Purpose Worker's actions 

use non-social work agencies; use 
'instrumental collaterals' (e.g. employers, 
landlord) in relationship with clients; use 
'expressive collaterals' in relationship 
involving feelings with clients; worker should 
identify with clients 

Types of roles acting on behalf of act as provider, locator or creator of 
clients resources; act as interpreter of the clients to 

others; act as mediators between clients and 
others; act as aggressive intervenor between 
clients and others (e.g. child protection) 

Source: Hollis and Woods (1981). 

Woods attach importance to integrating family therapy into social 
work, which has always focused on individuals within families. 
This is an example of the strong concern in social work for the 
family as a social institution. 

Psychosocial study reflects the origins of psychosocial casework 
in diagnostic theory, one of whose principal tenets was the 
importance of distinguishing between the different categories of 
problems presented by clients so that casework could be directed 
appropriately. Giving importance to differential diagnosis is a 
mark of psychodynamic theory (see Turner, 1986). In Christine's 
case, for example, it is important to distinguish between the effects 
of her past relationships with her parents and other factors which 
might be possibilities in such a case. For example, women often 
become depressed because of lack of support from their husbands 
in their life; the demand for love and affection from the husband 
might easily have been a product of such feelings. 

Psychosocial study at the beginning of contact with clients gives 
an interim view of the problem and direction of work on it. After 
this, psychosocial study (gathering and ordering information), 
diagnostic understanding (thinking about the information) and 
treatment proceed together. Study involves observation, examina­
tion and deduction about existing and recent relationships, en­
vironment and events in the client's life. Early history would be 
explored if particularly relevant. Diagnostic understanding in­
volves both worker and client deciding what is the trouble, and 
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what can be changed. Then, dynamic understanding is an attempt 
to explain why the problems exist. They are then classified into 
categories which help identify social consequences. Health prob­
lems show where so~:ial consequences need to be prepared for; for 
example, a cancer patient may need preparing for death. Problem 
categories, for example, parent-child, old age, unemployment, 
show where others may be involved and need to share in the work. 
Clinical diagnosis identifies major personality characteristics which 
will be relevant. 

The next stage is to choose treatment objectives. Long-range 
aims will be an improvement in the client's personal and social life. 
Motivation and the client's and others' social values are relevant in 
deciding on a particular target. Intermediate aims come from the 
problems and dynamic understanding. Workers must consider 
whether change is realistically possible and select aims accordingly. 
The needs, wishes and policies of other family members, agencies 
and important individuals will be factors in the decision. 

Treatment procedures must be chosen to accord with the aims. 
When clients are anxious in the early stages, care must be taken to 
choose acceptable procedures, without sacrificing the need for 
movement. The client's personality and situational factors should 
affect the choice of procedures. For example, if the client is 
overwhelmed with practical problems such as poverty these should 
be the focus. Ethnic factors, where present, may well predomin­
ate. 

Commentary 

This account of Hollis and Woods' analysis of psychosocial case­
work shows how its roots lie in psychoanalytic theory, but it is an 
adapted theory, relying particularly on later ideas, and focusing on 
functioning in the present rather than exploration of the past. 
There is a concentration on feelings, personal reactions to social 
situations rather than the situations themselves, exploratory reflec­
tion rather than action. Personality structure, defences and anxiety 
make significant appearances. 

It is a caricature to say that there is no concern for social change. 
This is considered and approved (p. 162); social control as an aim 
of casework is rejected (p. 413); social workers have responsibility 
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for policy change (p. 173), priority for ethnic and practical prob­
lems is acknowledged (passim). Even so, the focus of this quite 
modem account of casework is on internal feelings about the 
outside world and on person and family rather than social factors. 

The reliance on psychoanalytic, systems and role theories is 
evidence of a theory which fundamentally accepts social order: it is 
social and personal disorder which must be understood and dealt 
with. Although there may be things wrong with the present 
environment for clients, the burden of this perspective is to help 
them accept it and the worker seeks social reform as a separate 
activity. The view is medical - health is a frequently mentioned 
issue; diagnosis and treatment are uncritically accepted as the 
model. Controversial interpretations of internal dynamics are 
accepted as accurate representations to guide treatment. Study is 
about finding facts, when many sociologists and humanists would 
quarrel with the assumption that there is one understanding of any 
social situation to be identified. While Hollis and Woods would 
accept a conflict perspective and it is true that feelings are facts to 
be worked with, they do not press the possibility that the nature of 
the phenomena worked with may be fundamentally ambivalent, 
unreconcilable with clients' interests or unresolvable. 

The existential critique of psychoanalysis would go further. 
These personality structures are illusions, and the adjustment 
achieved always inadequate or provisional since the only true 
understanding of humanity is an appreciation of the wholeness of 
internal and external experience and the paradoxes of existing but 
being unable to understand the meaning of existence (Krill, 1978, 
p. 40). Insight techniques may encourage self-preoccupation 
rather than change. 

The behaviourist and cognitive critique also doubts the value of 
inferring personality structures. However, the main thrust of 
criticism from this perspective is that the approach is not easily 
testable empirically, since it relies on such inferences. Behaviour­
ists argue that it is better to depend on careful observation and 
description of definable behaviour. The emphasis on feelings and 
emotions rather than rational thought is also a failing according to 
this view; it leads to lack of clarity and means that people may be 
disabled from acting if it is believed that unchangeable things in 
the past are causing their present behaviour. A cognitive theorist 
would argue that people can manage their behaviour from their 
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own rational minds and need training to do so. It is important not 
to caricature psychodynamic theory from this perspective. Modem 
psychoanalysis too largely concentrates on how people can man­
age their world rationally through the ego and object relations. 

Alternative psychodynamic formulations of social work 

Functional theory arose in the USA during the 1930s, contesting 
pre-eminence with diagnostic theory, which became the fore­
runner of psychosocial casework. The latest extensive book ex­
pressing the view is Smalley's, published in 1967. It can only be 
regarded as a significantly distinct form of practice in the USA, 
although some ideas have been incorporated into social work more 
widely. Functional theory is distinct from structural-functionalism 
(see Chapter 7). The term 'functional' is applied because it 
emphasises that the function of social work agencies gives form and 
direction to practice in each setting. 

Another distinctive feature of functional social work is that its 
psychological base derives from the work of Rank, a disciple of 
Freud. Rather than work from diagnosing illnesses and treating 
problems, functional social workers emphasise helping their 
clients in personal growth. Capacity for growth is released by the 
casework relationship. Greater emphasis than in psychosocial 
casework is given to social and cultural issues in human develop­
ment. Functional social work stresses that social work is a process 
of interaction between clients and workers rather than a series of 
acts or procedures as psychosocial casework has it. Hofstein (1964, 
p. 15) defines process as ' ... recurrent patterning of a sequence of 
changes over time and in a particular direction.' 

Smalley also applies functional theory specifically to group and 
community work. Ryder (1976) elaborates on the approach to 
groupwork, and Phillips (1957) offers the classic account of 
functional groupwork. 

Five basic principles of functional social work (Smalley, 1970) 
are: 

• involving clients in diagnosis and understanding of the issues 
being worked on, which are constantly changing 

• conscious understanding, and use of time phases (beginning, 
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middle and end); this is a classic feature of functional social 
work 

• use of agency function gives form to the work, offers 
accountability and a concrete role for clients to understand 

• clear understanding of the structure or form of the social 
work process; again a classic feature of functional social 
work 

• social work uses relationships to engage clients in helping 
themselves. 

Functional theory avoids taking a medical and problem-based 
model, and emphasises positive forward-looking change instead. 
Social causation and issues are more important than in psycho­
social casework. It is also rather less concerned with internal 
feelings and more with interactions with the outside world. 

Problem-solving casework is another analysis of casework prac­
tice made by Perlman (1957a). Her book was an important text for 
many years, and is psychodynamic in its approach because that 
was the accepted psychological base of social work at the time it 
was written (Perlman, 1986). Her work was distinct from the 
conventions of diagnostic social work because it emphasised 
dealing with the presenting problems of the client and current 
difficulties in the environment (Abrams, 1983). There is less 
emphasis on irrational and internal motivation. 

Perlman emphasises the importance of looking at four aspects of 
the situation: the person with whom the work is done, the problem 
presented, the place in which the work was done, and the process 
of the work. The model thus takes in these two latter aspects which 
are associated with functional social work; Perlman was influenced 
by several ideas from functional theory (Perlman, 1986). Clients 
are assumed to have failings in thejr capacity to solve problems, 
and need help in overcoming obstacles to improving their coping 
capacity. This approach is rooted in ego psychology (Perlman, 
1970, p. 169; 1986, p. 261) with its emphasis on how the ego 
manages outside relationships. The book concentrates especially 
on study and diagnosis of the problems; treatment is rather ill­
defined. Perlman (1986, p. 261) claims this is intentional since 'the 
essential elements of the total helping process ... are to be found 
... within the first few hours.' 

Perlman's model is an important forerunner of task-centred 
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casework, which has developed the idea of problem analysis (see 
Chapter 4). The idea of 'problem' as a concrete definition of the 
issues being looked at by a social worker and client is such that it is 
widely used as a pragmatic basis for planning work, outside a 
formal problem-solving perspective (e.g. Bunston, 1985; Sucato, 
1978). Such uses of 'problem' should not necessarily be seen as 
allied to Perlman's model. 

Ego psychology and ego-oriented casework offers a more explicit 
formulation of modern psychoanalytic theory to casework activities. 
Early influential works promoting this perspective (Parad, 1958; 
Parad and Miller, 1963) laid the foundations for it as a separate and 
identifiable stream of social work thought. E. Goldstein's recent 
(1984) comprehensive formulation provides a clear and practical 
introduction. She identifies two sets of contributing ideas: 

• classic Freudian theory with its emphasis on the unconscious 
and the ego's role in defending the mind and mediating 
between different parts of the mind 

• modern ego psychology with its emphasis on the ego as the 
rational problem-solving part of the mind, dealing with the 
outside world and minimising the aspect of managing uncon­
scious drives. 

She deals with ego-oriented practice in three aspects: assessment, 
intervention and the worker-client relationship. 

Assessment involves looking at clients' present and past ways of 
coping (an important concept in ego psychology) both emotionally 
and practically with things that happen to them and things that 
they have to do; their inner capacity and external circumstances. 
The starting point is to share the problem, discuss the ways clients 
have already tried, and look for other possible ways of dealing 
with it. The plan of action will then involve choosing between 
three major strategies: 

• improving clients' internal capacities 
• changing outside circumstances affecting them 
• improving how their internal and external worlds fit 

together. 

Intervention may be either ego-supporting or ego-modifying, and 
applied either directly through psychological means or indirectly 
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on clients' environments. Goldstein's distinction of these two 
approaches makes useful differences in practice clear. Ego­
supporting interventions tend to focus on present behaviour, 
conscious thought and environmental change, involve learning or 
mastering new skills, through experiencing a worthwhile relation­
ship with the worker using directive and educational techniques, 
and are more likely to be short- rather than long-term. 

Ego-modifying interventions, by contrast, tend to concentrate 
on past and present unconscious feelings and drives, and avoid 
environmental changes. Efforts concentrate on giving insight into 
feelings and resolving emotional conflicts, understanding transfer­
ence in the worker-client relationship; they use non-directive and 
reflective techniques and are generally long-term. 

Client-worker relationships are like but different from ordinary 
human relationships. Their special features are: 

• client needs form the basic aim of the interactions, instead of 
both parties' needs being involved, as in most relationships 

• the workers involve themselves in the relationship in a 
disciplined and controlled way, rather than simply by inclina­
tion and emotional response 

• important social work professional values are always in­
volved, so whatever the client's personal characteristics or 
behaviour, the worker is always prepared to take part; this is 
not typical of ordinary relationships where inclination, liking 
and the sort of responses made affect relationships. 

Client-worker relationships have rational and irrational aspects. 
The former are about the tasks to be undertaken and work 
towards the agreed objectives. The latter come from the feelings 
involved in past relationships. So, for example, Howard was a 
social worker who in his teens had been homosexually assaulted, 
and was working with Joe, who had come for help because of his 
feelings of isolation and lack of self-worth arising from concealing 
his homosexual life-style, which he had not been able to reveal to 
his parents, his brother and sisters. A plan for talking to his 
brother and then disclosing this important part of his person to his 
family was agreed, but this relied on Howard's personal support 
and involvement through these proceedings. However, Joe came 
to experience Howard as rather cold and rejecting and felt that he 
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could not go on. In exploration with his supervisor, Howard 
identified his anger towards the person who had assaulted him as 
the past event which had caused present feelings which were 
getting in the way of his relationship with Joe. Howard's feelings 
about this event were unresolved; that is, he had hidden his anger 
at this exploitation of his person, rather than expressing it fully and 
coming to a rational view that he had not been badly hurt. He 
could not avoid fearing that others, like Joe, might cause similar 
hurt elsewhere. He was entitled to his anger and fear, but hid it 
because he accepted that applying it to others like Joe was 
unreasonable. Nonetheless, his rational understanding of that did 
not overcome the expression of his hidden feelings, and this is why 
Joe was able to sense his rejection. This case is an example of 
counter-transference; how irrational aspects of a past relationship 
brought forward to a present one can get in the way of using the 
special helping features of worker-client relationships. It also 
illustrates the importance and role of supervision. 

Transactional analysis (TA) derives from the work of Eric Berne 
(1961, 1964), and is included here because he started as a 
psychoanalyst and his theories have some obvious links with 
psychoanalytic personality structures, and some aspects of 
psychoanalytic terminology. It could equally validly be regarded as 
a form of humanistic therapy (see Chapter 8) since its basic 
principles rely, unlike the more deterministic psychoanalytic 
theory, on the assumption that people are responsible, auton­
omous agents who have the energy and capacity to control their 
own lives and solve their own problems -they are prevented from 
doing so only by leftover failings of early childhood behaviour 
patterns (Pitman 1982a). T A has now developed completely 
independently of psychoanalysis, with its own literature and 
training schemes. Pitman (1982b) provides an extensive introduc­
tion to its application to social work, Coburn (1986) a briefer 
account, but it has not been widely integrated into social work with 
other techniques. It is, rather, a system of therapy which specially 
and separately trained people sometimes undertake within social 
work agencies. Some of the jargon, especially 'games' and 'strokes', 
is used without calling on the full system of thought. 

There are four elements of TA: structural, transactional, games 
and script analyses. Structural analysis proposes that our personal­
ity has three 'ego states'; ways of thinking about the world which 
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have typical behaviour patterns associated with them. The parent 
state is a collection of attitudes typical of the sort of injunctions 
that a parent figure might give to a child, and the sort of 
perceptions that a child might have of such a figure. The child state 
contains feelings and attitudes left over from childhood, typically 
rather self-centred, but also uncontrolled and potentially creative. 
The adult state manages, mostly rationally, the relationships 
between the ego states and with the outside world. These concepts 
are like the psychoanalytic structures of superego, id and ego, but 
T A is less concerned with internal interactions among parts of the 
mind and with drives and irrational responses. 

An example of the interaction of ego states is in a residential 
setting for mentally-ill people. One of the residents, Colette, 
takes offence at a minor transgression of the rules by Mike, shouts 
at him and runs to her room and locks the door. The worker has an 
internal debate. His 'child' says: 'That stupid woman. I'll go and 
tell her off.' His 'parent' says: 'There are always two sides to a 
story, and Mike can be very irritating.' His 'adult' works out a 
compromise and executes an appropriate action: 'I'll go and say 
she must not get angry like that, but I'll also find out what 
happened and then bring them together to talk over how they can 
live better together in future.' This sort of debate goes on 
continuously within all of us. 

In social work practice, we need to work out the internal 
interactions, strengthen the adult's ability to deal appropriately 
with the world (rather like ego-oriented work) and redirect energy 
from one state to another. For example, where people are driven 
too much by the demands of their parent, the worker can help let 
their child have a greater influence; this may lead them to be more 
creative in how their adult reacts. Colette, for instance, has a 
parent which says 'gentlemen should always be courteous and 
respectful towards women' and 'ladies always behave with de­
corum.' A lot of energy is used in applying these ideas, which 
could be partly transferred to her child which says 'it's fun to get 
really involved in a lively argument.' If this happened, she would 
be able to deal more flexibly and creatively with Mike's occasional 
aggressive responses, instead of closing down her own emotions, 
and criticising his response to her. 

Transactional analysis is about how ego states in one person 
interact with those in another. Transactions are exchanges between 
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Table 3.2 Examples of transactional analysis 

Colette: Please, Mike, would you not use my 
kettle without asking me, because I worry in 
case it gets damaged. 
Mike: I'm sorry, but the fuse has blown on 
mine and I couldn't find a replacement. 
Colette: You've really upset me, please don't 
do it again. 
Mike: I've explained the problem; shall we go 
and see if we can find a fuse in the toolbox? 
Colette: You really shouldn't upset me like 
this. 
Mike (deliberately): We can try to find a way 
out of this together. 
Colette (coldly): I'm sure you are better at 
mending fuses than me. 

Complementary: 
Colette's adult to Mike's 
adult; Mike's adult to 
Colette's adult 

Crossed: Colette's child 
to Mike's adult; Mike's 
adult to Colette's adult; 
Colette's parent to 
Mike's child 

Ulterior: Mike's adult to 
Colette's adult hides an 
angry parent to her 
child; Colette's adult to 
his adult hides her child 
to his parent. 

people's ego states, which may be open or hidden. When open and 
hidden messages involve different ego states or transactions, 
problems arise. There are three kinds of transaction: 'complemen­
tary' where only two ego states are in play; 'crossed,' where 
several are involved but verbal and non-verbal messages are 
consistent; and 'ulterior' where again several ego states are 
involved, but the open messages are different from the hidden 
ones. The examples in Table 3.2 come from Colette and Mike's 
interactions. In practice, the worker uses transactional analysis to 
find out which ego states are involved in transactions, and helps 
clients to use communication more constructively. 

Games analysis is concerned with patterns of interaction and 
behaviour. People have three groups of emotional needs: 

• stimulation, which they fulfil by artistic, leisure and work 
activities 

• recognition, which is met by receiving 'strokes' either non­
verbal or verbal, positive or negative, from others (e.g. 
respectively a smile and a thank you; or a scowl and a 
criticism) 

• structure in life, particularly of time. 
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Table 3.3 The four life positions in transactional analysis 

Life position 

I'm OK- you're OK 
I'm OK- you're not OK 

I'm not OK- you're OK 

I'm not OK- you're not OK 

Source: T. Harris (1973). 

Meaning 

you feel good about yourself and others 
you feel good about yourself but not 
about others, so you tend to blame 
others for your own problems, and 
criticise them (rather like projection in 
psychoanalysis) 
you feel bad about yourself and see 
others as more powerful and capable 
than yourself, so you tend to feel 
inferior and incompetent all the time 
you are critical of both yourself and 
others 

The pattern of strokes and life experiences that we get used to in 
childhood sets up our life position, which is about how we feel 
about ourselves and others, and our general attitude to the world. 
There are four life positions (T. Harris, 1973), set out in Table 3.3. 

Games are a typical pattern of ulterior transactions which recurs 
and reflects and promotes damaging life positions. So, if Mike is at 
'I'm OK, you're not OK' and Colette is at 'I'm not OK, you're 
OK,' their game of 'kettle' in Table 3.2 encourages him to continue 
to feel he is being reasonable, her to feel inferior. In practice, 
workers can analyse games with clients, so that they can under­
stand and avoid them in favour of more satisfying interactions. 

Script analysis is concerned with seeing how transactions in the 
past have led to present life positions and games. 

From this brief account, it will be seen that T A is an attractive 
formulation of behaviour, with an emphasis particularly on com­
munication patterns, which relates closely to more conventional 
communication theory (see Chapter 7). Its evident links with 
psychoanalysis should not be overemphasised, since it has travel­
led a long way from instinctual drives and determinism. There are 
clear relationships with ego psychology and psychodynamic struc­
tures of the personality. As a method, it may be criticised in the 
same way as psychodynamic theory for relying on insight. Other 
criticisms are that the technique is largely psychotherapeutic and 
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Figure 3.1 Diagrammatic representation of ego states in transactional 
analysis 

0 

Person A Person 8 

Explanatory note: In this case, person A's parent is communicating with 
person B's adult, while person B's child is communicating with person A's 
child. 

does not have much to say about clients' practical problems of 
poverty and oppression; at least, however, supporters of TA 
would say that they can be helped to avoid oppressing themselves. 
Finally, it can be argued that it is a shallow technique, giving 
superficial accounts of behaviour in a jargon which might make 
some people feel that they are not being treated with respect, 
rather than permitting a thoughtful analysis of behaviour. For 
some people, on the other hand, its entertaining and unportentous 
terms can help them look at their behaviour in a new easily­
grasped way. This is enhanced by a diagrammatic technique, 
shown in Figure 3.1 which shows each personality in a transaction 
in terms of their parent-adult-child ego states and how these are 
interacting with one another. 

Therapeutic environments: an application to residential care 

Psychodynamic theory has been applied to residential care work 
through a variety of theoretical developments. Righton (1975) 
shows the theoretical relationships between: 

• planned environment therapy (Franklin, 1968, Wills, 1973) 
based on work with maladjusted adolescents originally in the 
Second World War, and with its roots in psychoanalytic 
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theory, and radical education, including the work of Homer 
Lane (Wills, 1964), A. S. Neill (1964) and G. A. Lyward 
(Bum, 1956) 

• milieu therapy, a mainly American concept, used in the work 
of writers such as Polsky (1968), applying psychodynamic 
groupwork with maladjusted young people, using the ideas 
of Lewin (1951) on field theory and life space as a way of 
understanding interactions between individuals and within 
groups, particularly those in residential care (Redl, 1959), 
and applying ego psychology 

• therapeutic communities, which derive from the work of 
Maxwell Jones in psychiatric hospitals; his work has also 
been applied in a variety of community settings including day 
hospitals (Whiteley, 1979), and hostels and housing schemes 
of various kinds through the worldwide work of the Rich­
mond Fellowship (Jansen, 1980). 

The psychodynamic groupwork of Bion (1961) has influenced 
some of this work. Perhaps the most widely influential of these 
models of residential care practice is the therapeutic community, 
and so Kennard's (1983) account of its main principles offers a 
useful summary of the practice of all three forms of work: 

• informal and communal atmosphere 
• group meetings are used as central aspect of therapy 
• all participants share in the work of running the community 
• residents are auxiliary therapists 
• authority is shared between staff and residents 
• basic psychodynamic principles are accepted 
• basic equality of all members 
• the community is a 'closed order' whose basic values cannot 

be disputed - a strong moral and ideological component. 

Conclusion 

This chapter demonstrates the wide range of applications that 
psychodynamic theory has had in social work, and its comprehen­
siveness as a theory. Moreover, it has had a special and powerful 
influence throughout the history of social work, and in earlier 
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Chapters we saw how some of the basic features of social work, 
such as relationship, individualisation and use of evidence in a 
scientific way have their origins in, or have associations with 
psychodynamic theory. All this made it particularly important and 
influential both in its day and today. Future chapters show how its 
ideas are the explicit or implicit basis for many other aspects of 
social work theory, or can be used within them. 



4 

Crisis Intervention and 
Task-Centred Models 

Connections 

These two models of social work have some features in common, 
so it is useful to present them together for comparison and 
contrast. Both stress brief interventions, though these may be 
strung together in a series. They are both structured, so action is 
planned and fits a pre-ordained pattern. 'Contracts' or other 
explicit agreements between worker and client are used. The sorts 
of circumstances in which each may be used are specified. 

Many of these factors may suggest a relationship with behavioural 
approaches, as Howe (1987) proposes for task-centred work. 
Some suggested links include the use of contracts, but in fact these 
are widely used outside behavioural work (Corden and Preston­
Shoot, 1987a; Hutten, 1977). Neither approach is in fact con­
nected with behavioural approaches. Crisis intervention is explicitly 
based on psychodynamic ego psychology. Task-centred casework 
rejects any specific psychological or sociological base for its 
methods. It is derived entirely from pragmatic research, which 
arose from dissatisfaction with long-term psychodynamic casework 
in some agencies in the USA. This then led to an attempt to 
replace it with a 'planned short-term therapy.' Many basic be­
havioural ideas such as conditioning play no part in task-centred 
work, and it deals with broader classes of behaviour than be­
havioural work normally covers. 

Both the circumstances in which crisis and task-centred work 
should be used and the focus of work differ. Crisis intervention is, 
classically, action to interrupt a series of events which lead to a 
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disruption in people's normal functioning. Task-centred work 
focuses on defined categories of problems. Both try to improve 
people's capacity to deal with their problems in living. Crisis 
intervention uses practical tasks to help people readjust, but an 
important focus is their emotional response to crises and long-term 
changes in their capacity to manage everyday problems. Task­
centred work focuses on performance in practical tasks which will 
resolve particular problems. Emotional problems are helped by 
success in achieving tasks. Crisis intervention has a theory of the 
origin of life difficulties. Task-centred work takes problems as 
given, to be resolved pragmatically. In spite of these formal 
differences, social workers have tended to see the approaches as 
allied, because oftheir alliance as short-term, structured treatment 
approaches, and because of the usefulness of research into task­
centred work as practical guidance for implementing crisis inter­
vention (Golan, 1986, p. 309). 

Task-centred work is as distant from psychodynamic ideas as 
from behavioural approaches, and this is another difference with 
the ego-psychological base of crisis theory. It rejects long-term 
involvement between worker and client assumed by insight-giving 
and supportive therapies, and concentrates on exposed problems 
rather than their underlying causes. Reid and Epstein (1972, p. 26) 
specifically distinguish the approach from crisis intervention be­
cause they say task-centred work deals with a wider range of 
problems, and emphasises clear definitions of target problems, 
tasks and time limits. They stress links with functional casework 
with their emphasis on time limits, client self-direction and having 
a clear structure and focus in the process of work. They use Hollis' 
classification of casework procedures (see Table 3.1). 

The classic formulation of crisis intervention as a technique is 
that of Caplan (1965). This draws attention to the origins of the 
method in mental health work, and its emphasis on prevention 
rather than treatment of illness. Lindemann's early (1944) paper 
dealing with the grief reactions in various groups of patients, 
especially in the unexpected emergency of the Boston 'Cocoanut 
Grove' fire draws attention to how people coped with the crisis of 
bereavement in their lives. They managed better if they had coped 
with previous crises in their lives, less well if past problems had not 
been fully resolved. 

A group of mental health workers around Lindemann and 
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Caplan constructed the ideas of crisis intervention while working 
with a variety of community mental health problems. The main 
writers are represented in the book which introduced the tech­
niques to the social work literature (Parad, 1965a). Caplan and his 
colleagues continued their work in preventive mental health, 
particularly emphasising the support of social networks in the 
community in preventing breakdown (see Chapter 6). Crisis 
intervention can be usefully combined with support systems work 
and networking (Mor-Barak, 1988). 

In social work, crisis intervention may be seen as a general 
technique for dealing with clients' problems. Parad (1965b), for 
example, argues that people approaching agencies do so when 
they experience crises in their capacity to manage their lives. The 
crisis is what motivates them to come, or leads other agencies to 
refer or require them to seek help. Thus, all clients can be seen as 
'in crisis', so that crisis intervention is relevant to all social work. 

Crisis intervention has been used in mental health services. It 
became associated with the idea of using multi-disciplinary teams 
of doctors, nurses and social workers to visit clients at home in an 
attempt to avoid damaging and unnecessary admissions to 
psychiatric hospital. Helping people to deal with severe reactions 
to loss and bereavement on death, for example, or when divorce 
or child care problems lead to the break-up of families is another 
common use of the techniques. 

In the UK, 'crisis intervention' is sometimes misused to refer 
to ' ... a crisis for the worker or the agency ... ' (Browne, 
1978, p. 115). O'Hagan (1986) treats crisis intervention as an 
overall term referring to work in emergency and night duty teams 
and some intake teams in the local authority social services. 
The classical usage of crisis intervention is retained in several 
services designed to respond to mental health emergencies (Davis, 
et a/, 1985) and the emotional aftermath of major public 
disasters. 

Crisis intervention - Naomi Golan 

Golan (1978) offers one of the best articulated accounts of crisis 
intervention theory, and the following summary is based largely on 
her book. She outlines the main points of the theory as follows: 
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• every person, group and organisation has crises during their 
lives 

• hazardous events are major problems or a series of difficul­
ties which start crises off 

• hazardous events may be anticipated (e.g. adolescence, 
marriage, moving house) or unanticipated (e.g. death, divorce, 
redundancy, environmental disasters such as fires) 

• vulnerable states exist when hazardous events cause people 
to lose 

• their equilibrium which is their capacity to deal with things 
that happen to them 

• when equilibrium is disturbed, we try out our usual ways of 
dealing with problems; if these fail we try new problem­
solving methods 

• tension and stress arise with each failure 
• a precipitating factor on top of unresolved problems adds to 

the tension and 
• causes a disorganised state of active crisis 
• precipitating factors may be presented to the worker as the 

client's main problem but these are not the crisis, only a 
point in the sequence; the clue to this is often immense 
emotion associated with apparently minor events 

• stressful events may be seen in one of three ways, each with 
its own typical response, as shown in Table 4.1 

Table 4.1 Stressful events and responses in crisis intervention 

Stressful events 
threats 
loss 
challenges 

Source: Golan (1978). 

Response 
anxiety 
depression 
mild anxiety, hope, expectation and 
more attempts at problem-solving 

• the more problems successfuly dealt with in the past, the 
more problem-solving strategies will be available, so states 
of active crisis are less likely; unsuccessful problem-solving 
in the past leads to people falling into active crisis often and 
finding it hard to escape 

• all crises reach resolution in 6-8 weeks 
• people in crisis are more open to being helped than those 
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who are not; intervention in crisis is more successful than at 
other times, and 

• in 'reintegration' after active crisis, people become set in 
their newly learned ways of solving problems, so learning 
effective problem-solving during the crisis improves coping 
capacity in the future 

Presented with a client, the worker needs to work out whether 
crisis is a relevant concept to use and the point within the crisis 
process that has been reached. The whole situation in which the 
client exists and its interaction with psychological issues in the 
client's life should be considered; what Lukton (1982) calls, adapt­
ing the term from the conventions of psychosocial casework, the 
person-in-crisis situation. Charles, for example, came to see a 
social worker two weeks after his father had died, feeling very 
distressed. It is tempting to see the death as the crisis, but in fact it 
was the precipitating event, since when looking into his story, the 
worker found that he had recently moved away from his father for 
the first time to another town to take up a new job - this kind of 
social change can be very stressful and formed a hazardous event. 
He had already lost his equilibrium and was in a vulnerable state 
because he felt lonely and without support in the new town. He 
had tried to deal with this by going out with some new friends and 
joining a social club, but he did not feel part of group in either 
situation. On one or two occasions he had drunk too much and this 
had been embarrassing. He had thus made a number of attempts 
to deal with his problems, but failed, and was suffering from in­
creasing stress and tension as a result. He had been going back to 
his father's home at weekends, and his father's sudden death, once 
he had dealt with the immediate practical and emotional con­
sequences, had emphasised his loneliness even further. Too strong 
a focus on the death as a crisis would fail to deal with the under­
lying problems that had created the state of active crisis from an 
event which he might have coped with if he had not already been 
facing this series of problems. 

It follows from this set of ideas that people who suffer a life­
time of stresses will be more quickly incapacitated by problems 
and find it harder to cope with them than others who have the 
chance to deal steadily with their problems. Also, people who 
can be helped to deal with problems effectively now, will learn 
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strategies which will prevent states of active crisis arising so easily 
in the future. 

The steps in reintegration are: 

• correct cognitive perception as clients gain a more accurate 
and complete view of the events which have affected them 

• managing feelings involves getting the client to release extreme 
emotion and the worker accepting it (e.g. it is acceptable to 
grieve for a dead relative) 

• developing new coping behaviours. 

In the case of Charles, the worker's exploration of the sequence of 
events helped to disclose to him that he was not assailed by a series 
of unconnected disasters, but all these painful experiences fitted 
together in a pattern which could be dealt with as a whole. Aside 
from releasing a good deal of emotion around his grief for his 
father, which he was in the process of doing anyway, he was also 
able to release, for the first time away from the responsibilities of 
his job, his intense fear of failure and mental illness due to 
loneliness and depression. He was also able to study some fairly 
elementary ways of building up social relationships, and went to a 
class on making friends and social contacts. 

Rapoport (1970) presents an approach to crisis intervention 
which is rather more psychodynamic than Golan's more modern 
cognitive approach and concentrates on exploring the history 
of the crisis and its emotional origins. Conflicts in emotions is 
more important in her account. She defines two levels of interven­
tion: 

• At the first level, workers 
- relieve symptoms 
- get the client back to previous levels of functioning or 

improve upon them 
- help the client gain understanding of the lead-up to the 

crisis, and 
- help family and community to support the client. 

• at the second level, intervention is more complex: 
- help clients understand connections between present 

and past crises and 'conflicts', and 
- start new ways of thinking and coping. 
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Similarly, Sifneos (1967, 1972) argues that clients who are poor at 
coping should have their anxiety suppressed by the worker, using 
reassurance, support and practical help. Stronger clients can have 
anxiety provoked to help them use skills and see problems as a 
challenge (see Table 4.1, p. 104). 

Golan thinks tasks are important in crisis treatment (pp. 7~), 
but she does not use 'task' in the same way as task-centred theory 
does. Here, it is an emotionally or socially necessary role or series 
of actions in the client's life- something that must be gone through 
in order to achieve reintegration. However, she proposes a rather 
similar process to that put forward by Reid for task-centred work: 

• explore the various options 
• help select a solution 
• apply for a service 
• test the service 
• get used to and gain skill in using the service. 

The worker offers support and help throughout this process. 
Golan also distinguishes these instrumental or material­

arrangement processes from dealing with psychosocial tasks which 
involve: 

• coping with feelings of loss and threats to security, self-esteem 
• trying new coping mechanisms as a way of managing anxiety 
• offering support during the stressful period of seeking new 

services 
• helping the adjustment to using the service 
• helping the client to realise what has been achieved, or to 

feel OK about a loss. 

Golan then presents a model for treatment which is described in 
extremely truncated form in Table 4.2. Treatment strategies are 
analysed along the lines of Hollis' (see Chapter 3) and families and 
groups are seen as effective places for treatment. There is also an 
extensive categorisation of different kinds of crisis. The work of 
Erikson (also mentioned in Chapter 3) is important because he 
defined personal development as a series of crises, and it is argued 
that crisis intervention can be used preventatively to avoid some of 
the emotional consequences of such life crises. 
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Table 4.2 Golan's model of crisis intervention 

Beginning phase: 
formulation 
(1st interview) 

A: focus on crisis state 
concentrate on 'here 
and now' 
get client to express 
emotional responses 
as emotions reduce, 
explore hazardous 
event 
discover type and 
effects of vulnerable 
state 
assess disturbance 
caused by crisis state 
B: evaluation 
decision statement -
account of 
circumstances and 
priority problems 
check client's priorities 
decide main problem 

C: contract 
define goals, tasks, for 
client and worker 

Source: Golan (1978). 

Middle phase: 
implementation 
(1st-6th interviews) 

A: Data collection 
get missing data 
check inconsistencies 
select main themes 
(loss, anxiety, 
challenge) 

B: behaviour change 
check client's coping 
mechanisms in problem 
area 
set realistic short-term 
goals 
set overall tasks 
jointly work out 
practical tasks 
jointly work out 
'thinking' tasks 

Task-centred casework: Reid and Epstein 

Ending phase: 
termination 
(7th and 8th if 
necessary, interviews) 

A: termination decision 
check period since 
referral and remind 
client 
propose spacing of 
contacts and finishing 
deal with resistance to 
termination 

B: review progress 
summarise progress 
review main themes 
reminder of tasks 
covered, goals reached, 
changes, incomplete 
work 

C: plan future 
discuss present 
problems 
discuss client's plans 
help client feel that 
process is ended 
help client feel OK 
about returning with 
other problems 

The definitive statement of task-centred casework is in Reid 
(1978) with a more practical and accessible version in Epstein 
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(1978). The pioneer statement is in their joint Task-Centred 
Casework (Reid and Epstein, 1972) and the model originates from 
research into brief casework in the 1960s by Reid and Shyne 
(1969). The model has been extensively validated in research in a 
variety of settings and countries (Reid and Epstein, 1977; Reid, 
1985). It has been explicitly applied to groupwork and family work 
(Reid, 1985). 

In task-centred work, social workers resolve problems pre­
sented by clients. Any theory of social work should, therefore, 
show how problems arise, what they are and how they may be 
dealt with. Brief work with explicit time limits is an essential 
feature of the approach, and has been shown to be more effective 
than longer-term, less focused work. British studies, for example 
have shown its effectiveness in inner-city intake teams, in the 
probation service and with parasuicides (Goldberg et a/, 1985). 
There is no specific psychological or sociological base (Reid, 1978, 
p. 14) since no theory adequately explains the range of problems 
that social workers deal with. Appropriate theories would there­
fore be selected from those available. The 'problem-solving' 
element has connections with Perlman's problem-solving casework 
(see Chapter 3) which task-centred work has largely supplanted. 

Task-centred work is concerned with problems that: 

• clients acknowledge or accept 
• can be resolved through actions to be taken outside contacts 

with workers 
• can be defined clearly 
• come from 'unsatisfied wants' of the client rather than being 

defined by outsiders (note this particular view of need which 
somewhat excludes unwilling clients, although task-centred 
work has been proposed by Reid as suitable for unwilling 
clients) 

• come from things that clients want to change in their lives. 

Some problems are shared by clients with others in their lives, who 
may acknowledge and define the problem in the same way. 
Agreement does not always exist about shared problems; people 
other than the client may see them differently. For example, in the 
case of Joan, a teenage girl, the worker in discussion with the 
client discovered that her inability to find a job was worrying her 
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most, and began to work out a plan for undertaking a series of 
tasks to share the task of finding one. Before completing this, 
however, she visited the home to find that Joan's mother preferred 
her to remain at home to help domestically with the elderly 
grandparent who was also living with her. Also, Joan's father felt 
that the idea of working in a shop, which she preferred, was not 
socially acceptable, and he wanted her to go to the college to learn 
office skills. The worker had first to take on the task of resolving 
the different perceptions of Joan's family duties with her own 
wishes before being able to proceed with job-finding. 

Reid (1978) classifies the types of problems that task-centred 
work is effective with into eight categories shown in Table 4.3. 

Table 4.3 Problems with which task-centred work is effective 

Interpersonal conflict 
Dissatisfaction in social relationships 
Problems with formal organisations 
Difficulty in role performance 
Decision problems 
Reactive emotional stress 
Inadequate resources 
Psychological and behavioural problems not otherwise categorised, but 

meeting the general definition of problems in the model 

Source: Reid (1978). 

Workers should try to understand clients' problem-solving be­
haviour, especially where explanatory theories account both for 
how problems are caused and resolved. The direction and strength 
of clients' wants should be assessed. Some wants support each 
other while others are in opposition. Wants start action off, but 
clients' belief systems shape the wants and acceptable ways of 
fulfilling them. In Joan's case, for example, the desire for a job was 
enough to start her seeking the worker's help, but the type of job 
that she believed was possible - shop work - and her lack of desire 
to spend time in college to gain qualifications for office work 
meant that the direction of job-seeking had to be changed from the 
father's preference. 

Beliefs guide action and are changed by interactions between 
the worker, client and others. Such beliefs are points of leverage 
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which can help change beliefs, along the same lines as in cognitive 
therapies. Points of leverage are: 

• accuracy where workers help clients understand how accu­
rate their beliefs are 

• scope where workers help clients see the implications or 
range of beliefs which clients think are more limited 

• consistency where distortions due to dissonance between one 
belief and another can be removed by the worker. 

Again in Joan's case, the worker found it useful to explore 
whether her assessment of her capacity to get better qualifications 
was accurate, by discussing the different perceptions of father and 
daughter. She also explored with Joan how she might limit the 
scope for moving on to more interesting jobs in the future if she 
failed to take qualifications now, since she might get used to 
having a wage coming in and be loath to return to college. Joan 
and the worker also explored the mismatch between Joan's desire 
to do something interesting (as shown by her wish to find a job 
more interesting than her domestic responsibilities and her wish for 
the independence deriving from having a job and a wage) and the 
likelihood that a low-grade job would prove boring very quickly. 

Emotions arise from the interaction between beliefs and wants. 
Fear or anxiety arise because a client believes that a want is lost or 
threatened. Unconscious motivation may affect beliefs or wants 
but not (directly) behaviour. Joan, for example, was afraid of 
getting stuck at home and was reacting too quickly and to her 
disadvantage as a result. 

Action is behaviour carried out with intent, so understanding 
actions involves understanding intentions. Plans are descriptions 
of intentions formed by the interaction of beliefs, wants and 
emotions. Planning means assessing alternative options, prefer­
ably away from the situation in which action is needed. When a 
plan is acted upon, the outcome gives feedback to the actor. 
Actions often occur in sequences and the problem may lie early in 
the sequence. For example, if my son misbehaves, I might slap 
him, and then feel guilty because I believe that slapping a child is 
wrong. Is slapping appropriate to stop the misbehaviour? This may 
be so if he is overactive today and needs a warning and reminder 
to think about and moderate his behaviour. But suppose that the 
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problem is that I ignored him, causing him to misbehave to gain 
attention. Deciding not to slap him would not be effective as a 
resolution of the problem of inappropriate slapping, because this 
plan mistakes the problem, and he would probably misbehave 
more to get attention which the early misbehaviour did not 
achieve. A better way to solve the problem of inappropriate 
slapping would be to play with him and show him that I have more 
time for him. 

Clients may not have skills to perform actions which may be 
needed in particular circumstances. Skills may be learned directly 
or generalised from other situations. Going through a series of 
small steps may help such learning. 

Some social systems may generate or affect clients' beliefs or 
respond to actions providing feedback in such a way that distorts 
further actions, whether for good or ill. The environment sur­
rounding clients may therefore be important. Action sequences 
may in this way become interaction sequences so that actions affect 
one another in circles or spirals. This idea comes from communica­
tion theory. Organisations may form a context for actions, label­
ling or categorising people or generating 'collective beliefs' about 
certain sorts of people. For example, staff in a school may come to 
believe that children from a particular housing estate are disrup­
tive. This may in turn affect what the children believe about 
themselves, and what their parents and other agencies think about 
them. Going further, this may then affect how people involved act 
towards one another. 

The intervention strategy has two aims: 

• helping clients to resolve problems of concern to them 
• giving a good experience of problem-solving so that clients 

improve future capacity to deal with difficulties and are more 
willing to accept help. 

Worker and client identify target problems, carry out tasks outside 
the agency setting and rehearse and review achievements. 

From this account of general principles, it will be evident that 
the ideas in the model come from a variety of psychological and 
sociological sources. Social learning theory seems to influence the 
mode of action, identifying targets and tasks and rehearsal. 
Communication theory is present in the concern for sequences and 
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interactions of behaviour. The emphasis on belief seems to show a 
cognitive element. The identification of influence from the en­
vironment and particularly organisations within it suggests some 
ideas borrowed from systems theory. 

Task-centred practice 

The aim of assessment is not, as in psychodynamic theory, to study 
clients' emotional responses or life history, but to identify: 

• action requirements 
• obstacles to action 
• unchangeable constraints. 

Clients wanting less formal, more friendly or more personally 
involving relationships should seek alternative forms of therapy. 
Where clients cannot maintain a focus on a limited range of 
problems, less structured or more exploratory methods such as 
crisis intervention should be used. Task-centred work helps in 
protective work (e.g. with the parents of abused children) but 
should not be used where authoritarian protection or social control 
are main priorities. Some physical and mental illnesses will not 
change by any client actions, so task-centred work can only be a 
part of intervention here, but it may help in dealing with the social 
consequences of illness of disability. 

Problem specification is the first step, taken early on through 
agreement with the client to undertake a short period of assess­
ment. The social context of the problem and others' responses to it 
are important. The process is as follows: 

• identify potential problems by helping the client to describe 
difficulties in their own way, then summarising and testing 
out the worker's perception of the problems 

• reach a tentative agreement on how the client sees the main 
problems 

• challenge unresolvable or undesirable problem definitions 
(e.g. where the client unreasonably wants the return of a 
deserted spouse) 

• raise additional problems, having first accepted the client's 
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definition of priorities, to present additional problems not 
accepted or understood by the client 

• seek others' involvement if necessary 
• jointly assess the reason for referral if client is compelled to 

attend by someone else 
• get precise details of when and where problems arise 
• specify the problem, usually in writing 
• identify clear baselines of the level of present problems (see 

Chapter 5 for further discussion of baselines) 
• decide on desired changes. 

In the phase of contract creation, worker and client reach specific 
agreements on action. The process is as follows: 

• agree to work on and specify one or more client-defined 
problems 

• rank the problems in order of priority 
• define the desired outcome of treatment 
• design the first set of tasks 
• agree the amount of contact and time limits. 

Reid prefers oral contracts to written ones because they are less 
frightening, unless several people are involved or the problems are 
complex. 

Task planning takes place in regular sessions with the client. 
Tasks must be explicitly planned, practicable for the client to do 
outside the sessions and agreed between worker and client. They 
may involve mental or physical action (e.g. to decide this or do 
that). General tasks set a policy for the treatment process, and 
operational tasks define what the client will do. Tasks may be 
unitary, involving just one action or a series of actions, or complex 
involving two different actions (e.g. to seek a new flat and take 
part in occupational therapy). They may be individual, undertaken 
only by the client; reciprocal, so that if the client does this, the 
worker or a relative will do that; or shared, so that the client and 
another important person will do it together. 

The task planning process is as follows: 

• possible alternative tasks are identified 
• an agreement is made 
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• implementation is planned 
• the task is summarised. 

Task implementation then takes over the sessions between worker 
and client. This involves: 

• setting up a recording system, especially where a sequence or 
repetition of actions is required 

• identifying strategies (e.g. a series of increments, setting 
limits, setting precise targets, mental tasks, use of paradox, 
tasks to be done by client and worker concurrently, involving 
other people) 

• agreeing incentives for finishing a task if these are not built in 
• making sure the client understands the value of the task and 

how it helps to meet the treatment aims 
• practising relevant skills whether by simulation (e.g. the 

worker acts out an employment interview) or by guided 
practice (e.g. helping a person with disabilities try out a new 
adaptation to their home in a day centre) 

• analyse obstacles 
• plan the worker's tasks that will contribute to the success. 

The worker's tasks may involve: 

• working with people other than the client to help the client 
to complete their tasks (e.g. preparing the way with another 
agency 

• arranging for rewards and incentives for success 
• sharing tasks with clients where they have insufficient skills 

or resources to do them alone. 

Worker and client review achievements jointly in each session. 
Mr and Mrs Knowles were an example of some of these pro­

cesses. They were referred to a mental health advice service, with 
the problem that Mrs Knowles had become slightly agoraphobic, 
and now was unable to go out, except with her husband in the car. 
She was, for example, unable to do the shopping or go out on her 
own to see friends. She felt a little embarrassed by this. There 
were no resources to carry out a behaviour modification programme 
involving the worker, but he explained the basic principles of 
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doing things in stages, having Mr Knowles alongside for support, 
and the idea of getting relaxed before moving on to the next stage. 
They then discussed a series of events in which they would go out 
in the car and Mrs Knowles would get out of the car, then later 
would go part of the way to a small shop, all the way, later still buy 
some things, and then progress in stages to going to the super­
market. The contract included the worker being available on the 
phone if any difficulties arose. This programme seemed to work 
quite effectively without any further interventions from the worker. 

The ending phase involves client and worker in: 

• describing the target problem as it was and as it is now 
• assessments by the worker, client and others involved of any 

changes 
• planning for the future (e.g. how the client will use any skills 

learned or adapt to changed circumstances) 
• additional contracts, to extend the process to finish off 

properly, or to establish new problem and task definitions 
• an explicit end where (as in residential care or continuing 

supervision of a client subject to legal requirements) contact 
with the worker or agency continues 

• movement to a long-term treatment process 
• referral to another agency for additional or alternative help 

Commentary 

Both task-centred and crisis intervention approaches to social 
work have proved popular with social workers, the former in many 
different settings, the latter in more specialised ones. While the 
research validation shows that task-centred work can be valid in 
many kinds of work, its aims are limited. Both theories represent a 
trend in social work to clearer, more focused activity than the 
long-term, non-directive, insight-giving methods of psychodynamic 
work but they are in the traditional lineage of social work problem­
solving, using a conventional social work, individualising, relation­
ship with clients who are treated on a medical model with the aim 
of getting better. Crisis intervention, with its more psychodynamic 
roots offers a greater emphasis on emotional responses and 
irrational or unconscious behaviour than task-centred work which 
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assumes greater rationality on the part of clients. In being more 
directive and in using contracts, the style of these interventions has 
some connections with behavioural approaches, which are con­
sidered in the next chapter. 

The clear structure and specificity of these approaches may 
cause a problem because workers tend to use them inappropriately 
when an approach which offers a longer-term relationship aimed 
at improving personal functioning or dealing with emotional or 
psychological difficulties would be more appropriate. The idea of 
contract has also come in for some criticism. Rojek and Collins 
(1987, 1988), using concepts from discourse analysis, argue that it 
offers a false sense of equality between workers and clients; false 
because it neglects the radical analysis of the position of social 
workers who have all the power and authority of the state, and 
their profession and class to impose their will upon clients. They 
propose that in using terms like 'contract', workers imply to clients 
an equality which in a sense enables them to take greater power in 
the relationship. The fact that this power imbalance exists makes it 
difficult to use contracts in the way proposed by activities such as 
task-centred work; it prevents the mutual co-operation which the 
model assumes and which is said to be at the bottom of its success 
as a technique. In reply to this view, Corden and Preston-Shoot 
(1987, 1988) argue that the contract can benefit client-worker 
relationships by helping to make these explicit, and at least more 
specific so that each knows more clearly what is going on. In fact, 
also, it can be shown that contract work does achieve results in 
allowing clients to attain desired ends. 
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Behavioural Models 

Connections 

Behavioural approaches to social work derive from the work of 
experimental behavioural psychologists. Thomas (1968, 1971) in 
the USA and Jehu (1967, 1972) in the UK were the first significant 
interpreters of the psychological literature within social work. 
Hanson (1983, pp. 142-3) maintains that although therapeutic uses 
were being made of the basic psychological theories in the 1950s, it 
was not used in social work until the 1960s when traditional social 
work came under radical attack. 

Behavioural social work is surrounded by controversy, because 
it is the most positivist of social work theories (see Chapter 2) and 
it has been at the centre of the positivist debate. There are also 
objections on ethical grounds, since behaviour is manipulated by 
the worker rather than being under the control of the client. This 
could lead to behaviourist techniques being used to impose a 
worker's wishes on an unwilling client, and if used in pursuit of 
social or political policies could, at the extreme, be used for 
authoritarian political control. Behaviourists argue that consent of 
the client is ethically required and practically necessary to success. 
They also say that the most ethical treatment is the one that works 
best and behaviourist approaches can be demonstrated much more 
clearly than most others to be effective. All techniques can be 
abused in the wrong hands. Many other techniques are manipu­
lative in a way which is hidden from clients; an example might be 
the use of paradox. Watson (1980, pp. 105-15) argues that this is 
not a sufficient answer to the ethical problem. Behaviourism in­
herently assumes that all behaviour is caused. If clients make 
decisions that they want changes which might be achieved by 
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behavioural methods, then they are acting using their own reason­
ing freely in the sense of deciding without constraint on their de­
cisions, and, as the behaviourists say, are being treated ethically. 
However, what happens if the client's behaviour is considered 
socially undesirable, by a court, or by people in a position to put 
social or other pressures on a client? They might be persuaded that 
their behaviour is right, good or adaptive to social conditions. In such 
cases, we are moving from unconstrained reasoning to decisions 
which are being made in pursuit of social goals. The only ethical 
position, which maintains clients' rights to self-determination, is to 
use the technique only where the clients' own purpose is to free 
themselves from behaviour (for example, where it is compulsive) 
and clients cannot, but wish to, control themselves. 

Behavioural approaches in social work: Fischer and Gochros 

The following account of behavioural approaches is based on the 
book by Fischer and Gochros (1975), because of its clear and 
comprehensive organisation of the theory; other texts provide 
something more like a manual of techniques. However, most 
books on behavioural social work cover the same ground since the 
contents are directly derived from psychological writing. Books by 
Schwartz and Goldiamond (1975), Sheldon (1982b) and Hudson 
and Macdonald (1986) have also been consulted, particularly on 
social learning methods. Each of these covers: 

• respondent or classical conditioning (the stimulus-response 
approach; Jackson and King, 1982) 

• operant conditioning 
• sociallearning. 

All are directly applicable in social work. 
In addition, some writers extend into cognitive learning 

approaches (Jackson and King, 1982), and there is a debate about 
how justified this is (Hudson and Macdonald, 1986). In this book, 
I have treated cognitive learning in a separate chapter because, 
although cognitive approaches are direct developments of be­
haviour modification, they have developed independently enough 
to be seen as separate ideas. 
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Behavioural social work is based on learning theory which, 
unlike psychodynamic theory, concentrates on observable be­
haviour. It is considered unwise to use hidden thoughts or infer­
ences about structures in the mind because they cannot be 
independently and objectively checked. 

All behaviour whether it is abnormal (maladaptive) or normal 
(adaptive) is explained by the same principles. This rejects a 
disease model like psychodynamic theory which says that abnormal 
behaviour is a symptom of disturbance inside clients' minds which 
should be treated. In learning theory, abnormal behaviour has 
been learned just like any other behaviour, but it is not appropri­
ate because it does not help us function well in our particular 
environment. 

Looking at particular behaviours means that we do not label the 
whole person as abnormal. Different behaviours may be adaptive 
in different environments and cultures. So, behaviour which is 
appropriate to and comes from different genders and ethnic 
cultures is not assumed to need change in learning theory. In 
psychodynamic theory, behaviours are considered acceptable 
according to the theory's ideas of the origins of that behaviour, so 
behaviour which does not fit in with the dominant culture but 
might be acceptable in a minority ethnic culture or an oppressed 
gender comes to be disapproved of. While Fischer and Gochros 
note this point about learning theory, they do not note that the 
idea of adaptive behaviour still requires a minority or oppressed 
culture to align itself with the majority culture. There is still a risk 
that a therapy which seeks to change behaviour so that it adapts to 
an environment undervalues minority forms of behaviour and less 
dominant aspects of the culture. 

Behavioural social work is often based on 'single case' experi­
mental designs. Careful definition of target behaviours is followed 
by measuring in a planned way how often it occurs in a 'baseline' 
period. The intervention follows. Occurrences of the behaviour 
during and after intervention are also measured. Sometimes after 
one period of intervention, there is a 'reversal period' in which the 
worker returns to their own baseline behaviour and the target 
behaviour is again measured. Intervention then starts again. In 
this way, it is possible to test whether the intervention is indeed 
affecting the behaviour. 

Respondent conditioning is concerned with behaviour (anything 



Behavioural Models 121 

we do) which responds to (is produced by) a stimulus (a person, 
situation, event, or thing usually in the environment). Condition­
ing is the process by which behaviour is learned; that is, connected 
more or less permanently with the stimulus. When a response to a 
stimulus has been learned, the person's behaviour has been 
modified. Respondent conditioning is also known as classical 
conditioning because it derives from the first experiments in the 
field by Pavlov. 

Many behaviours are unconditioned. They happen naturally. An 
unconditioned stimulus produces as unconditioned response. For 
example, people's eyes water in a high wind, they salivate when 
given food, they withdraw their hands sharply when burned, they 
are sick when they eat a noxious substance. 

Behaviours are conditioned when responses become associated 
or paired with a stimulus that does not naturally produce the 
response, for example if our eyes were trained to water when we 
were given food. These are called conditioned stimuli and con­
ditioned responses. Extinction occurs if the association between 
conditioned responses and stimuli is not kept up. The conditioned 
response fades away and becomes unconnected with the stimulus. 

Some kinds of behaviour are incompatible with other be­
haviour. For example, someone who is completely relaxed cannot 
be anxious or violent. Counter-conditioning seeks to associate 
desirable responses with particular stimuli, in competition with 
undesirable responses. 

The most commonly used counter-conditioning technique is 
systematic desensitisation. Client are taught the practical tech­
niques of relaxation or are offered other means of personal 
support. Then they are slowly introduced to the unwanted stimu­
lus, using the relaxation or support to fight against their anxiety. 
This is often used with agoraphobic or school phobic people. We 
saw a simple example of this in the case of the Knowles in Chapter 
4. Here, relaxation and Mr Knowles' presence were used to 
counter-condition against Mrs Knowles' agoraphobic anxiety. 
Assertiveness training is another technique used where people are 
unconfident. They are helped to practice appropriate forms of 
behaviour in a supportive environment, and then enabled to use 
these in (ideally) increasingly difficult real life situations. 

Counter-conditioning has been used in various forms of sexual 
therapy. Pleasant sexual responses are learned in supportive 
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surroundings and are gradually introduced into more ordinary 
sexual situations which had previously caused anxiety. For example, 
a man who ejaculates prematurely learns to control ejaculation 
when stimulated by his partner when full sexual intercourse is not 
permitted until he feels confident of control. Transfer to full sexual 
intercourse follows later. 

One example of these techniques is in conditioning children who 
are enuretic (that is, who wet the bed when they should have 
learned to avoid this behaviour). There is a loud buzzer or bell 
connected to an electrical contact placed within soft mats under 
the child. The buzzer sounds when some urine makes contact with 
the mats, and the child wakes and can complete urination in a 
toilet. This process has two effects. First, the child is conditioned 
to wake when the bladder is full, so avoiding bed-wetting. Second, 
the tone of the bladder muscle is improved, strengthening the 
capacity to get through the night without wetting. These responses 
are set up as a form of counter-conditioning to the natural process 
of reflex urination when the bladder is full (Morgan and Young, 
1972). 

Most behaviour does not develop from unconditioned stimuli 
and operant conditioning, the second major form of behavioural 
work, deals with a wider range of behaviours. It is concerned with 
behaviour which operates on the environment, and can be used with 
complex and thought-out behaviour. In contrast, respondent con­
ditioning is mainly concerned with learned automatic responses. 

Operant conditioning focuses on the consequences of be­
haviour. Something happens (an antecedent event: A) which 
produces a behaviour (B) which tries to deal with the event, and, 
as a result of that behaviour, consequences (C) arise. The worker 
has to manage contingencies which affect the relationships be­
tween the behaviour and the consequences which strengthen or 
weaken the behaviour. Consequences are called positive reinforce­
ment if, when applied to someone undertaking a behaviour, they 
strengthen it. Negative reinforcement arises when a desired con­
sequence is removed following a behaviour in order to strengthen 
it. Positive and negative here do not mean desirable and undesirable. 
Unwanted behaviour may well be positively reinforced. For ex­
ample, if a child throws a temper tantrum and thus gains attention 
from their parents, the tantrum has been positively reinforced, 
even though it is unwanted behaviour. Negative reinforcement is 
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not an unpleasant consequence, it is the withdrawal of a con­
sequence. So closing a door to reduce the noise coming from the 
next room (removing a consequence) is a negative reinforcement 
increasing door-closing behaviour because it is found to be effec­
tive in giving us peace and quiet. Generally, however, negative 
reinforcers are unpleasant to the client. For example, a teenage 
boy disliked being taken to school by his social worker when he 
failed to attend. It was made clear that if he did not register each 
day, the worker would find him and take him to his class. One or 
two experiences of this made him realise that the peaceful enjoy­
ment of his truancy would no longer be permitted. A desired 
consequence had been removed consistently, inducing him go to 
school on his own. 

Punishment is used in operant conditioning to decrease be­
haviours. When unpleasant consequences follow, are immediately 
related to and reduce a behaviour this is called positive punish­
ment. Negative punishment is the removal of a pleasant part of 
someone's life unless they perform a behaviour. For example, 
permission to stay out late is denied to a teenager whenever they 
refuse to do their homework from school. 

In summary, reinforcement, whether positive or negative, 
strengthens behaviour. Punishment, whether positive or negative, 
reduces behaviour. Positive always means doing something, nega­
tive always means taking something away. Both can be used 
together. 

Extinction is also an operant learning technique. It is different in 
principle from extinction in respondent conditioning. It means 
removing the relationship between behaviour and its consequence. 
In negative punishment, we may remove a consequence which has 
nothing to do with the behaviour, as in the example given above. 
Extinction might be used where avoiding homework led to argu­
ments between child and parents. The arguments positively re­
inforce not doing homework, because they take up time and 
emotional energy which can then not be applied to the homework. 
Instead of arguing, parents could put child and homework in a 
room, thus withdrawing the reinforcing behaviour. Unlike extinc­
tion in respondent conditioning, this is not solely avoiding making 
a response, it is positively removing the relationship between a 
consequence and the behaviour which led to it. 

Positive reinforcement is usually preferable to or should be used 



124 Modern Social Work Theory 

together with other techniques. For example, extinction gives no 
control over the behaviour which might replace the undesirable 
behaviour; it might be equally undesirable. Positive reinforcement 
allows the encouragement of favoured behaviour alongside extinc­
tion. Also, unwanted behaviour may increase temporarily to test 
out the new response and this is hard to cope with, so encouraging 
useful behaviour makes the process easier. 

Different clients will be affected by different reinforcers, so each 
case must be carefully individualised. Therefore, assessment and 
definition of the antecedent events, the specific behaviours and 
detailed consequences are all important. 

Reinforcers: 

• work automatically so clients do not have to understand them 
• should be applied consistently soon after the relevant be­

haviour in a way which connects them to the desired 
behaviour 

• should be used as often and strongly as possible without 
going too far and satiating the client 

• may be either extrinsic (outside the person) or intrinsic 
(internal feelings such as satisfaction and pride); intrinsic re­
inforcement is harder to use and define, but allying intrinsic 
with extrinsic factors helps to maintain behaviours. 

Extrinsic reinforcers may be: 

• primary, meeting basic needs such as food or avoiding pain, or 
• secondary, which people have learned to value. These may 

be divided into five groups: 
- material, e.g. toys, money 
- social, e.g. approval, love 
-activity, e.g. hobbies, privileges 
- token, which are symbols of material or other reinforcers 

and can be exchanged at intervals for the original 
reinforcer 

- 'Premack' meaning that 'high probability behaviour can 
be used as a reinforcer for low-probability behaviour' (Fischer 
and Gochros, 1975, p. 63). People enjoy some things more 
than others (e.g. hobbies) which can reinforce behaviours they 
enjoy less (e.g. doing homework). 
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Any reinforcers may be used together, but social reinforcers are 
used because they are very powerful, widely available and help to 
change the client's social environment thus supporting desired 
behaviours over a longer period. 

Large changes of behaviour should be divided into small steps. 
A schedule of reinforcement should be worked out: 

• continuous reinforcement of every instance of the desired 
behaviour will work quickly. If the client does not use the 
desired behaviour, so that it cannot be selected by reinforce­
ment, several techniques can be used: 

- shaping means reinforcing small steps towards the de­
sired behaviour 

-fading means seeing where the behaviour is used in 
another situation and changing the environment into the 
new situation in which the behaviour is to be used 

- modelling means demonstrating the behaviour and is 
dealt with at length later in this Chapter 

- prompting means advising the client about appropriate 
behaviours 

-physical guidance means moving the client's body in the 
way required, rather as the piano teacher positions a 
pupil's body and hands correctly. 

Once a behaviour is established, reinforcement may be 
withdrawn and not given all the time, which is more econo­
mical. 

• intermittent schedules of reinforcement are used where a 
behaviour is not always reinforced: 
- ratio schedules reinforce after a set number of occurrences 
- interval schedules after a set period of desired behaviour. 

Ratio or interval schedules may be fixed (completely regular) or 
may vary around a typical period of time or number of behaviours. 
Variable schedules are most resistant to extinction (particularly 
variable interval schedules) and also more practical, since very 
consistent reinforcement may not be possible. 

Social/earning is the third general set of principles in behavioural 
work, and comes from the work of Bandura (1977). Most learning 
is gained by people's perceptions and thinking about what they 
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experience. They learn by copying the example of others around 
them. 

The main process by which this is done is modelling. Hudson 
and Macdonald (1986) describe it as follows: 

• a person sees someone else performing an action and pays 
attention to it 

• the observer 'forms an idea' or codes in their mind how the 
behaviour is done (including some rehearsals in practice or 
in their mind) 

• the observer identifies circumstances in which the behaviour 
occurs and has its consequences 

• when an appropriate situation arises the observer repeats the 
behaviour according to the 'idea' of it which they have 
formed. 

Many clients are helped simply by seeing a feared behaviour 
performed by a role model and to appreciate that there are no 
adverse consequences. It is better if the modelling contains the 
following features: 

• the model should have standing with the client, thus attract­
ing attention to the behaviour 

• the model should be seen to have success with and to be 
reinforced for the behaviour in other ways 

• clients should see some points of similarity between them­
selves and the model 

• clients should be able to practice the behaviour quickly after 
seeing it 

• reinforcing the behaviour helps establish it. 

In practice, according to Hudson and Mcdonald (1986), p. 141) the 
worker should: 

• define the behaviour clearly and ensure that the client pays 
attention to it 

• give or arrange a demonstration 
• get the client to copy and practise the behaviour 
• give feedback and reinforcement with, if necessary, further 

practice. 
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Behavioural social work practice 

The main aims of behavioural social work are increasing desired 
behaviours and reducing undesired behaviours, so that people who 
are affected by social events act appropriately. This increases their 
capacity for leading a full and happy life. Insight into the client's 
problems often helps because it speeds learning, but there is no 
evidence that it is necessary or that it is enough to get people to 
change. Warm personal relationships between worker and client 
help in behavioural work as in other forms of social work. 
Behavioural social work can be used very widely in many social 
work situations. Gambrill (1981), for instance, demonstrates its 
use in working with child abuse situations with both children and 
parents; it is helpful for its clarity in setting goals for behavioural 
achievements. Herbert (1987) describes the use of behavioural 
techniques in a very practical way with a wide range of children's 
problems. 

Recording is an important part of behavioural work, because it 
relies on such detailed observation. The target behaviours, both 
desired and undesired must be counted as a baseline and then 
checked during interventions. Common recording techniques are: 

• diaries 
• cards to be ticked in columns 
• coins, tokens or slips of paper to be shifted (e.g. from one 

pocket to another, or put on a shelf where food is taken 
from, or into cigarette packets every time one is smoked as a 
reinforcer) 

• automatic counters (e.g. some digital watches offer counting 
mechanisms or signs of time periods elapsed). 

Counting is often plotted on graphs which are then displayed to 
give reinforcement. These techniques may be useful to make other 
forms of social work clearer to clients. 

Assessment is an important feature of behavioural work. The 
emphasis is on the present. Lengthy social histories are not 
needed. Initial assessment involves interviews to discover: 

• what those involved see as the problem 
• who, precisely, is complaining or suffering 
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• who is part of the problem behaviour (since it may be more 
than one or not the person first presented as the problem) 

• the antecedents; the precise times and circumstances of the 
problem's occurrences 

• whether the problem is about behaviour being too common 
or too infrequent or inappropriate 

• who could be the mediator 
• how the client would like to change 
• likely reinforcers and their availability 

Herbert (1987) summarises the process as finding out about 
'persons, places, times and situation.' 

Then the selected problem must be assessed. Is the change being 
sought a sensible one? Are expectations too high or too demand­
ing? Changes should fit well with legal and social expectations of 
the client. They should be amenable to behavioural methods. 
Poverty and social dislocation are not appropriately dealt with in 
this way. Herbert (1987) offers a useful acronym for remembering 
the factors which should be assessed when looking at problem 
behaviour: 'FINDS' - the Frequency, Intensity, Number, Dura­
tion and the Sense or meaning given to these factors by the people 
involved. 

Helpful and unhelpful aspects of the client's behaviour in their 
life circumstances should be assessed. Action may need to be 
tempered by their limitations, of intelligence or of handicapping 
illness, which would make the changes unreasonable. 

Target behaviour should be specified and put in order of priority 
- annoying but easy-to-change behaviour first. Early treatment 
should be in small steps with a high chance of success. Behaviours 
which are important to the client in social life should have a high 
priority, especially if they affect a wide range of situations. All 
these will prove good motivators towards change. 

The stages of action should then be: 

• assessing mediators (see below) 
• deciding the best place to intervene 
• checking and analysing baseline data 
• defining important antecedent events and consequences 
• final and intermediate aims 
• plan and techniques to be used 
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• selection of reinforcers 
• collection of data to check on success and modify action 

accordingly. 

Much behavioural work is through mediators, such as clients' 
family or friends, rather than directly with clients. Mediators must 
first be found from the client's surroundings. They must be 
reinforced, either directly, or by seeing the achievements of what 
they are doing. Buchanan and Webster (1982) used a range of 
behavioural techniques through parents as mediators to help them 
manage young children who presented difficulties when it was time 
for them to go to bed. Parents from a range of social backgrounds 
found that after about four weeks, there had been a significant 
improvement in their problems, which continued for 6--8 weeks 
afterwards. 

Someone will be useful as a mediator if: 

• they are present when the target behaviour occurs 
• they can use important reinforcers or aversive stimuli (which 

some people cannot bring themselves to do) 
• they will be reinforced by improvements in the client 
• they are willing to take part. 

Work with mediators begins with assessment of how they can do 
their work. The mediator's aims should be connected with the 
client's behaviour, and then the process of work is as given above. 

Group behavioural techniques 

Both Fischer and Gochros (1975, pp.115-19) and Hudson and 
Macdonald (1986, pp. 165--6) quote a variety of studies to show 
that behaviourial approaches can be effectively used in group­
work. This may be by using a conventional group as a supporter 
and reinforcer to individuals undertaking behavioural programmes 
or by undertaking interventions with several people at once in the 
group. Such arrangements may help people with similar problems, 
for example alcoholics, or those who come from the same back­
ground, for example a local group of teenagers with offending 
problems, or who are within the same family or social group. 
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Typically, according to Hudson and Macdonald, the group works 
together on problem assessment, goal-setting, discussing and 
deciding on strategies, and in modelling and rehearsal. One of 
the most useful methods in groupwork is social skills training. 
Rose (1981) discusses behavioural groupwork with a cognitive 
approach using social learning about 'self-defeating' and coping 
cognitions. 

Burgess et al. (1980), a group of students on placement, describe 
the use of social skills training with a group of sex offenders in 
prison, which gives a good example of the range of techniques 
which may be applied. Three techniques in varying combinations 
were used. Microteaching of small elements of skills in interactions 
with others was one element, such as use of voice, eye contact, 
posture. A number of simple exercises on these elements of 
behaviour started off the process. Assertiveness training to help 
prisoners express their opinions and seek their interests without 
interfering with others was another aspect. Role playing of in­
creasingly complex events which might occur in the prison developed 
this aspect of the group. It then moved on to situations which 
might arise outside the prison. Also, the use of operant condition­
ing to focus on individual problems and how prisoners behaved 
with others in groups was tried, based on the work of Liberman et 
al. (1975). Workers reinforced interest in the group by having a 
written contract, emphasising the aims of a particular piece of 
behaviour and using a range of activities. The group was divided 
up for practical work on prisoners' individual problems. Workers' 
modelling of skills was important, and prisoners were given 
homework to practice with. At the end of each group meeting, a 
winding down session of social conversation was arranged. 

Residential work 

Behavioural approaches present the second major grouping of 
theories of residential work (Hudson 1982; Ryan 1979). The most 
common approach is the use of token economies. These are 
systems for managing the total programme of a residential estab­
lishment, in the same way that therapeutic environments, discussed 
in Chapter 3, attempt to manage the total experience of residence. 
Thus, they are not treatment programmes for individuals which 
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happen to be carried out in residence, but represent a genuine 
theoretical approach to residential work. 

Token economies have been used in schools and residential 
homes for adolescents with behaviour problems and offenders. 
They have also been used with mentally ill and handicapped 
people (Birchwood et al., 1988). Token economies are fundamen­
tally an operant conditioning system using interval (or sometimes 
intermittent ratio) reinforcement. Staff in the establishment agree 
(according to Sheldon, 1982b, p.156) a list of behaviours to be 
strengthened, and tokens are given for continuing these be­
haviours for a certain period or for performing behaviours a set 
number of times. Clients collect the tokens and exchange them for 
desired goods and for privileges. There is, in effect, a price list of 
rewards, each reward requiring a specified number of tokens. 
Relatively unskilled staff can be used to maintain the system 
(Fischer and Gochros, 1975, pp. 288--9). 

Token economies are useful for discrimination training (Shel­
don, 1982b, p. 156; Fischer and Gochros, 1975, p. 287). This helps 
people learn what sorts of behaviour are appropriate to particular 
social circumstances. 

Pizzat (1973) gives an extended account of a residential pro­
gramme using a variety of reinforcers. He shows that in the early 
stages, or when clients are first admitted with extreme behaviour 
difficulties, they need a phase of immediate reinforcement to gain 
quick improvement. This can then be backed up by a system giving 
tokens at specified times of day. Later still, the establishment 
offered a weekly allowance unconnected with specific behaviours 
for good conduct. Otherwise social and self-reinforcement was 
adequate at this stage. This is a helpful account of a range of 
behavioural techniques used in a residential setting, and demon­
strates the importance of developing the various forms of re­
inforcement carefully. 

Sheldon (1982b, pp.156--7) notes that while token economies 
have been shown to be successful in changing behaviour, there are 
problems in maintaining them over a period. In most residential 
establishments, clients are not carefully selected, and most are 
not large enough to offer several fairly separate stages, as Pizzat's 
was. As a result, staff have too wide a range of problems to deal 
with. It may also be hard to ensure that staff and others who are 
present impose the system uniformly, and not all may believe in it 
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sufficiently. It is important to support staff adequately. Outside 
pressures such as courts, health authorities or local authorities may 
limit the degree of control necessary to impose a consistent 
system. Birchwood et al. (1988) in a recent review of the research 
support these comments and claim that social modelling may be an 
equally effective form of treatment in many instances. 

The sum total of these difficulties may lead to excessive rigidity, 
or to residents being rewarded for acquiescence rather than 
progress in appropriate behaviour. It may be useful to institute 
behaviourial systems for part of an establishment, or during a 
phase of particular difficulty, to get quick results. 

Commentary 

Behavioural approaches are clearly a valid and widely applicable 
form of treatment, whose effectiveness is supported by research, 
but whether the good results can be maintained over time is more 
variable. In spite of this demonstrable effectiveness and the 
energetic promotion by their supporters, behavioural approaches 
have not made an impact on general social work, although they 
have been heavily used in specialist settings for limited purposes. 
Patterson (1986), in relation to counselling, asserts that the use of 
conventional behaviour modification is receding, although social 
learning methods are being more widely used. This is true of social 
work, where in particular social skills and assertiveness have had 
some application. McAuley and McAuley (1980) discuss their 
experience of behavioural methods in fairly ordinary social work 
in a hospital setting, and consider that they were least successful 
where children had a long history of behaviour problems, where 
the family had multiple problems, was socially isolated and poorly 
motivated to change, where parents of children had longstanding 
personality problems, and where co-ordinated involvement from a 
variety of agencies was necessary. B. Hudson (1978) reported the 
early stages of a project to help schizophrenic patients in the 
community using behavioural techniques, and found it to be 
effective in achieving objectives with patients who were actively 
involved, but, in many cases, was unsuccessful because patients' 
families could not take part. This practical experience suggests 
that the most complex cases of many official agencies may not 
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yield easily to techniques which are clearly effective in more 
limited situations. Hanson (1983) argues that behavioural work 
applied unsympathetically can be 'linear' and restrictive rather 
than interactive and imaginative. He proposes that using the 
model within an eco-systems approach (see Chapter 6), with an 
emphasis on the surrounding environment, avoids this tendency. 

The reasons for the lack of impact of these techniques seem to 
be threefold. First, the explicit attack on the conventional psycho­
dynamic form of social work combined with the adoption, by the 
behaviourists, of the positivist critique of the effectiveness of social 
work seems to have led to a degree of defensiveness. Second, the 
specific techniques are distant from the standard non-directive 
approach of social workers, and have a mechanistic terminology 
and procedure which they may feel uncomfortable with. Third, 
there have been some ethical criticisms which, while not wholly 
valid, have tended to reinforce the reserve of social workers and 
the feeling that this is not in the style of social work. 

Behavioural approaches were the first major attack on the 
conventional psychodynamic mode of social work, and seem to 
have made relatively little impact on everyday social work, 
although they have been effectively used in limited circumstances. 
Social skills techniques have been the most promising develop­
ment, and have been used in many different situations. However, 
an alternative critique came from a sociological perspective, 
systems theory, and it is to this that the next Chapter is devoted. 



6 

Systems and Ecological 
Models 

Connections 

Systems theory has had a major impact on social work since the 1970s 
and has been a subject of controversy for almost as long. It is con­
ventional to distinguish two forms of systems theory in social work: 

• general systems theory 
• ecological systems theory. 

There are also attempts to distinguish a third and separate stream 
of social systems theory based on Parsons' sociological analysis of 
systems in society (de Hoyos and Jensen, 1985). 

Mancoske (1981) shows that important origins of systems theory 
in sociology lie in the social Darwinism of Herbert Spencer. 
Siporin (1980) argues that the social survey research of the late 
19th century in England (e.g. the work of Booth and Rowntree), 
information theory, and the ecological school of Chicago socio­
logists in the 1930s were also antecedents. 

Hearn (1958, 1969) made one of the earliest contributions 
applying systems theory to social work. The greatest impact came 
with two simultaneously published interpretations of the applica­
tion of systems ideas to practice (Goldstein, 1973; Pincus and 
Minahan, 1973). These gained considerable influence in the UK 
through interpreters such as Vickery (1974; Specht and Vickery, 
1977) and Olsen (1978). The later development by Siporin (1975) 
and Germain and Gitterman (1980; Germain, 1979a) of ecological 
systems theory has had considerable impact in the USA. 

134 
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Systems ideas in social work have their origins in the general 
systems theory of von Bertalanffy (1971). This is a biological 
theory which proposes that all organisms are systems, composed of 
sub-systems and are in turn part of super-systems. Thus, a human 
being is part of a society and is made up of circulation (for 
example) systems, cells and these are in tum made up of atoms 
which are made up of smaller particles. The theory is applied to 
social systems, such as groups, families and societies, as well as 
biological systems. 

Systems theory - basic concepts 

The main concepts are as follows: 

• a system is an entity with boundaries within which physical 
and mental energy is exchanged more than it is across the 
boundary 

• a closed system is where there is no interchange across the 
boundary, as in a closed vacuum flask 

• an open system is where energy crosses the boundary which is 
permeable, rather like a tea-bag in a cup of hot water which lets 
water in and tea out but keeps the tea leaves inside. 

The way systems work and how they may be changed are under­
stood by another set of concepts (Greif and Lynch, 1983): 

• input- energy being fed into the system across the boundary 
• throughput - how the energy is used within the system 
• output - effects on the environment of energy passed out 

through the boundary of a system 
• feedback loops - information and energy passed to the 

system caused by its outputs affecting the environment which 
tell it the results of its output 

• entropy - the tendency of systems to use their own energy to 
keep going, which means that unless they receive inputs 
from outside the boundary, they run down and die. 

A simple example of these processes is if you tell me something 
(input into my system). This affects how I behave (throughput in 
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my system), my behaviour changes (output) and you observe this 
change. So you receive feedback that I have heard and understood 
what you said (a feedback loop). The system in this case is a 'black 
box'. You can see the input and the output that results, but you 
cannot see what happens within the system. The feedback allows 
you to infer what happened. 

The state of a system at any one time is defined by five 
characteristics: 

• its steady state, how it maintains itself by receiving input and 
using it 

• its homeostasis or equilibrium, the ability to maintain 
its fundamental nature, in spite of changing as it receives 
input, throughputs it and issues output; so that I may eat 
cabbage, but I do not become cabbage-like- I remain me, 
while the cabbage is digested, gives me energy and nourish­
ment and part of it is output through heat, activity and 
defecation 

• differentiation, the idea that systems grow more complex 
with more different kinds of components over time 

• nonsummativity, the idea that the whole is more than the 
sum of its parts 

• reciprocity, the idea that if one part of a system changes, the 
change interacts with all the other parts which therefore also 
change. 

As a result of reciprocity, systems exhibit both equifinality (you 
can reach the same result in several different ways) and multifinality 
(similar circumstances can lead to different results because the 
parts of the system interact in different ways). Social systems may 
possess synergy which means that they can create their own energy 
to maintain themselves. So, human beings interacting in a mar­
riage or in a group often stimulate each other to maintain or 
strengthen relationships which build up bonds within the group 
and make it stronger; this is an example of nonsummativity, 
because these bonds could not be achieved without the interaction 
within the system. Without creating synergy, the group or mar­
riage would have to be fed by outside energy or entropy would 
occur; thus, synergy negates entropy, which is why it is sometimes 
called negentropy. 
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Applying systems theory to social work practice: Pincus and 
Minahan 

137 

Pincus and Minahan (1973) offer an approach to social work which 
explicitly applies systems ideas. The principle of their approach is 
that people depend on systems in their immediate social en­
vironment for a satisfactory life, so social work must focus on such 
systems. Three kinds of system may help people: 

• informal or natural systems such as family, friends, the 
postman or fellow workers 

• formal systems such as community groups or trade unions 
• societal systems such as hospitals or schools. 

People with problems may not be able to use helping systems 
because: 

• such systems may not exist in their lives, or have the 
necessary resources or be appropriate to their problem (e.g. 
an elderly lady may not have relatives or friendly neigh­
bours, and so is without that kind of informal system) 

• people may not know about or wish to use them (e.g. a child 
who is being abused by their parents may not know where to 
go for help, or may fear to go to the police or social services 
in case they are taken away from their parents, whom they 
love in spite of the abuse) 

• the system's policies may create new problems for users (e.g. 
dependence, conflicting interests) 

• the systems may conflict with one another. 

Social work tries to see where elements in the interactions between 
clients and their environment are causing problems. Neither client 
nor environment are necessarily seen as having problems; it is the 
interaction between them that may be difficult. The aim is to help 
people perform life tasks, alleviate distress and achieve aims and 
value positions which are important to clients. 'Life task' means 
here activities in our lives which have meaning and importance for 
us, as it was in crisis theory (see Chapter 4). 

Social workers are concerned with the relationship of 'private 
troubles' to 'public issues.' They look for and work on the general 



138 Modern Social Work Theory 

consequences of personal problems and the effect on individuals of 
more general issues. Social work tasks are: 

• helping people to use and improve their own capacities to 
solve problems (e.g. learning new child-care skills to im­
prove relationships in the family) 

• building new connections between people and resource 
systems (e.g. helping a newly disabled man to feel happy 
about going to a local social centre, by introducing him 
carefully, and making sure he is welcomed and not rejected 
because of his disability) 

• helping or modifying interactions between people and re­
source systems (e.g. helping a social security claimant present 
their case in such a way that it has a greater chance of success) 

• improving interaction between people within resource sys-
tems (i.e. families, other agencies) 

• helping develop and change social policy 
• giving practical help 
• acting as agents of social control. 

Pincus and Minahan define four basic systems in social work which 
are set out in Table 6.1. Social work gains in clarity if workers 
analyse which system the people they are dealing with at any one 
time fall into. 

Relationships between workers and others may be: 

• collaborative where there is a shared purpose 
• bargaining where agreement needs to be reached 
• conflictual where their purposes are in opposition. 

Again, it helps clarity to analyse the nature of the relationships 
with each of the systems, and to engage in relationships appropri­
ately and honestly. 

The social work process is seen as a series of phases with 
associated skills, and these are summarised in Table 6.2. 

Ecological systems theory: the life model 

Germain and Gitterman's (1980) 'life model' of social work 
practice is the major formulation of ecological systems theory; 
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Table 6.1 Pincus and Minahan's basic social work systems 

System Description Further information 

Change agent social workers and the 
system organisations that they work in 

Client system people, groups, families, actual clients have 
communities who seek help agreed to receive help 
and engage in working with and have engaged 
the change agent system themselves; potential 

clients are those whom 
the worker is trying to 
engage (e.g. people on 
probation or being 
investigated for child 
abuse) 

Target system people whom the change agent client and target systems 
system is trying to change to may or may not be the 
achieve its aims same 

Action system people with whom the change client, target and action 
agent system works to achieve systems may or may not 
its aims be the same 

Source: Pincus and Minahan (1973). 

Germain has edited a collection of articles demonstrating its 
application across a range of social work (1979a). She argues that 
there are close parallels with ego psychology in the importance 
given to the environment, action, self-management and identity 
(Germain, 1978), although both sets of ideas are conceptually 
distinct and can be used without each other. 

The life model sees people as constantly adapting in an inter­
change with many different aspects of their environment. They 
both change and are changed by the environment. Where we 
are able to develop through change and are supported in this 
by the environment, reciprocal adaptation exists. Social prob­
lems (e.g. poverty, discrimination, stigma) pollute the social 
environment reducing the possibility of reciprocal adaptation. 
Living systems (people individually and in groups) must try to 
maintain a good fit with their environment. We all need appropri­
ate inputs (e.g. information, food, resources) to maintain 
ourselves and develop. 

Where transactions upset the adaptive balance, stress results 
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Table 6.2 Phases and associated skills in social work practice 

Phase 

Assessing 
problems 

Collecting 
data 

Activities 

stating the 
problem 

analysing the 
systems 
setting goals 

setting strategy 

stabilising the 
change effort 

questioning 

observation 

checking records 
Making initial availability 
contacts 

Negotiating 
contracts 

contacting 

overcoming 
ambivalence 
promoting 

primary 
secondary 
defining content 

setting up good 
relationship 

Skills and methods 

each problem has three parts, which 
should all be stated: social 
circumstances, people deciding that 
the circumstances are a problem, 
and the reasons for their decision 
consider how they affect the social 
situation 
include steps leading to the main 
goal; decide on feasibility and 
priorities among goals 
who is to be involved from each of 
the four basic systems?, points of 
entry to those systems and resources, 
relationships needed and difficulties 
expected 
check on problems for client arising 
from changes and try to prevent 
them 
verbally, in writing or using 
projective tests 
watching client at home, in 
simulations, or using stimulating 
techniques (e.g. playing with 
anatomically correct dolls in child 
abuse cases) 
written, other formats, verbal 
being available to people in the 
client system 
get in touch with other parts of a 
system, having met one 
remove resistances to being helped 

demonstrate the value of the 
agency's work to the client system's 
aims 
between worker and client system 
between worker and other systems 
important aims of each party, tasks 
each will perform; describe change 
process 
explain purposes of contract, make 
its terms clear, work out 
disagreements 
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Phase 

Forming 
action 
systems 

Maintaining 
and co­
ordinating 
action 
systems 

Influencing 
action 
systems 

Terminating 
the change 
effort 

Activities 

dealing with 
resistance 

deciding size and 
composition 

operating 
procedures 

avoiding entropy 
of system 

affecting any parts 
of systems affects 
all other parts -
multifinality 

concluding 
evaluation 

separating from 
relationships 
stabilising change 
effort 

Source: Pincus and Minahan (1973). 
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Skills and methods 

involve other members of system or 
other systems (e.g. to remove fears 
about their reactions or prove that 
they will help), accept and 
acknowledge resistance, offer new 
information, encourage hope, set 
trial goals, use groups for collective 
influence 
e.g. client and worker only, client 
and family with worker, worker and 
other agency, client and worker with 
other agency 
length of contacts, time of meetings, 
frequency, place, rules of behaviour 
(e.g. permissive or controlled) 
build up relationships well; make 
roles, communications, power, 
loyalties, attitudes, values and aims 
consistent; avoid changing roles, 
operating procedures, system 
activities, system changes, or else be 
explicit about such changes 
use knowledge and experience, 
material rewards and services, 
legitimate authority, established 
relationships, status, charisma and 
personal authority, control over 
information 
draw together evaluations of 
progress made during above 
activities 

and this produces problems in the fit between our needs and 
capacities and the environment. Stress arises from: 

• life transitions (developmental changes, changes in status 
and role, restructuring of life space) 
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• environmental pressures (unequal opportunities, harsh and 
unresponsive organisations) 

• interpersonal processes (exploitation, inconsistent expecta­
tions). 

As in crisis theory, not all stressful events lead to actual stress. 
Whether they do so depends on personal and environmental 
circumstances and especially perceptions of the events (in this 
sense the life model stresses the importance of cognition and 
capacity to control the outside world). 

The main aim of social work is ' ... to strengthen the adaptive 
capacities of people and to influence their environments so that 
transactions are more adaptive.' (Germain and Gitterman, 1980, 
p. 10) While this does include environmental change, the emphasis 
on adaptiveness illustrates the way ecological theories assume a 
fundamental social order, and rather play down possible radical 
social change. 

Problems arise from transactions in people's life space being 
maladaptive. The client's view of the problem and the transactions 
should be considered. Empathy is important in entering the 
client's world. Each of the three areas of life problems may be 
dealt with simultaneously, but one may gain priority. The worker­
client relationship is a transaction to which each brings other 
transactions (e.g. the worker-agency relationship; client relation­
ships in the family). Three areas of transactional problems often 
arise in worker-client relationships: 

• social definitions of role and status (e.g. the client's fear of 
the worker's class or official status) 

• agency structure and functions (e.g. policies) 
• professional perspectives (e.g. ethics). 

The three phases of practice are initial, ongoing and ending. 
Assessment involves identifying objective and subjective facts, 
making hypotheses to be tested while remaining open to further 
information and responsive to the client's wishes. A wide variety 
of methods is used, directed towards improving adaptive capacity 
in people and the environment and improving interactions. There 
is an emphasis on the client's own capacity, self-direction and action. 

In the initial phase the worker prepares by thinking over and 
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researching theoretical understanding of the problem and by 
gaining emotional contact with the client's feelings and responses. 
Role-playing incidents leading to problems can help in empathic 
understanding, so that workers can identify with and incorporate 
the client's view into their understanding. Reverberation (remem­
bering similar experiences in the worker's life) and awareness of 
personal feelings and reactions to the client are important. These 
emotional responses must be integrated with objective assessment. 

For example, Harriet came to a social work agency complaining 
about her husband's violence towards her, and an interview was 
fixed with a specialist worker, with experience of these difficulties, 
thus delaying the initial response to her difficulties but ensuring 
that the first response would be well-informed and understanding. 
Harriet described in general terms her fear of the husband, but the 
worker could not get an idea of how these events arose, and acted 
out with her two or three events, to see if a pattern of interaction 
was apparent. This also gave her a clear picture of Harriet's 
distress. Details of the family and its children's needs were 
collected, as was information about income and possible help from 
Harriet's family and friends. 

Different interactions may arise depending on whether the 
service is sought, offered or imposed. Where it is the latter, some 
degree of acceptance by the client is needed, and the early stages 
involve finding common ground. Clienthood only begins when the 
service is accepted and the agency agrees to give it. Where clients 
seek the services, workers provide a welcoming, courteous, sup­
portive environment and encourage clients to 'tell their story'. 
Where the service is offered, it should be clearly explained and 
confusions of questions dealt with, before moving into how the 
agency may help. 

Worker and client then reach agreement about the problem and 
what each is to do. They both contribute; reciprocal accountability 
should be defined. Concerns should be divided into: 

• problems 
• priorities 
• commitments 

Children may need a more responsive approach 'tuned' to their 
rhythm and enthusiasms. Adults often require more structured, 
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cognitive work. The timescale and time structure of the process 
should be explored; people experience time differently, e.g. in 
attitudes to punctuality (Germain, 1976). 

The on-going phase concentrates on change in one or more of 
the three areas of focus. Life transitions are experiences by 
everyone, corresponding with biological changes, and affected by 
social cultural expectations, constraints and opportunities. Transi­
tions are often a source of stress but offer opportunities to 
stimulate innate adaptive mechanisms or learn acquired ones. 

Cognitive development occurs in stages, and stress can arise 
from damage to or deprivation of cognitive development, or from 
conflict in cognitive styles (e.g. between the worker's and client's 
ways of thinking). Status changes and role demands also cause 
stress arising from different expectations among friends, family, 
organisations and institutions. Crisis events also cause stress 
because normal coping mechanisms cannot manage. 

The worker's aim in working with transitions is to help people 
progress through them with undamaged or improved adaptive 
mechanisms. The worker's three roles are: 

• enabling (e.g. strengthening the client's motivation, validat­
ing and supporting the client, helping to manage feelings) 

• teaching (e.g. helping clients learn problem-solving skills, 
clarifying perceptions, offering appropriate information, 
modelling behaviour) 

• facilitating (e.g. maintaining client's freedom of action from 
unreasonable constraints, defining the task, mobilising en­
vironmental supports). 

In Harriet's case, for example, the worker discussed with her the 
various options and explored what each of them would be like; this 
disclosed Harriet's fear of confronting her violent husband, but also 
her anxiety about leaving and coping with the children on her own. 
The worker helped Harriet to work out precisely what she would do, 
and this enabling approach made Harriet more confident about 
taking on either option. Before deciding whether she would confront 
her husband, Harriet accepted some teaching through role play of 
ways in which she could do so appropriately, and the worker also 
acted to facilitate Harriet's decision by making tentative arrange­
ments for her to retreat if need be to the local women's refuge. 
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In working with environmental problems and needs, the field of 
concern is the social and physical environments, including political 
and economic structures. The power of bureaucratic organisa­
tions, their system of status definition and structures and their 
socialisation of people into unhelpful attitudes can all obstruct 
clients' adaptation to their environment. Social networks are also 
important aspects of their environment. The physical environment 
includes the natural and the built worlds which affect opportunities 
and obstacles in our lives. For example, one elderly client of mine 
lived in a rural area some miles from the nearest shops in a small 
group of cottages with very uneven access roads. Although she was 
not particularly immobile, this isolation prevented her from man­
aging as well as she would have been able to closer to town. 
Fortunately, there were several empty houses near her daughter, 
and we were able to arrange for her to rent one so that, although 
the move was difficult, she was able to manage again, being nearer 
the shops and her daughter's help. 

Life experiences can often make clients feel that the world is 
unresponsive to their needs. In one case, two elderly clients 
discharged themselves from hospital in spite of considerable and 
life-threatening disabilities. On investigation, it was discovered 
that they were in different wards of the hospital which was divided 
into male and female wards, and they had not felt that it would be 
acceptable to trouble staff to arrange for them to visit each other 
and they wanted to be together. It proved possible to guarantee a 
daily period together, and they agreed to be readmitted. The worker 
must concentrate on the interface between clients and organisations 
and social networks and on aspects of the physical environment 
which cause stress. In this area of work the worker's roles are: 

• mediating (e.g. helping the client and the system meet and 
deal with each other in rational and reciprocal ways, as in the 
hospital example above) 

• advocating (e.g. pressurising other agencies or individuals to 
intervene, including taking up social action) 

• organising (e.g. putting the client in contact with or creating 
new social networks). 

In dealing with maladaptive patterns of interpersonal relationships 
and communications, the worker is dealing mainly with families, 
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which organise a network of statuses and roles, and are also the 
place where basic survival needs are met (e.g. shelter, food, sex). 
Families have to develop communication mechanisms internally 
and with the outside world. The nuclear family and the structure 
and role of families in our lives applies many stresses. Similar 
issues arise in formed groups where clients come together in the 
agency to share work on a life task which they have in common. 

In the ending phase, client and worker may be affected by a 
painful separation, and may need preparation and careful work to 
end successfully. The process is affected by time factors (e.g. if a 
client of a hospital worker is discharged suddenly), type of services 
(e.g. individual casework often leads to more intense relation­
ships), and relationship factors (e.g. where the worker has played 
a parental role). Separation may also be affected by the worker's 
and client's previous experience of relationships and losses. 

The worker should prepare by reviewing the client's previous 
experience of loss, and may need to work through stages of denial, 
negative feelings, sadness and a feeling of release and having made 
progress. An evaluation of progress by client and worker, some­
times as part of an agency review system, should be part of the 
ending phase. 

Social workers should take responsibility for using information 
from their casework to take up social issues that arise from their 
cases with their agencies and more widely. 

Networking and social support systems 

One of the important developments of systems theories of all kinds 
is the analysis of networking in social support systems. This 
focuses on both planned formal support groups and on enabling 
'informal' or 'natural' carers to help friends, neighbours and family 
members who are in need (Garbarino, 1983; Walton, 1986). Such 
work, according to Garbarino, can be either personal or social. 
Personal work uses the psychological strength and skills of clients, 
aiming to improve their competence by enabling self-help and 
empowerment. In this direction, networking has connections with 
social skills training and radical empowerment approaches (see 
Chapters 5 and 11). Social helping uses nurturing and feedback to 
stimulate clients' support systems. Both personal and social help 
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seek to invest in clients who are enabled to become involved with a 
network and thus offer resources to others while being helped 
themselves. In conventional social work, clients are helped, and 
then move out of the helping system; in this approach they stay in 
the helping system to help others. The worker's role is as an 
intermediary between people, rather than concentrating on a 
relationship with the client and a few others. The aim is inter­
dependence among the client and others rather than the independ­
ence of the client. The worker acts as a consultant rather than as a 
clinician and is empowering rather than being a simple provider of 
services. 

Caplan's work (1974; Caplan and Killilea, 1976) in the mental 
health field used support systems for people coming out of 
institutions and is an important source for these ideas. It led to an 
influential study by Collins and Pancoast (1976) of attempts to 
support informal helpers of former mental patients. A variety of 
studies exist explicitly using general systems theory in relation to 
volunteer projects in local schools (Davies, 1977), ecological sys­
tems theory in several different projects (Whittaker and Garbarino, 
1983), and competence in dealing with the environment (Maluccio, 
1981). 

Specht (1986) shows that social support applies to a wide range 
of social relationships and organisations, whereas social networks 
refer to a specific set of interrelated people. He argues that there is 
little evidence that there are untapped resources available in the 
community to support people with problems in the USA, and 
there is empirical support for this view in the UK (P. Abrams, 
1980; Bulmer, 1987). E. Timms (1983) and Allan (1983) suggest 
that a supportive service to existing social networks is appropriate, 
but attempting to replace formal provision with informal care or to 
change the existing patterns of informal care is likely to be 
unsuccessful. This is confirmed by Cecil et al. (1987) in a study in 
Northern Ireland. 

Commentary 

Systems and ecological theories, with their attempts at structuring 
and their technical terminology, form a very different style of 
theory from traditional social work practice which emphasises 



148 Modern Social Work Theory 

individualisation and psychology. They are among the few com­
prehensive sociologically based theories of social work. Advantages 
of the systems approach are: 

• a greater emphasis on changing the environment than 
psychological approaches 

• it is interactive, concentrating on effects of one person on 
another, rather than on internal thoughts and feelings 

• it alerts social workers to the possibility of alternative ways 
of achieving the same object (equi- and multi-finality) and 
reducing the stigma arising from diversity of behaviour and 
social organisation which some psychological theories -
which concentrate on normality and deviance - tend to 
create (Leighninger, 1978) 

• it is unitary (Goldstein, 1973), integrated (Pincus and 
Minahan, 1973) or holistic (G. Hearn, 1969, Leighninger, 
1978), including work with individuals, groups and com­
munities, and does not emphasise any particular method of 
intervention; instead it provides an overall way of describing 
things at any level, so that all interventions can be under­
stood as affecting systems, and particular explanatory 
theories form part of this overarching universe; workers 
choose theories appropriate to any particular level of inter­
vention with which they are involved and thus avoid sterile 
debates about whether social work should be concerned with 
individual change or social reform 

• it avoids linear, deterministic cause-effect explanations of 
behaviour or social phenomena, because equi- and multi­
finality show how lots of energy flows can affect systems in a 
wide variety of different ways; patterns of relationships and 
how boundaries are shared or interface with one another are 
important ideas. 

There are, however, problems with such claims: 

• it is expository rather than explanatory (Forder, 1976) so it 
sets out ideas in a novel way which makes them easier to 
grasp and it makes connections between different levels of 
society and individual behaviour, but it does not explain why 
things happen and why those connections exist; it is there­
fore hard to test empirically 
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• it is not prescriptive (Germain, 1979b, p. 6), so it does not 
tell us what to do, where or how, in order to affect systems 
(Mancoske, 1981); it also does not allow us to control the 
effects of interventions in a system, because we do not know 
how each part of it will interact with the others; it assumes 
that affecting one part of a system will affect other parts, but 
in practice this does not seem to happen (Siporin, 1980) 

• it is over-inclusive; not everything is relevant and it does not 
help to decide what is; many things may not fit into a general 
schema, deciding on boundaries may be complex or im­
possible, and it may be assumed that things are related 
together in a system without checking to see if they actually 
are (Leighninger, 1978); in encouraging social workers to 
concentrate on the wide scale issues, it may lead to the 
neglect of the small scale and the personal (Siporin, 1980) 

• systems (particularly ecological) theory may overstate the 
importance of integrating parts of the system and assume 
that all the parts of a system are needed to maintain it, and 
are or should be interrelated; it thus tends to assume that 
systems are or should be conserved, and should maintain 
equilibrium rather than change or be changed; also, systems 
theory tends to assume that conflict is less desirable than 
maintenance and integration, which may not be true in 
practice (Leighninger, 1978) 

• the idea of feedback implies slow and manageable change, 
but what if radical change is needed? systems theory makes 
little provision for this and does not deal with the problem 
that feedback sometimes amplifies deviance rather than 
reduces it (Leighninger, 1978) 

• the ideas of entropy and survival as aspects of systems are 
analogies with the behaviour of physical systems, and like 
many of the biological and physical analogies in systems 
theory, may not have a general application to all social 
systems (Leighninger, 1978); should all systems (e.g. families 
torn by strife) seek to survive? do they? should entropy be 
exported to the environment, or cause a system to leach 
energy from what may already be an environment poor in 
energy (e.g. should a poor family make demands on the 
resources of a poor neighbourhood, or should resources be 
redistributed from richer neighbourhoods?) Such questions 
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raise political issues that the model does not deal with, and it 
seems to assume a local, non-political resolution when 
applied to the daily round of social work 

• it has a complex and technical language which does not fit 
well with a human activity like social work (Germain, 1979b, 
p. 6), and often alienates workers as a result; this is a 
common criticism of borrowed technologies which systems 
theory shares with behaviour modification; by contrast the 
ideas of conflict, need and drive in psychodynamic theory, or 
genuineness and alienation of humanist theory seem much 
more attractive 

• because it is a very generalised theory it is hard to apply to 
any specific situations (Germain, 1979b, p. 7; Leighninger, 
1978) and, on the other hand, applications might be very 
variable; one worker might interpret a situation in one way, 
another worker in another and it would be hard to judge 
which is right. 

As well as these practical criticisms, there are also ideological 
doubts about systems theory. Many of these stem from criticisms 
of social systems theory in sociology because of its structural­
functional perspective on society, and particularly that of Parsons 
(Evans, 1976). Mancoske (1981, pp. 714--15) summarises these 
criticisms as follows: 

Critics claim that Parsons' action theory is less a systems theory 
than a statics theory, it is not empirically verifiable as developed, 
and is so abstract and vague that concepts are undefinable. The 
emphasis of action theory is on function, not process of inter­
action, and this negates the meaning of systems. 

Mancoske argues that in its social work formulations, the criticism 
of systems theory as static are weak, because usually considerable 
attention is given to change, both individual and social. Evans 
(1976) suggests that there is no logical connection between social 
integration, which is about whether there is social harmony or 
conflict in society, and system integration, which is about causal 
links between different social structures, which may be conflictual 
or change-oriented. In social work interpretations of systems 
theory, however, and particularly that of Pincus and Minahan, he 
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argues that there is a hidden assumption that all systems are 
interdependent. This is only true of closed systems; open systems 
are much more flexible, and it is important to make the distinction 
clear. Leonard (1975a p. 48) writing from a Ma,rxist perspective, 
argues that systems theory can help in understanding institutions, 
their interaction with one another, and how change might be 
brought about in a radical way, provided that the theory is not 
used simply to suggest that systems maintain themselves wholly 
stable. Siporin (1980) points to Marxist criticisms of systems 
theory which claim that it does not take account of the incompati­
bilities of class interest in capitalist societies and how these prevent 
any integration in such a society. 

Germain and Gitterman 's life model presents a fairly conventional 
mode of social work, with an unusual emphasis on adaptation, and 
is typical of recent developments in social work theory in being 
interactive or transactional in its approach, so that it deals with 
interactions between clients, workers and the environment rather 
than just personal change. Unlike Pincus and Minahan, the 
terminology and ideas of systems theory are much less evident, but 
clients and their worlds are treated as systems. It is less structured 
and comprehensive than Pincus and Minahan's work, and gives an 
impression of being more balanced between emotional, interper­
sonal and environmental factors. However, it is still subject to 
many of the criticisms of systems theory, and in particular its 
emphasis on adaptation may lead to assumptions that individuals 
should adapt to environments rather than vice-versa, so like 
behavioural approaches it can be criticised ethically that it tends to 
accede to social pressures on unwilling clients. 

A competing model is the eco-systems perspective (Meyer, 
1983). This is claimed to be more flexible than the life model, since 
it explicitly sets out to provide a framework for other explanatory 
theories, rather than creating its own problem categories, such as 
life transition, environmental obstacles and interpersonal processes. 
Greif (1986) claims that it has particular value as a widely 
applicable assessment tool. It also gives a greater emphasis to 
general systems theory than to ecology. 

Devore (1983) argues that the life model is better at dealing with 
social class, ethnic and cultural differences and life style than many 
other theories, but still lacks specificity in dealing with issues 
affecting black people. 
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Siporin (1980) criticises Germain for trying to distinguish be­
tween ecological, ego psychology and exchange theory, when he 
considers that an integration of these perspectives which have 
relationships should be attempted. He also complains about 
Germain's adherence to a medical model of social problems and 
social functioning which is inappropriate in ecological theory, 
which offers multiple causes and interactions as the origins of 
clients' difficulties. It also fails, he considers, to concern itself with 
social reform. 

Radical, advocacy and empowerment theories are the other 
major sociological theories of social work, but social psychological, 
role and communications theory offer a more social psychological 
approach to social work activity, and the next chapter is concerned 
with these. 



7 

Social Psychological and 
Communication Models 

Connections 

A number of ideas which are well-used in social work originate 
from sociological and social psychological theories. Particularly 
important are concepts from role theory, the idea of labelling and 
the whole area of social psychological research into human inter­
actions. Breakwell and Rowett (1982) propose a social psychological 
approach to social work which emphasises in particular material 
on social and personal change, how relationships are formed and 
managed by people in social situations and how issues of identity 
are related to matters such as stigma, group behaviour, the effects 
of environments, territory, and the need for personal space. The 
ideas of Kelly's personal construct theory propose that people 
manage their behaviour according to 'constructs' in their mind 
about how to behave, which have been developed from past 
experience; we construct events differently from each other and 
looking at and changing people's constructs may help to change 
behaviour. This approach may also be a useful way of understand­
ing social interactions (Tully, 1976), and has relationships with 
phenomenological and existential ideas, considered in the next 
Chapter, which proclaim the variety of interpretations that are 
possible of the personal and social world. 

An important range of ideas have also come from microteaching 
of personal and social skills (Kurtz and Marshall, 1982) which we 
have already encountered in relation to social skills training in 
behavioural approaches to social work. Similar ideas have also 
grown up around the development of counselling through the 
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work of Rogers and Carkhuff (see Chapter 8) using experiential 
techniques; these give clients a better chance of practical learning 
of some of the skills that counsellors are helping them acquire. 
Microtraining grew up to offer a practical basis for using such 
techniques among helping professions. It includes the use of video 
for viewing actual behaviours, and detailed attention to feedback 
on specific behaviours. (Kurtz and Marshall, 1982). 

Role theory 

Writers such as Strean (1971) and Davis (1986) stress the contribu­
tion of sociological and social psychological insights for social 
work, while Perlman (1968) considers that 'social role' is a useful 
concept for understanding relationships and personality with 
which social workers are concerned. Because role theory is about 
our interactions with others and how their expectations and 
reactions cause us to respond in characteristic ways, she argues 
that it is a form of social explanation which complements psycho­
logical understanding of personality. Perlman emphasises work, 
family and parental roles as determinants of personality and 
behaviour, showing how traditional social work theory emphasises 
these social institutions. Biddle and Thomas (1979) forms an 
extensive collection of useful articles on role theory and research. 

Role theory is related to and part of structural-functional theory 
in sociology. It assumes that people occupy positions in social 
structures and each position has a role associated with it. The role 
is the set of expectations or behaviours associated with a position 
in the social structure, and the idea implies that roles are always to 
be considered in the context of relationships, since it is only in 
relationships that roles can be identified (Munson and Balgopal, 
1978). In some sense, roles create our identity as others see it, and 
because of this they tend to build up our own concept of our 
identity (Ruddock, 1969). Roles may derive from our own ex­
pectations or those of others. They may be ascribed to us as a 
result of some circumstance (e.g. being a woman or black or 
disabled) or attained by us through something that we have done 
(e.g. being a writer or Member of Parliament). A role-set is a 
collection of roles which go together with a particular social 
position; you cannot occupy that position without having some or 
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most of those roles. So if you are a father, you are often expected 
also to be the main wage-earner in a family, the disciplinarian of 
your children, and you are usually also a husband, son-in-law, and 
may well be a brother-in-law and grandfather as well. How we see 
our roles affects how well we manage change. Howard and 
Johnson (1985) give the example of single-parent families, where 
American research has found that people with traditional assump­
tions about the role that they will play in marriage find it harder to 
adjust to being a lone parent than those who have experienced role 
flexibility in their marriage. 

Role complementarity exists when roles, behaviour and expecta­
tions all fit together well with the expectations of surrounding 
people. Role conflict exists when one role is incompatible with 
another role. Inter-role conflict occurs when different roles held by 
one person are incompatible. Intra-role conflict occurs when 
expectations from different people of the same role disagree. Role 
ambiguity arises when there is uncertainty about what a particular 
role entails. One of the difficulties of social work is that in order to 
maintain the special features of the professional relationship, 
workers separate to some extent their own personal attitudes and 
behaviour from the behaviour expected in a professional role, and 
there has been debate about how this may be balanced with a 
trend to greater equality and openness in relationships with clients 
(Munson and Balgopal, 1978). One of the problems is that this 
form of role distance, which may be professionally appropriate, 
may be mistaken by clients or other observers, for a distaste for 
occupying the role, which is a more common reason for people 
having role distance (Ruddock, 1969, p. 14). 

The value of these ideas is that some behaviour can be under­
stood as role conflicts and uncertainties. This is easy for clients to 
understand, it does not criticise them in a personal way, and so it is 
easy to intervene and create change. Moreover, role theory takes 
in a social perspective on behaviour, so it is a useful link between 
behaviour problems and social environment. 

For example, Clare, a middle-aged woman, was working as a 
secretary, having been divorced by her husband and having 
brought up her two children successfully alone. Her elderly 
mother, also alone, suffered from failing sight, was registered as 
blind and later had a fall in her home. The doctor to both families 
suggested that they should live together, and Clare would provide 
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greater care for her mother. This arrangement turned out to be 
stressful and difficult and a social worker was asked to help. Using 
ideas from role theory helped to explain that there was role 
conflict here between Clare's working role, which was important 
for her self-esteem (this is often the case with work), and her role 
as a caring daughter. This was both inter-role conflict, because 
work and daughter roles conflicted, and intra-role conflict, be­
cause it appeared that the mother's expectations about the role of 
a caring daughter conflicted with Clare's and, indeed, those of the 
doctor and Clare's daughter who still lived at home. Looking more 
deeply into the situation, Clare was suffering from role ambiguity; 
because she understood and appreciated all these views of what 
her role as daughter should be, she was herself uncertain about 
how she should behave. 

In this example, we can see how role theory can clarify what is 
going on in a situation, without blaming individuals or criticising 
their behaviour or thoughts. However, proponents of more 
psychological ideas would criticise this approach for neglecting to 
deal with the strong feelings which might arise and prevent people 
from actually changing their behaviour or resolving the conflicts 
revealed. Ruddock (1969) argues that role theory is insufficient to 
explain particular behaviour on its own; many other forms of 
explanation are required alongside it. Nonetheless, it is a useful 
concept, in his view, for linking explanations of behaviour with 
social factors. 

This approach can also be criticised from a radical perspective 
because it fails to emphasise wider social pressures leading to the 
oppression of women as carers, when social provision to help them 
accept their responsibilities is not available. Also, women's roles 
as carers, in a Marxist perspective, relates to their position as a 
reserve pool of labour in society, to be made available if there is 
not enough male labour, and as the centre of families reproducing 
oppressive capitalist social relations in which unsupported, ex­
ploitative expectations of daughters exist. 

So, while role theory helps to explain how social patterns affect 
individual clients, its structural-functional approach tends to lead 
to the assumption that the roles exist and are a necessary part of 
the pattern of society, without leading us to question whether 
those patterns are appropriate and might be changed for the 
benefit of clients and society more generally. Moreover, role 
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theory may not offer the means of intervention in the situation 
because it does not provide techniques for behaviour change and 
dealing with emotions and personal responses to role conflicts - it 
merely makes them apparent. 

Another way of looking at roles exists, which is typified by the 
work of Goffman (1968b). In social interaction, people need to 
find out about others, and they do so by picking up signs from 
others' behaviour. This makes it possible for us to influence others' 
views of us by managing the information they receive from us; we 
give 'performances' designed to give an appropriate impression. 
Roles, in this view, are 'enactments' of the social expectations 
attached to a social status. We may have a number of parts (the 
dramatic analogy is intentional) in the performance of a role, and 
we may act different parts in different situations. Our performance 
is usually 'idealised' so that it includes common social expecta­
tions. Some aspects of the role are emphasised, others concealed. 
So, in another famous book, Goffman (1968a) is concerned with 
how stigmatised people manage the impressions other people get 
of that aspect of them which is socially disapproved, so that they 
can 'pass' as relatively normal. People often work together in 
'teams' to share the responsibility, particularly in organisations, of 
enacting socially approved roles, and they can share behaviour 
which is not in role 'backstage' as a relief when they do not have to 
put up a front. In a series of books, Goffman (1972a, b, c) extends 
these ideas into a comprehensive analysis of how socially expected 
roles can explain many different forms of behaviour. 

These ideas relate to symbolic interactionism (see Chapter 8); 
they emphasise how roles are formed by social expectations and 
labelling, and emphasise that we alter our behaviour in roles 
according to the situation we are in and the expectations of those 
around us. We are sometimes labelled with roles that we have 
occupied, whether or not we still actually occupy those roles. 
Thus, someone who is mentally ill comes to be treated as such even 
though they are fully recovered. These ideas are useful to social 
workers because many of their clients are stigmatised by having 
problems or physical and mental conditions which are disapproved 
by others. We shall see in the next chapter that writers such as 
Laing have extended such ideas as far as proposing that some 
mental illness can be understood as bizarre behaviour which is a 
rational, understandable response to unusual social pressures. 
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While such views are not supported by empirical evidence, they 
alert us to how significant social expectations may be in the 
creation of extreme behaviour difficulties. 

Labelling originates from the work of Lemert (1972) and Becker 
(1963). According to Lemert, most people occasionally act in a 
deviant way, and the crucial issue is the response of the surround­
ing social environment to that act. Sometimes, people are put 
through a social system which labels them as deviant or criminal. 
Once labelled, they are likely to live up to the social expectations 
of their label, and to be encouraged to act in more deviant ways; 
this leads to an even stronger labelling process. Becker shows how 
social groups create deviance by making rules and deciding who 
they are applied to, labelling them as 'outsiders' to normal social 
life. 'Moral panics' (Cohen, 1972) about particular forms of 
deviance, such as hooliganism or rowdy behaviour at sports 
events, mean that social concern about that form of deviance rises 
and strengthens the labelling process which in turn imprisons 
people in the expectation that they will be deviant and encourages 
deviant behaviour. 

For example, John was an adolescent boy from an inner-city 
area, who as a keen supporter of the local football team, went with 
a group of friends to a game, and was arrested for rowdy 
behaviour in the town centre. With a minor criminal record, he 
was encouraged by social pressures to show off in other ways, to 
live up to his 'criminal' standing in the eyes of his friends. This led 
to a number of other daring exploits, which came to the notice of 
the police, particularly because, being black, he was easily identi­
fiable. Having gained a local reputation for being 'bad', he was 
excluded from the local youth club, and spent more time on the 
street, with others who had been similarly excluded. This led to 
further offending. Eventually, court proceedings led to social work 
involvement. By exploring this history, the worker could see the 
process by which he had become separated and alienated from a 
more conventional social background, and steps could be taken to 
reintegrate him into less deviant social settings, such as another 
youth club, and help him find acceptable and status-enhancing 
activities- membership of a local band. 

This approach still suffers from the weakness of sociological 
theories of this type that, while it acknowledges rather better than 
many versions of role theory the alienating effect of oppressive 
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interventions by authoritative agents of the state, such as teachers, 
youth leaders and the police, it does not help to change attitudes 
and patterns of behaviour which may be quite well-established. 
Also, it tends to accept conventional social responses to the 
behaviour, at the same time assuming that behaviour is in essence 
socially created, which, if it were true, would mean that conven­
tions would have little force. These ideas thus fail to question the 
social circumstances which lead to deviance and alienation in the 
first place, and how the power of agencies such as the police and 
courts is crucial in creating deviance among some social (mainly 
working class) groups and not among others. 

Their value as ideas, however, is that they draw attention to the 
part official agencies, such as the ones in which social workers 
operate, may play in the social creation of the problems they are 
set up to deal with, and the need to take care in assessing and 
providing services to avoid stigmatising systems and behaviour 
(Levy, 1981). There is some research evidence which suggests that 
social workers tend to label clients negatively (Case and Linger­
felt, 1974; Gingerich et al., 1982). 

Communication theory in social work 

One type of social psychological theory which does help us to 
decide on appropriate direct interventions with clients is com­
munication theory. It brings together a number of psychological 
studies, particularly of a group of psychologists and therapists in 
Palo Alto, California, of whom the best known is possibly Satir 
(1964, 1972) whose work is about the complexities of human 
interaction particularly through speech and in attempts to change 
patterns of behaviour; and the work of anthropologists and social 
psychologists such as Birdwhistell (1973), Scheften (1972; Scheften 
and Ashcraft, 1976) and Hall (1966) who are concerned with the 
micro-level of detailed physical movements associated with com­
munication, and broader cultural issues such as territoriality, 
personal space and also proxemics, which is about how physical 
closeness and related factors affect relationships. Related to this 
work is the theory of neuro-linguistic programming (MacLean, 
1986) which originates from the detailed study of the language 
interactions of therapists. 
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Nelson, (1980, 1986) argues that communication theory can 
offer a useful connection between many theories of social work. 
Much of the energy which maintains the equilibrium of a system, 
such as an individual, family or social group, consists of informa­
tion and reactions to it. Many theories of personality which are 
used in social work, such as ego psychology, are concerned with 
how the individual processes reality, and this too relies on com­
munication. Behavioural theories, similarly, rely on people's 
capacity to understand the patterns of their behaviour; cognitive 
theorists are concerned with how reality is perceived and inter­
preted. Nelson would say, therefore, that communication is an 
essential part of any social worker's understanding and communi­
cation theory and research has established knowledge and a 
framework for such understanding. 

Nelson's (1980) book applies communication theory which has 
been developed elsewhere to social work in general, rather than, 
as with some family therapy texts, to a particular form of therapy. 
It is, therefore, used as the basis of the account given here. The 
starting point of communication theory, according to Nelson, is 
that when we take some action, we always do so in response to 
some information that we have received. Information might be 
facts, or other things that may have been learned, such as emotion, 
memories, bodily sensations or an idea about how someone feels 
about you. We perceive the information, and then we evaluate it; 
this is information processing. As we evaluate communications, 
we give feedback to the communicator, who thus gains some idea 
of how we have perceived and evaluated the communication. We 
came across this idea when discussing systems theory. We all have 
our own internal rules for processing information, which cause us 
to give importance to some things and not to others; this leads to 
selective perception. 

So, for example, a young mother with two toddlers had found 
the younger child difficult to manage as a baby - he had cried a lot 
and disturbed her. She gained a perception of him as difficult, and 
interpreted behaviour from him which was aimed at getting her 
attention and love as a continuation of his disturbing early be­
haviour. Similar behaviour from her elder daughter was accepted. 
The boy responded to the rejection of his attention-seeking 
behaviour by becoming more demanding, thus reinforcing her 
perception of him, and she came to see all his behaviour as 
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difficult, selecting out from his repertoire of behaviour the bad or 
difficult things and not noticing behaviour which would ordinarily 
have been acceptable. So, selective perception and the feedback 
from it reinforced a cycle in which his behaviour became more 
demanding causing her in turn to become more rejecting. While 
such understanding can be useful in practice by showing what is 
happening and how it might be possible to intervene, from a 
psychodynamic perspective, it might be argued that it fails to take 
into account what emotional or unconscious pressures caused her 
to have her initial selective perception. Therefore, from this 
viewpoint, action to interrupt the cycle of behaviour might not 
help because the psychological forces causing the inappropriate 
perceptions are not dealt with. This approach might also ignore 
important factors in the situation; a women-centred approach, for 
example, would undoubtedly look at the expectations of mother­
hood, and the factor of the different sexes of the children. 

Many people have problems with communication, because they 
perceive information badly or what they select is hard for others to 
understand, because their evaluation is poor, because they do not 
give feedback which others understand well or because they do not 
perceive the feedback that others give them very well. These 
problems, called an information processing block, often lead to 
difficulties in relationships. 

Some communication is verbal; giving feedback to show that we 
are listening to verbal communication can be comforting to 
speakers. Non-verbal communication, such as how we hold our 
bodies or move, or how close we sit also gives information to 
others. Metacommunication is discussion about the nature of the 
relationship between people. 

We are all always communicating; even silence or absence is 
communication, because someone else is interpreting it. All 
communication must be evaluated within its context; behaviour 
which is strange in one place at one time, would be perfectly 
normal at another. For example, I was once asked to see a client 
who was behaving in a disturbed manner by a doctor who had seen 
her in an emergency; he thought she was mentally ill. When I 
enquired into the events of the previous few hours, I discovered 
that her husband had declared his homosexuality and left her to 
live with a man and she was understandably distressed. Her 
distress mimicked the symptoms of mania, and by failing to 
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explore the context the doctor had misunderstood the communica­
tion. 

Learning and change come from communication. Early 
attempts at learning are by trial and error, and receiving feedback 
about our efforts. Poor feedback or poor perception and evalua­
tion may mean poor learning. Also communicated to us in very 
complex ways is a whole culture about what we should perceive 
and how we should interpret it, and this forms a very important 
part of our lives. 

Most communication forms patterns. People become accustomed 
to a fairly balanced and predictable way of communicating be­
tween those that they regularly have contact with. This forms the 
basis of their relationship. We saw this in the case of the mother 
and her 'difficult' son. Communication always has content which is 
its surface material, but in a relationship, the metacommunication 
may give added or different meanings to the apparent content. The 
way in which content is presented offers a proposal of a certain sort 
of relationship. So, the way a worker behaves towards a client says 
something about how the relationship between them is expected to 
be. Patterns of communication often express power, domination or 
subordination and when considering more radical forms of social 
work in later Chapters, it is important to note how communication 
theory may help us to identify oppression and inequality. 

Communication theory is especially about control in relation­
ships. Symmetrical relationships are equal, and the people con­
cerned behave similarly towards one another. Complementary 
relationships are unequal, but each contributes a particular role 
within the interaction; as in an employer-employee relationship. 
Most relationships contain elements of both these types, but lean 
towards one or the other. Successful relationships vary between 
the two tendencies; this includes worker/client relationships since 
a worker should never be always in control. Metacomplementary 
relationships exist where one person lets go of power or forces the 
other to take it. This happens, for instance, when a social worker 
tries to get a client to make decisions in the process of their work 
together. Symmetrical escalation occurs when both sides of the 
relationship (all or several sides in a group or a family) keep trying 
to cap one another in an effort to gain or give up power. Under­
standing such behaviour helps workers to identify gender, ethnic, 
and other power inequalities. 
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All communication involves giving messages to which a response 
is given; both messages and responses carry content and relation­
ship communications, usually at the same time. Responses may be 
accepting, rejecting of the content or relationship material in the 
message, or may be selective. Workers need to be aware of 
responses to their communications by clients; such responses may 
be verbal or non-verbal, and sometimes the messages given by one 
may conflict with those given by the other. 

Much use is made in social work using communication theory of 
the idea of paradox. The idea of this is that some forms of difficult 
behaviour occur as people try to gain power in a relationship. If 
the power is given freely, the person giving the power gains the 
ascendency, so there is no point in using the difficult behaviour, 
which should then go away. So, if a client is aggressive, and the 
worker sits back and allows the aggression to be poured out in the 
worker-client relationship, the worker gains the power. Aggres­
sion does not work for this client any longer. This can be taken 
further by setting clients tasks using paradoxes. For instance, a 
man who constantly ignores his wife can be set the task of doing so 
every evening for an hour. 

Similar points may be made about communication in small 
social systems such as groups and families. Patterns of communica­
tion give evidence of operating rules within the group. When some 
sort of upset in the equilibrium of the group arises, the rules 
(reflected in communication patterns) are brought into play. 
People newly in a group have to work out operating rules between 
themselves, and these then become patterns of behaviour and 
communication. So, one member may be the one who shows the 
anger, or takes the lead in making decisions. Workers dealing with 
established groups can affect how they work by trying to change 
the operating rules. In a system, giving information introduces 
energy which will affect the whole system, so persuading one 
group member to behave and communicate in a different way, or 
getting all or some members to agree about how they will act, 
should produce wider change as all the elements of the system 
become affected. Operating rules are often about sexuality, power, 
dependence, assertiveness and separateness. As with all systems 
theory, however, this approach can be criticised because it does 
not help us to be precise about what change will bring the desired 
result. We can see that some change will result from affecting the 
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system, but with all the complex interactions, some unintended 
results may occur. 

People often bring operating rules into groups and families that 
they have learned in relationships elsewhere. So, relationships in 
the past affect those in the present. The environment, culture and 
communication in a group affect relationships, which then affect 
other relationships, which go on to create a culture about approp­
riate behaviour in relationships. There is a cycle in which com­
munication connects present, past, relationships and environment 
in a complex way. First-order change is the constant alterations in 
contacts and relationships between people as they go about their 
lives; it does not affect the system of culture and environment 
around them. Second-order change in the wider system only takes 
place as the operating rules change. If it is to happen, people in the 
system have to change their patterns of communication and 
relationship. If they find this difficult, the worker may have to 
attempt contextual changes to create the energy for progress to be 
made. First-order changes will not help if second-order changes 
are required. For example, if a father brings to a family a pattern 
in which he is unloved, and has an inappropriately sexual relation­
ship with a daughter as a result, it might be possible to change the 
communication patterns so that he learns that this is inappropri­
ate. However, if nothing is done about the acceptance in the 
family that he is unloved, and that his wife's communication of 
being loving is not enough for him, the pattern of sexual behaviour 
might repeat itself with another daughter. 

Communication theory is particularly useful in initial interviews, 
where new relationship patterns are becoming established, and so 
communication is at a premium. Context is very important; as we 
saw in Chapter 1, clients often come with perceptions of what is 
appropriate in a social work agency gained from the social context 
outside. In particular, they often arrive assuming that they are 
inferior in a power relationship. Social contexts, such as a low-status 
office or scruffy waiting room may make them feel more inferior. The 
content of initial communications will be about gaining useful infor­
mation, but there will also be proposals about suitable relationship 
patterns. Much of this will be about the power of the parties and it 
is up to the worker to establish the appropriate pattern. In group 
and family work these initial establishing proposals will be made 
among group members as well as with the worker. 
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In assessment, workers should consider the information that 
clients are using to decide on their behaviour, its sources, its 
communication and what blocks may have got in the way of 
processing that information appropriately. Clients are at risk when 
blocks exist. The blocks may be internal, such as immense 
emotions or poverty leading to hunger, or external, being con­
cerned with social relationships in the present or the past. Likely 
patterns of relationship and communication in the client's environ­
ment must be examined, and the operating rules of their family or 
other systems may be relevant. The possible need for second-order 
change must be examined. One way of doing this is to look for the 
typical pattern of behaviour in operating rules when the worker 
proposes some change. 

Sources of information should be checked against each other; 
they may be the client's answers to questions about specific events 
in the present, judgements about likely information affecting the 
client (such as knowledge of widespread racial prejudice), and 
information from theory, research and experience about things 
which commonly affect clients. How well the client processes 
information should also be checked as the worker gains responses 
from message given. 

During the process of intervention, the worker operates at the 
content level in four ways: 

• gaining information, using questions and an encouraging 
manner, and reframing clients' comments to show under­
standing of them 

• giving feedback, showing how the worker evaluates what the 
client says - accepting, rejecting, neutral or selective 

• giving information, including material which explains why 
the worker is acting as he is, so that waiting until the worker 
hears the full story is not seen as rejecting 

• changing information coming to clients from elsewhere, to 
affect information which conflicts or is likely to be over­
whelming or inaccurate. 

Most communications are more acceptable and therefore likely to 
be more effective if they are fairly close to the client's expecta­
tions; work should proceed in small steps. This also applies to 
relationship proposals and negotiation; the style of relationship 
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should proceed in stages from what the client finds acceptable. The 
relationship will be complementary with children, less so with 
adolescents and tend towards symmetry with adults. So, working 
with very young children in trouble with the police, I often treated 
them fairly directively, and, while consulting them, made active 
suggestions about things that they should do, or specific arrange­
ments for activities which would avoid patterns of delinquent 
behaviour. With older adolescents, my approach was rather more 
to offer a series of acceptable options for intervention, and discuss 
the pros and cons of the alternatives. With adult offenders, I 
would help them construct their alternatives for themselves. 

Sometimes blocks occur between worker and client, when either 
content or relationship information proposed by one is rejected by 
the other, and the first misses the response which shows that this 
has happened. This can be prevented by paying careful attention 
to both content and relationship information and verbal and non­
verbal communications. When it happens both the missed re­
sponse and the rejected information must be made apparent. 
Clients should be encouraged to make explicit when they disagree 
with or dislike a communication, thus learning to make appropri­
ate feedback. Often, however, clients may not be clear about 
blocks, and workers must look out for uncertain or unclear re­
sponses. Over a period of working together, relationship operating 
rules should become (explicitly) more flexible and symmetrical. 
On several occasions, for example, I have found it useful to discuss 
with clients how we have gone about dealing with problems; how I 
have tended to behave towards them and why I think it is 
appropriate. I have found that when asked to describe the typical 
way I work, many clients have a fairly good idea from experience 
how I help interviews to progress, and what my reactions will be to 
certain things that they will say. This is typical of many social 
relationships, and, as we have seen, these expectations of patterns 
will condition how people respond. This may be unhelpful; clients 
can conceal information which will not be acceptable, for example. 
But it also sets a model of behaviour which, if it is useful, clients 
can follow. 

Some blocks may arise from misunderstanding; those due to 
class or racial differences, for instance. Others come from either 
side having inadequate information. These can often be sorted out 
by careful information-giving. More difficult problems may arise 
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where the client's information from sources who have powerful 
influences conflicts with the worker's communication; or when the 
worker offers communications which the client is not ready to 
receive or which do not help. Sometimes, for example, potentially 
useful information offered by the worker fails to help the client 
because help is also needed in processing it, by advising the client 
how it might be used in practice or how it could affect important 
relationships. 

In these more difficult situations, workers must withhold partici­
pation in the blocking, but be neutral while discovering more 
about the issue, and then by accepting negative responses from the 
client, help the client to provide better communication by demon­
strating that rejection is acceptable. It may be possible to com­
promise by accepting some of the client's negative response, and 
re-offering part of the proposal which led to it which would be 
acceptable. One of the best ways of dealing with blocks is to use 
metacommunication and to discuss the relationship consequences 
of the interaction. Paradox may also help. Another possible 
intervention is by changing the environment; changing from home 
visits or office interviews, or involving other members of the 
client's family or social groups. Communication theory can also be 
useful in interprofessional practice. Contacts with colleagues may 
be made more useful to clients by positive feedback, clear com­
munication of content and appropriate metacommunication within 
professional relationships. 

Commentary 

The advantages of this model are that it is relatively easily 
understood, at least in general principle, universally applicable, 
and based on a long and fairly rigorous research tradition. It fits 
with many other theories of social work practice. Workers who 
would use other explanatory psychological or sociological theories 
could also use communication concepts. They may be applied 
either to assist in clarifying interactions in practice, or as a form of 
explanation for the minutiae of human problems. In the first case, 
the theories, and the research which lies behind them, give practical 
help in controlling interactions with clients and learning a techno­
logy of interviewing and interpersonal skills. A fairly extensive 



168 Modern Social Work Theory 

practice of 'microteaching' of intervention techniques has grown 
up, and this is widely used, even if it is not applied to interventions 
which rely on communications theory as a way of explaining where 
clients' problems originate from. The model encourages workers 
to pay attention to important aspects of behaviour which they 
otherwise might ignore or play down. It also offers fairly specific 
research backing for its information about communication be­
haviour, to set against more imaginative constructions about be­
haviour available in some psychological or sociological theories. 

In the second case, workers who generally rely on broad-ranging 
theories of explanation appreciate having the fairly small-scale 
explanations of problems in interpersonal relationships to add to 
wider-range theories. Communications theory is relatively neutral 
in major ideological debates between, for example, behaviourists 
and psychoanalysts or Marxists and functionalists, for this reason. 
It accepts a role for environment, and also for internal thinking 
and emotions. We have seen, however, that it may not always 
emphasise sufficiently, and permit intervention in, the emotional 
and social origins of behaviour. 

The problems with communications theory, however, lie in its 
concentration on the style and nature of the interactions rather 
than the content. While content is said to be important, how to 
assess it is not well articulated. It falls foul of the same sort of 
criticisms which might be made of psychoanalysis - that it encour­
ages workers to look for inferred thoughts and problems behind 
difficulties expressly presented by clients. The worker is taken to 
be relatively competent, compared with the client, and may be 
seen as a manipulative and devious figure. One feature of the 
model, the use of paradox, particularly gives rise to this criticism. 
Compared with psychoanalysis, however, interaction with clients 
is relatively open in a communication model. 

With the practical problems which many clients face, communi­
cation models have little to offer. Contacts with other agencies, 
and competence in everyday life may be enhanced for the client, 
but different techniques are presumably needed to gain social 
security entitlements. 
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Humanist and Existential 
Models 

Connections 

Humanism and existentialism are ways of looking at life. While 
they have specific philosophical meanings, in social work theory 
models of practice with certain features tend to be grouped 
together as humanist. These models have in common ideas that 
human beings are trying to make sense of the world that they 
experience, that social workers are trying to help people gain the 
skills to explore themselves and the personal meaning that they 
attach to the world they perceive and which affects them, and that 
their interpretations of their own selves are valid and worthwhile. 

They are important because well-known systems of practice and 
writers in social work and related fields are regarded as humanist 
or existentialist and their ideas have filtered into more general use. 
Examples are Laing's views of mental health, Rogers' client­
(more recently person-) centred therapy, and a variety of writers 
such as Brandon and Keefe on thought systems such as zen and 
meditation and the gestalt therapy of Perls et al. (1973). One 
writer in social work, Krill, has devised a model of practice derived 
from existential and humanist ideas, which is presented later in 
this chapter as an example of such approaches. 

Some humanist influences on social work 

Carl Rogers (1951, 1961; Rogers and Strauss, 1967) is probably the 
most important humanist writer on therapy to have an influence on 
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social work. His impact is, however, indirect, since his greatest 
significance is in the related field of counselling, and it is social 
workers' involvement in counselling work and training that has 
moved his ideas into social work. Another significant influence is 
his formulation of the conditions necessary (and he would say 
sufficient but this is not supported by evidence according to 
Patterson, 1986) to successful therapy. These are that clients 
should perceive that workers: 

• are genuine and congruent in their therapeutic relationship 
(i.e. what they say and do reflects their personality and real 
attitudes and is not put on to influence clients) 

• have unconditional positive regard for the client 
• should empathise with clients' views of the world. 

These ideas have been adapted by Carkhuff and his associates 
(Truax and Carkhuff, 1967; Carkhuff and Berenson, 1977) into 
more general concepts of, first, honesty and genuineness; second, 
(sometimes non-possessive) warmth, respect, acceptance; and 
third, empathic understanding. Carkhuff's work proposes scales 
by which the extent of these in a therapeutic relationship may be 
assessed, and there has been empirical work confirming that these 
are the effective elements in therapeutic relationships. This has led 
to Rogers' influence on social work through development of 
understanding of the relationship and effective elements within it. 
Since, as I have argued in Chapter 1, this is a central and crucial 
aspect of social work, this impact is significant. 

The worker's approach, according to Rogers, should be non­
directive, nonjudgemental and, in later formulations should in­
volve 'active listening', 'accurate empathy' and 'authentic friend­
ship'. Rogers' early work is broadly psychodynamic (Rowe, 1986, 
quoting Hart), but developed a humanist perspective concentrat­
ing on the importance of the 'self' seeking personal growth. There 
is an emhasis on the 'here-and-now' rather than on the history 
of clients' problems, and because of the belief in clients' unique­
ness, diagnosis and classification of conditions are not accepted. 
Everyone must be treated as an individual. Rogers' later ideas 
extended into taking up these humanist ideas in community work, 
in organisations and in political change. He proposes that people 
should be enabled to take up their 'personal power' which we all 
possess to achieve their objectives (Rogers, 1977). 
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In addition to Rogers' work, there are a variety of humanist 
psychologies and therapies which were influential in the 1960s and 
1970s. Carkhuff and Berenson (1977) suggest that five ideas 
characterise them all: 

• we can only understand ourselves in relation to others 
• our main anxiety in life is losing others and being alone 
• we are guilty because we cannot achieve a creative life 
• we alone have responsibility to act on our own decisions 
• therapy aims to help us act and accept freedom and respons­

ibility in doing so. 

Many ideas in humanistic psychology derive from Maslow's 
concern for 'self-actualisation' and the attainment of 'human 
potential.' (Maslow, 1970) Maslow's basic theory, like psycho­
analysis, supposes that the motivation to act for such purposes 
comes from a need which derives from something that we are 
lacking. Frankl's logotherapy is typical in emphasising that we 
must each find our own meaning in life (Arnold and Gasson, 
1979). Some writers (e.g. Keefe, 1986) have promoted meditation 
as a way of exploring oneself and one's potential, and in increasing 
workers' capability to be empathetic with and conscious of clients' 
needs. 

Brandon (1976) offers zen ideas as a useful contribution to social 
work. His is an intense and personal vision in which workers 
should use all the elements of their personality to arrive at an 
authentic inter-relationship with people in distress. Unlike many 
humanistic approaches to therapy, which have been criticised as 
being therapies only for the mildly disturbed seeking greater 
personal fulfilment, he seeks to approach people in extreme 
difficulties. Work is directed towards self-understanding, enlight­
enment (the zen concepts is satori, a leap towards intuitive 
understanding) and self-growth for both worker and client. An 
important concept is 'hindering' the client's movement towards 
self-development, and enabling clients to avoid the many features 
of their environments which do so. Brandon's is an attractive 
approach relying on personal charisma and genuine sharing be­
tween clients and workers. 

A number of writers, among whom England (1986) is recently 
pre-eminent, argue that social work should be seen as an artistic 
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endeavour rather than as an application of social science. Black 
and Enos (1981) claim that phenomenological ideas validate this 
approach, since phenomenology argues that human behaviour can 
only be understood from the viewpoint of the people involved, and 
methods are required to explore and understand individual view­
points. England extends this into a humanist theory of social work, 
based around the ideas of 'coping' (a concept important in ego 
psychology) and 'meaning.' Many of the problems presented by 
clients are seen as being concerned with managing the interaction 
between the client's internal and external resources and the world 
whose pressures have to be coped with. Clients' coping capacity is 
a major factor in social work assessments and attempts to change 
clients' positions. Treating clients as individuals and understanding 
them, among the important aspects of social work identified in 
Chapter 1, are seen as a process of attaching meaning to the 
client's experiences and ways of living. As in the personal con­
struct theory, how we, clients, and others around them, attach 
meaning to events crucially affects how they will deal with them. 
An important way of understanding and attaching meaning to 
aspects of clients' lives is our 'intuition', which involves using our 
self in an attempt to 'make sense' of clients' experiences. He 
claims that Curnock and Hardiker's work (1979), which we have 
looked at in Chapter 2 in the context of showing that social 
workers use theoretical concepts, but in an inexplicit way, also 
shows that we create our own personal models of social work from 
a heterogeneous collection of ideas, primarily formed around our 
own sense of meaning. The idea of making sense, also relates to 
the importance of advocacy, as considered in Chapter 1, as a way 
of humanising and interpreting clients as worthwhile parts of 
society. 

Such approaches can be used to understand not only inter­
actions and the needs of clients, but the organisations within which 
social workers operate, and their own needs as workers. England 
(1986) argues that social sciences as a means of understanding and 
bureaucratic management as a way of organising are inadequate to 
represent the full role of social work; effective explanations of how 
social work should be undertaken using ideas of 'making sense' 
could provide a basis for a clearer definition of organisational 
needs. McNamara (1976) gives the example of a practical pro­
gramme in a hospital setting using humanistic approaches to high-
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light a multi-disciplinary team's self-awareness and sensitivity to 
clients' needs. 

Laing (1965, 1971) explicitly uses existential ideas as well as 
psychoanalysis in his early work on theories of mental illness which 
have had some influence in social work, particularly in the UK. In 
later work he became more radical and mystical (Sedgwick, 
1972). His important work is on schizophrenia, and argues that 
this major psychotic mental illness can be understood as a person's 
reaction to an incomprehensible or possibly damaging social en­
vironment. He gives great importance to the 'self in his discussion 
of the 'false-self system' and self-consciousness. Later, he picked 
up the ideas of communication theories in the family, in particular 
the double-bind of Bateson et al. (1956), to propose that disturb­
ances in communications within families lead to one family mem­
ber being caught between conflicting demands from others, lead­
ing to disturbed reactions diagnosed as schizophrenia. Laing 
interprets their thought disorders as alienation and depersonalisa­
tion arising from their experiences in their environment and 
relationships which 'disconfirm' their own understandings of their 
experience, when we all need confirmation of our interpretations 
of what happens to us. From this brief account, it is evident that 
many of Laing's ideas reflect a phenomenological approach (Collier, 
1977) in which how people understand and interpret the world is 
considered important to an analysis of their behaviour and its 
social importance. This, in turn, is related to phenomenological 
and symbolic interactional ideas in sociology which were current at 
the height of Laing's influence. 

While Laing's interpretation of schizophrenic behaviour has not 
stood the test of time, and there is evidence that schizophrenia 
arises from a variety of origins several of which usually interact 
(Birchwood et al., 1988), many of these ideas have drawn atten­
tion to approaches to the study of problems which have been 
important to social workers. Particularly in psychiatric settings 
social workers have been taught by Laing's work to be cautious 
about medical diagnoses which fail to consider social and family 
factors as possible elements in the cause of problems. More 
widely, symbolic interactional and phenomenological sociology 
has influenced work in settings where other people who are often 
regarded as deviant (e.g. offenders) are dealt with. 

Symbolic interactionism is a sociological and social psychological 
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perspective deriving from the work of George Herbert Mead 
(1934) and Blumer (1969). The basic idea is that people act 
according to symbols (ideas that stand in place) of the outside 
world, which they hold in their minds. They create their symbols 
through interpreting interactions between themselves and the 
outside world, using language. Their self is similarly created 
because in order to have interactions with the outside world, they 
must have an idea also of the being which is undertaking the 
interaction. In order to think about the world, therefore, people 
have to have interactions with themselves. Such ideas have links 
with personal construct theory in which people's behaviour is seen 
as organised according to the internal constructs they hold about 
the external world. 

These ideas extend beyond concepts which offer a theory about 
individual interactions, because they also imply things about 
society. If all behaviour is carried on through symbols and their 
interaction with each other, then people's development and social­
isation derives from interactions that they have in society, and 
society can be seen as the interactions between human beings and 
their symbols. People can, therefore, manage and plan their own 
behaviour, and they do so as they go along in their interactions. 
The theory thus argues that people are in control of their thinking 
about their symbolisations of the world and, therefore, also 
capable of change and capable of influencing the world in accord­
ance with their wishes. This aligns it with humanistic theories, and 
contrasts it with deterministic theories such as psychoanalysis and 
behavioural approaches which assume that people's behaviour is 
caused by past experiences and learning derived from in-built 
instincts or stimuli. 

Chaiklin (1979) argues that symbolic interactionism offers an 
alternative for social workers to a purely psychological mode 
of understanding human behaviour, and that focusing on inter­
actions and symbols may be less demanding emotionally for both 
client and worker than the traditional close relationship. More­
over, these ideas assume the basic normality and competence 
of most people, rather than assuming illness or maladaption 
and an inability to control their own destiny. One of the most 
important of these is the idea of labelling, which we met in 
Chapter 7. 

Many of these ideas relate to role and social psychological 
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theories explored in Chapter 7 for two reasons. First, symbolic 
interaction and related sociological ideas are concerned with social 
expectations and interpretations which are the meat of role theory, 
and accepting and interpreting roles are important aspects of the 
use of symbols in interaction. Second, as we noted in Chapter 7, 
Goffman's ideas of role in which people are seen as presenting 
themselves in different ways according to the social circumstances 
of the moment are a significant variant of role theory which stems 
from symbolic and phenomenological ideas. 

Although broadly sociological, such ideas also offer important 
explanations for intense emotion. Smith (1975), for example, 
shows how the feelings associated with bereavement may be fully 
explained not by conventional explanations from psychoanalysis 
which rely on 'biological, instinctual and internal psychic processes' 
(p. 79), but by phenomenological explanations. On this basis, 
grief arises from the unique place allocated to certain relationships 
(e.g. marriage) within social expectations, and from the reorgan­
isation of our social constructions of our world according to such 
expectations. When the relationship is lost, a social reconstruction 
must take place. Moreover, at the personal level, we construct 
ourselves in such a way that includes the lost person, and that 
internal reconstruction must also take place. 

Understanding social constructions and viewing clients human­
istically, so that their own experience and interpretation of events 
is given importance, may also be essential in working within ethnic 
groups who do not share the same assumptions about social 
experience as the dominant culture. For example, de la Rosa 
(1988) discusses spiritualism in Puerto Rican culture, which tends 
to conflict with certain aspects of conventional casework, and 
requires behaving in accordance with clients' expectations and 
being aware of certain cultural expectations in assessment, and in 
intervention. 

Wilkes (1981) argues from a broadly humanist standpoint, that 
many 'undervalued groups' of clients whose disability or problem 
is not capable of immediate 'cure' would benefit from social work 
which was concerned with exploring meaning within their lives. 
The social worker's approach would be to share experiences in a 
liberating way, rather than to make a fetish of method and the 
achievement of specific therapeutic aims, which are inappropriate 
with many clients. 
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Existential social work: Krill 

Krill's work, formulated in articles in the 1960s (e.g. Krill, 1969) 
reached full expression in his book Existential Social Work (1978). 
It is an eclectic model, taking insights from Rogers, gestalt 
psychology, zen and similar philosophies, but its starting point is 
existential philosophy. Existentialism is presented as being about 
how we cope with the fact that existence makes us want to live 
a life which, nonetheless, has many unsatisfactory aspects. People 
often question the value of their lives and their identity. Our need 
for security and a fixed identity conflicts with our need to fulfil our 
potential and seek personal growth, because doing new things is 
risky. People often accept security, but are anxious and guilty 
about doing so because they want to fulfil themselves, and they 
become alienated from their unfulfilled lives. 

Social forces support this process through seduction and oppres­
sion. Seductive forces encourage people to seek naive and ulti­
mately unsatisfying stereotypes such as material success, 'macho' 
behaviour or excessive femininity. Oppressive forces reinforce 
self-doubt by class, sexual and racial prejudice. If these forces can 
be overcome, we can begin to explore and accept our own identity. 

We then experience a frightening reality, dread, which is an 
emptiness and overwhelming dissatisfaction with life. Responses 
to dread may be: 

• accepting and trying to understand it better 
• accepting the experience of dread but blaming it on social, 

psychological or economic forces which should be exting­
uished (as for example a Marxist would - this is an implicit 
criticism of radical views of social work) 

• countering it by filling life with activity 
• rebelling against it as a mark of the absurdity and chaos of 

life, promoting human solidarity against our absurd exist­
ence (hence, for example the theatre of the absurd which has 
connections with existentialist philosophy) 

• religious, so that this life is unsatisfactory, but fulfilment will 
be achieved in the next. 

Picardie (1980) argues that in many social work cases, clients are 
facing 'dreadful' moments in which an ordinary path through life is 
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suddenly disturbed. The only effective response is for the worker 
to experience with the client the feelings of despair, then re­
establish a sense of security and contact with the world for 
themselves through exploring the moments of despair that they 
have shared together. This seems to be a humanistic interpretation 
of some of the ideas about the stage of active crisis found in crisis 
intervention theory. 

Being (existing) in this world, then, essentially requires us to 
experience nothingness. If we experience nothingness while 
finding the courage to go on with life, we gain affirmation (a rather 
similar idea to Laing's idea of confirmation and disconfirmation -
see above) both of the power of being and also of the fact that the 
power and worth of existing or being gives some meaning to our 
lives even while we are experiencing nothingness. Many clients 
who are depressed have these experiences. For example, a former 
school teacher who had been through a period of depression after 
the death of his wife and father at much the same time had lost his 
job and become obsessed with keeping souvenirs of his lost ones. 
He felt there was nothing to go on for. He was encouraged to take 
part in a group in a day centre, and eventually took on respons­
ibilities for teaching literacy skills to others. He never left behind 
his feelings sufficiently to return to ordinary teaching work, but 
this voluntary work gave him some worthwhile experiences in his 
new life which encouraged him to carry on. 

The essential paradox that being and nothingness discloses 
about life removes the division between ourselves and the outside 
world. Instead, inside and outside of ourselves is a unity. If we 
achieve this, we have a leap in our conscious understanding 
('satori' in zen). Such ideas, claims Krill, underlie the use of 
paradox in various forms of therapy- it helps us to make that leap. 
Paradox is an essential part of learning about life, for example in 
zen stories or in Christian parables. 

Effective workers help people find meaning in their experiences, 
displaying detachment but compassion arising from understanding 
seduction. We should confront people with the way they use 
power to oppress others, including attempts at oppression by 
dictators, bureaucrats, helping professionals and idealists who 
want to change the world. So, in dealing with an elderly isolated 
lady living on her memories, I encouraged her to talk about her 
two failed marriages and her return to her first husband in later 
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life, through simple interest and fascination with her experiences. 
Other agencies and relatives were anxious because of her forget­
fulness, and induced me, rather against my inclinations because 
of my interest in her as a person, to play safe and admit her to an 
old people's home. This process led to a breach in what had been 
an effective relationship with her, and she deteriorated very 
quickly and died. In this case, I think I failed to act authentically, 
and accepted the bureaucratic oppression of concern with safety, 
failing to 'listen' to her happiness and accept the risks which, with 
hindsight, I think could have been accepted, particularly if I had 
worked out some mechanisms to check on her. This sort of 
experience, which I am sure many social workers share, draws 
attention to the importance of listening in an authentic way and 
responding according to our perceptions, rather than falling in 
with an oppressive concern from outside forces. 

We gain an identity from this understanding of ourselves and 
through making sense of the world. There is a constant interplay 
between the person and the situation (to use psychosocial jargon­
see Chapter 3). Maturation and personal development means open­
ing people to experiencing and understanding the outside world and 
integrating it with themselves as a whole. Other forms of therapy 
which concentrate on helping people deal with the outside world 
(e.g. ego psychology) increase alienation, because they separate 
us from the outside world rather than allowing us to integrate with 
it. Instead, we should promote true maturation through being activity 
in which there is constant interchange between ourselves and the 
outside world. This is achieved by three processes: 

• process-identity exists when we are aware of the totality of 
our life situation, our feelings and experiencing of the world 
without making judgements or suffering any external limita­
tion; this may be achieved by meditation or perhaps drugs 

• creative power lies in achieving a satisfactory product (the 
job well done) and the experience of 'quality' of a product 
and freedom from limitations at the point of achievement 
(the opposite of the sort of feelings I had when completing 
my work with the elderly lady described above) 

• love-generating-acceptance is a painful experience of trying 
to accept the reality and value of other people or experiences 
no matter how they confront our own identity 
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In existential social work we must help clients develop worthwhile 
relationships with people other than themselves - the significant­
other system (S-0-S). Being involves choices, actions and com­
munications with the S-0-S and perceptions and conclusions about 
these interactions. To understand these we must examine: 

• rules and roles within the S-0-S 
• wider systems (e.g. economic, social oppression) influencing 

the S-0-S 
• clients' belief systems 
• how clients handle fear and insecurity 
• the interactions between these. 

Most emotional problems arise from four sources of alienation: 

• when people who are important to us fail to 'confirm' us 
• inconsistency or deception over value conflicts 
• disillusionment, confusion or loss of personal values 
• loss of people who are important to us (e.g. by death). 

Krill argues (1978, p. 118) that many writers on existential therapy 
over-emphasise searching for personal meaning. He suggests that 
it is more important to see how such meaning is expressed to­
wards others, leading to struggles. This approach reduces intel­
lectualising and self-preoccupation which is typical of insight 
therapies. 

The aim of therapy is to help people attain a satisfying life style. 
Problems are dealt with by accepting the client's lifestyle and 
philosophy, exploring and resolving problems within it, avoiding 
oppression and paternalism. The three principles of treatment are: 

• an emphasis on experiential change 
• being client-centred 
• personal engagement by the worker, modelling how to deal 

with values, feelings and attitudes. 

At first the worker seeks to engage clients in exploring themselves 
and their environment. Early interviews concentrate on exploring 
clients' sense of being. Diagnostic categories are inappropriate, 
because they only deal with the worker's insecurity and need to 
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compartmentalise a whole human being. Working should avoid 
helping the client seek self-knowledge, which is a seduction to 
accept a naive utopia, or pressing the client to conform to some set 
standard, which is oppressive. Reason should be used (as in 
cognitive approaches) to dispute rigid ideas which clients use to 
maintain themselves in their problems; this gives them greater 
freedom to explore alternative ways of being. 

As treatment progresses, the client can be offered new experi­
ences within the worker-client relationship, by demonstration or 
practice within the security of the contact between them. New 
experiences in daily living, given as tasks or homework may also 
be used. 

Treatment goals and activities related are set out in Table 8.1. 
The treatment process undertaken by the worker comprises: 

• centring where workers show to clients that they are ready 
for involvement with the client, and then gain understanding 
and active contact with those problems 

• vitalisation which is giving a sense that things are happening 
and progressing, avoiding endless self-exploration 

• action as the worker demonstrates openness and the 
client sees that maintaining security is not always vital to 
being. 

The worker has no model of how clients or society should be, so 
there is no diagnosis or prognosis, and the aim is to encourage the 
client to explore options in their life. There may be (ethical) limits 
about what kinds of exploration will retain their involvement. For 
example, one adolescent client wanted to discuss with me his 
income in illicit drug-dealing. I made the point to him, in effect 
withdrawing from involvement with this aspect of his life, that I 
could not accept involvement in this; I might be obliged to take 
official action, and refer him to law enforcement or other helping 
agencies, but I could not receive this information and do nothing. I 
tried to help him see that I must reject this behaviour (indeed by 
my values must try to get him to avoid these activities), while 
continuing to be interested in and support him in other areas of his 
life - he had difficulties in his relationship with his father. Since 
there are no worker-defined objectives or standards, clients 
terminate the contact when they wish. 
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Table 8.1 Existential treatment goals 

Treatment 

Provocative contact 

Sustaining 
relationship 

Specific behaviour 
change 

Environmental 
change 

Relationship change 

Directional change 

Insightful analysis 

Source: Krill (1978). 

Commentary 

Aims 

help unreachable or 
unwilling clients 

give clients affirmation 

alter symptoms or 
behaviour which depend 
on changing attitudes or 
reactions to problem 

promote realistic action 
to deal with problems 

deal with problems in 
interpersonal 
relationships 
help client change 
direction in life 

clarify internal mental 
and emotional conflicts 
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Methods 

active confrontation, 
reality or rational 
techniques, behaviour 
modification 
offer experience of 
worker being available 
and genuinely 
interested; may lead to 
personal growth and 
further attempts to seek 
change 
avoiding alcohol despite 
compulsion, working 
while depressed, caring 
for a child while under 
stress; use support and 
behaviour change 
methods 
find creative outlets if 
anxious, prepare for 
death if suffering from 
fatal disease; getting a 
job, getting more social 
security 
examine and work on 
S-0-S 

clarify values and aims 
using transactional 
analysis, paradox, 
reality or cognitive 
models 
use insight techniques 

The importance of considering humanist and existential contribu­
tions does not lie in their formal impact on social work theory 
actually in use within most agencies, which is slight. They are 
important in two ways. First, social work values are essentially 
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humanist. Thus, the idea of treating people as wholes, and as 
being in interaction with their environment, of respecting their 
understanding and interpretation of their experience, and seeing 
clients at the centre of what workers are doing, are all approaches 
which fit well with individualisation, and the approach with re­
lationship and advocacy which I have argued is central to social 
work. Humanist therapies thus find a sympathetic fit with social 
work practice. 

The failure to import these potentially sympathetic ideas lies in 
the framework of social work in agencies which perform social 
control and bureaucratic functions, as well as in the fact that many 
of the fundamental philosophies of humanism already exist in 
social work and do not need explicit importation. Agency function 
and social control imply that a range of external objectives and 
targets have to be imposed on social work activities which are 
inimical to the extremely free approach of humanist therapies, 
where clients are in control of the exploration and this is facili­
tated, but not directed, by workers. This was true in the case of my 
drug-dealing client, for example. 

The second area of great importance in present ideas in social 
work of the material discussed in this chapter has been the 
influence of symbolic interaction and phenomenological ideas as a 
basis for understanding human beings which is more flexible, less 
deterministic and less judgemental than many psychological ideas 
which are used by social work. The interaction of clients' percep­
tions and interpretations of the world and the reaction of the world 
to clients shows how situations arise in which clients' apparently 
bizarre or bad behaviour is established or amplified by social 
processes. For the social work function of advocacy, and for 
assessing need, these ideas can be a useful way of explaining 
clients' behaviour and problems without blaming clients who are 
victims of these social processes. 

The problem with these ideas and approaches to therapy is, 
however, their lack of clarity and the difficulty of forming clear 
targets and agreed explanations about the behaviour. This means 
that, although these ideas have potential explanatory power in 
advocacy for clients, they may not be widely accepted among 
powerful groups in society that workers seek to influence on behalf 
of clients. 

Also, they may be criticised for their vagueness and lack of 
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rigour by positivists, and for the lack of any evidence of effective­
ness of the techniques proposed. In answer to this, it is important 
to note the work on the effectiveness of therapeutic relationships 
which has originated from Rogers' work, and which demonstrates 
the importance of empathic valuing and genuine relationships and 
has made attempts to measure these elements. Though such 
relationships are not sufficient for therapy to be effective, they are 
necessary to therapeutic success. So, while they must be present 
for these techniques to be useful, they have to be part of other 
activities which actually intervene effectively in clients' behaviour 
or social circumstances. This material does not tell us, however, 
what we should do within the relationship once it has been 
achieved to intervene effectively in the client's situation. 

A reasonable judgement seems to be, therefore, that ideas of 
respect for whole persons are an essential part of effective practice 
and of the value base of social work. These are fundamentally 
humanist ideas, and a reading of humanist therapies gives compre­
hensive access to ways of implementing these basic values compre­
hensively, and in a sense provides a benchmark for social work, at 
least with voluntary, self-motivated clients, which helps us to 
understand the values and tasks of more directed therapies which 
are more relevant to social and agency functions. 



9 

Cognitive Models 

Connections 

Cognitive theories have established a strong position in social 
work theory during the 1980s primarily through the work of 
H. Goldstein (1981, 1984a). Part of the reason for this may be 
increasing interest in cognitive approaches in psychology and 
counselling, leading to the availability of more work and broader 
interests in related occupations. There has also been more time for 
cognitive theory and practice to develop and mature; and social 
work's movement away from heavy reliance on psychodynamic 
theory in the 1970s has probably opened up the possibility of using 
a range of psychological approaches. 

Cognitive theory is concerned with cognition- people's think­
ing. It assumes that behaviour is directed by thoughts, rather than 
by unconscious drives, conflicts and feelings. Much of the original 
research and theory of cognitive approaches develops from be­
haviourist practice. Cognitive theory usefully leads behavioural 
social work away from a mechanistic view of behaviour and 
explores the capacity of human minds to modify and control how 
stimuli affect behaviour. So, social learning theory which emphasises 
how people learn in social sitGations by observing and modelling 
behaviour leads directly towards cognitive theory which concen­
trates on how behaviour is guided by our perception and analysis 
of what we see. Writers on cognitive theory with a behavioural 
emphasis (e.g. Berlin, 1980, 1982) use explanations which rely on 
rational control of behaviour, but tend to apply interventions 
which are fundamentally behaviourist. 

Important cognitive theories are Beck's (1978) work on anxiety, 
Ellis' (1962) rational emotive therapy, and Glasser's (1965) reality 

184 
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therapy, which originates from residential work with adolescent 
girls. These rational cognitive therapies, none of them designed 
for social work, concentrate on clients' thinking, and all emphasise 
fairly authoritarian judgements about irrational attitudes which 
are disputed. Such approaches seem to sit unhappily with the non­
judgemental, non-directive style of social work, and cognitive 
approaches did not make a significant impact on social work until 
humanistic elements aligned cognitive concepts with more conven­
tional social work approaches. 

Including the humanistic element is, then, the crucial aspect of 
Goldstein's work and the later writings of Werner (1982, 1986). 
Goldstein's energetic promotion of cognitive-humanist theories in 
the journals (Goldstein, 1982, 1983, 1984b, 1986) seems to have 
struck a chord. Cognitive theory lends itself to including human­
ism because it emphasises how irrational thoughts or disturbances 
in perception lead us to process our view of the world incorrectly. 
Consequently we react inappropriately because we have perceived 
reality wrongly, or processed our perception of reality wrongly. 
Humanist, phenomenological and symbolic interaction ideas 
would go further than this (see Chapter 8), claiming that percep­
tions and their processing legitimately vary and that the only 
reality is what is perceived and understood. Allied to cognitive 
ideas, this allows an acceptance of the accuracy of the clients' 
understanding of the world, so that there is no need to see clients' 
perceptions as wrong and to attack them. They are seen merely as 
different. This element of acceptance renders cognitive and be­
haviourist therapies in ways which seem more natural to the 
conventions of social work. 

Social learning and change: Goldstein 

Goldstein (1981) argues that theories of behaviour change need 
three connecting parts: a moral code or social philosophy, a theory 
of personality, and techniques which influence behaviour. He 
starts, therefore, with his underlying philosophy, summarised in 
four main points: 

• people can best be understood as searching for and moving 
towards their own goals 
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• people construct their own versions of reality through what 
they have learned 

• people gain certainty in their lives by adaptation, a process 
by which they manage the outside world 

• adaptation is influenced by the perceiving self, our concept of 
ourselves and how that affects our perceptions. 

To study people's perceptions and learning, we must see their self 
as active and transactional, that is their self actually affects what 
they do, and is affected by what happens to them. The self has 
three main activities as it deals with the outside world: 

• adaptation: reacting to the outside world, while taking 
account of our self, and therefore our aims and strivings 

• stabilisation: keeping our system in equilibrium while dealing 
with new events 

• setting intentions: seeking change in accordance with internal 
aims. 

Perception is an important aspect of cognitive theory, since how 
perception takes place conditions thoughts and actions which 
respond to the perceptions. Goldstein takes a phenomenological 
view of perception, which is assumed to shape how people think 
about themselves. Perception is a series of interactions taking 
place in a social context in response to a stimulus as shown in 
Figure 9.1. (This diagram is an attempt to represent Goldstein's 
statement that perception does not occur in a sequence, and it is 
not similar to his own figure.) The stimulus may be from within or 
outside us, but as well as being an objective fact it also becomes a 
subjective representation inside ourselves. How we perceive the 
stimulus depends on: 

• how well it stands out from other surrounding stimuli 
• how close and similar its elements are to one another 
• how continuous and consistent it is 
• whether it is complete or partial. 

Thus, if we are watching a child through a video monitor in a child 
abuse investigation to see how it behaves when with its parents, we 
may not see a minor movement behind a table - it does not stand 
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Figure 9.1 Goldstein's interpretation of perception 

Perceptual field or social context 

Awareness Attention 

Stimulus-----+ I X I 
Perceptual Interpretation 
Strategy or meaning 

Source: adapted from Goldstein (1981). 

out from the surroundings. When the child plays at the other side 
of a room, it may be so far away, or be doing such a variety of 
things, that we cannot interpret its feelings because the stimuli are 
too distant or too diffuse for us to make a judgement. If the child 
carries on behaving in similar ways for a long period, we may 
eventually come to notice what its present feelings are. This will be 
easier if the child completes its game so that we can understand its 
full import. 

The sort of things that make us pay attention are the physical 
and emotional conditions in which the perception takes place, our 
own characteristics and habits of attention, and whether we have a 
mental 'set' towards noticing that kind of event, or alternatively 
are not disposed to do so. Physical and social contexts will affect 
how we perceive something, including our cultural assumptions. 
Many of these ideas are drawn from communication theory and 
research. Our usual pattern of thinking and the way we normally 
give meanings to things will also define our perceptions, e.g. 
whether we are usually creative or very concrete in the way we 
look at things. 

Because our perceptions are inevitably different from those of 
others, we are always cut off from their worlds, but we can use that 
estrangement as the basis of a close relationship as we explore 
each others' understandings of the world. For example, I worked 
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with a man from Pakistan who had recently arrived in Britain to 
work in a factory. He had become depressed and felt isolated, part 
of which was related to a feeling that he was cut off from the 
strange society in which he was living. I started off from a position, 
wrongly, I now think, in which I took it that he was alienated from 
our society because of the differences from our own culture. 
Seeing his reactions simply as alienation denied the individuality of 
his personal experiences and treated him as merely an example of 
his culture, and indeed, of a typical social problem. Exploring the 
struggle to come to England, the pain of cutting himself off from 
his family, and the meagre relationships which were available at 
work, I began to get to grips with his world and came to under­
stand the individual reasons for his predicament which belied my 
general assumptions. Goldstein's view would be that we started off 
from estranged positions, but in struggling to understand personal, 
individual experience rather than categories of experience, our 
estrangement actually helped me to explore and understand his 
individual world better than I would if the estrangement due to 
cultural assumptions had not been present. 

Perception, according to Goldstein, is crucial to adaptation 
because it links our thoughts and feelings with the external and 
social world. This view of perception, he claims, links social and 
psychological explanations, because it includes both. As in his 
previous development of systems theory (Goldstein, 1973) he is 
here trying to combine social and psychological aspects of social 
work in a whole. Adaptation is not only a personal event but also 
has social and transactional consequences; adaptation has its 
effects on the outside world and is affected by it through the self. 

The various elements of the self are coalesced by Goldstein into 
three groups: 

• self conception (being) 
• perceiving self (knowing) 
• intentional self (becoming). 

Feeling good about our lives depends on these three aspects of self 
being in harmony. Conflict between them leads us to search out 
ways of resolving it which become patterns of dealing with 
problems. This may be one kind of impulsion that, I suggested in 
Chapter 1, causes clients to seek help from agencies. If these 
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patterns become persistent and powerful, they will affect others 
through behaviour. When they do so strongly, we are noticed by 
social institutions and have to respond to their pressures on 
behaviour, adapting to social requirements. This may force us into 
compromises with our aims in life, leading to further dissatisfaction, 
even though it resolves social pressures. Thus social adaptation may 
limit personal autonomy with a consequent reduction in our capacity 
for adaptation at a personal level; as we saw, Goldstein's philosophy 
emphasises the humanist concept of autonomy as an important 
feature of successful functioning in human beings. 

The sort of conflicts between different parts of the self might be: 

• between perceiving self and self-concept, where we see 
others disapprove or dislike us, or where our status or 
capacity changes as we age, lose jobs or become disabled 

• between intentional self and perceiving self, where we seek 
particular goals and are frustrated by the society we live in or 
where there are opportunities but we do not have the 
motivation or belief in ourselves to take them up, perhaps 
having lost it through past oppression or racism or sexism 

• between self-concept and intentional self, when our concep­
tion of ourselves is at odds with our motivation, values or 
beliefs (e.g. putting up with an unsatisfactory marriage when 
we would prefer something better; drifting along without any 
goals in life). 

How we adapt personally to these sorts of conflicts also has public 
meaning, because it affects others around us. As they react, we 
have to deal with their response to us with adaptive mechanisms 
which are already damaged by the conflicts in our personal 
adaptation. 

Adaptation implies change. If we seek to help someone adapt, 
we will be helping them to change. Planned change implies change 
for the better, towards some aim which is preferred to the present 
state. Since the person and environment are seen as a whole, in 
Goldstein's view change means improving a client's capacity to 
solve problems; it is a learning experience. Three main types of 
learning can be outlined: 

• strategic learning means acqumng information and skills 
towards some set objective 
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• tactical learning is concerned with adapting to the pressures 
of daily living 

• adaptive learning implies altering the self and its construction 
of the world as part of a process of dealing with life in a 
different way. 

Learning of all kinds happens when people's movement towards 
some desired aim is blocked by something in their environment or 
in themselves. 

Goldstein sets out four stages of learning, each of which must be 
achieved before the next. They are: 

• discrimination learning, so that clients gain more awareness 
and/or sensitivity to problems and circumstances in their 
worlds 

• concept learning, so that clients learn the symbols and ideas 
that they conventionally use in processing information 

• principle learning, concerned with values and self-concept 
• problem-solving, the overall way in which clients resolve 

difficulties in their environment. 

Each of these are now considered in greater detail. 
Discrimination learning raises our consciousness of ourselves 

and our environment, and improves our capacity to pay attention 
to things which are or may be important to us. Discrimination 
takes place before perceptions are turned into ideas. Often, 
people are unable to judge priorities in their lives and the things it 
may be important to learn about. 

How well we learn discrimination depends on a number of 
conditions. These include the environment and its effects on our 
capacity to learn. For example, children from poor families often 
have less experience in learning than children from well-off 
backgrounds. They may be less well taught and stimulated, and 
never learn self-understanding or get out of practice in exploring 
themselves. Similarly, people from oppressed and depressing 
environments are less likely to have been able to refine their dis­
criminatory skills. Many settings in which social workers operate 
blunt discriminatory skills because they make people dependent 
on others' care rather than independent, e.g. hospitals or residen­
tial care. Other conditions which are relevant to capacity to learn 
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discriminatory skills are perceptual. People with poor eyesight or 
hearing are less able to make important distinctions between 
things in their environment. Consciousness and attention are also 
relevant. Workers need to expand clients' consciousness of the 
detail and range of experiences in their lives, help them to focus on 
detail of their experiences, and also to generalise from specific 
events. So, rather than feeling general dissatisfaction with life, a 
client can be helped to find precisely what it is that is problematic. 
Then, it may be possible to see how that aspect of their lives is 
affecting all the other problems that they have. 

As a simple example, I was once responsible for a child living in 
a children's home, and was called by the residential worker, be­
cause the child was becoming bored and difficult at school. In 
conversation with him, I noticed the way in which he looked at me, 
and because of my own experience of being short -sighted I enquired 
whether he had ever worn spectacles. It turned out that these had 
been prescribed some time before, and had been broken; his 
mother had never encouraged him to wear them and could not 
afford to have them replaced. His lack of interest in school was 
partly explained by the pressure of trying to understand lessons 
without being able to see the blackboard, or to read comfortably. 
This simple physical lack reduced the capacity to use discrimina­
tory skills, which were already poor because of an unstimulating 
home environment and the dependence-creating experience of 
living in the children's home, where he did not receive enough 
encouragement to develop interests and activities of his own. 

Various obstacles to discriminatory learning exist. A disorgan­
ised lifestyle makes it hard to see connections and distinctions 
between things; it may seem that things just happen. Alternatively, 
a client may make causal connections between things which are 
uncertain or non-existent. Motivation is important. We have to be 
open to learning and new experience to get the most from it. 
People who are preoccupied with themselves cannot lift their eyes 
to broader issues. On the other hand, some people may spend all 
their time worrying about outside problems or practicalities, and 
not focus enough on their own feelings and emotions. This is 
common, for example, in parents of large families with many 
practical responsibilities who are unable to give enough time to 
their own emotional needs. 

Evaluation of discriminatory learning involves seeking meanings 
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within clients' behaviour which show how the environment has 
affected their ways of perceiving things, how they normally go 
about perceiving their world, and what their motivation Is. 
Appropriate ways of improving discriminatory learning are: 

• strengthening consciousness so that clients become more 
aware of the aspects of their life that they have not explored 

• focusing attention and raising consciousness of areas that the 
clients have not yet explored or wish to avoid 

• directing and focusing attention which is diffuse and con­
fused, filtering out irrelevancies in the clients' perceptions 

• helping clients to examine the patterns in their own environ­
ment and how it affects them 

• encouraging sudden leaps in awareness (this idea uses 
humanist and zen ideas) and helping clients express and 
appreciate them 

• encouraging clients to keep diaries so that they can under­
stand the details of their day, and understand its connections 
with their thoughts and feelings 

• homework and exercises (this idea connects with work of 
Ellis - see above) to strengthen powers of discrimination in 
everyday life and encourage clients to practice them. 

Concept learning takes place when our minds create ideas about 
our world from the perceptions and adaptations that we have 
made. We sort things out into categories and react to the category 
rather than particular events. So, a client who sees all officials as 
being like the police would probably include social workers in that 
category and react accordingly. To do social work would involve 
changing this categorisation into something less crude, so that such 
a client would accept help. For example, a homeless man was 
introduced to me at an emergency shelter because he had prob­
lems of mental illness. He was afraid that I would have him 
admitted compulsorily to hospital, as police officers had occasion­
ally done when they found him wandering; he knew that this was 
one of my functions. I arranged for him to join a day centre and 
receive some new clothing, and then spent some time discussing 
his life and experiences with him. On future occasions he some­
times visited me, and later came when he was experiencing 
hallucinations and asked to be admitted to hospital. He would still 
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not have considered the police station as a place to go for help, and 
I think he was still cautious about my compulsory powers, but he 
had been prepared to recategorise me as being helpful where these 
were not at issue. 

Concept learning may be done: 

• systematically, as informal education 
• informally, as we constantly change our understanding of the 

world through daily experience. 

People have various ways of learning; they need to know how to 
learn particular sorts of information, and workers need to under­
stand clients' ways of learning. 

Concepts are not only information, but also carry personal and 
symbolic meanings for people. So, the fact that a wife is out when 
her husband returns home may be insignificant to one person, but 
important to another who gains comfort or power from the 
expectation that she should always be there. Symbolic meaning 
comes from experience, thought and consideration, often over a 
long period of time. 

Environment and culture affect how people learn concepts, as 
with discrimination learning. People have particular cognitive 
styles, which can be identified. Obstacles to effective cognitive 
learning may be inadequate learning skills, arising from poor 
perceptions and thinking, inadequate knowledge to understand 
what is perceived and an inflexibility arising from getting stuck in 
particular patterns of understanding. 

Most concept learning comes from interactions with other people­
it is transactional and interpersonal. Everyone is, however, limited 
by their own personal outlook or premises in what they can 
understand of others. Trying to achieve change in a relationship re­
quires the participants' commitment to involvement, or change 
cannot be attained because the interpersonal element is not there. 

The content of change using concept learning is communication 
and metacommunication (see Chapter 7). Workers should examine 
the whole range of communication especially language to find out 
about: 

• clients' cognitions about themselves and their life 
• their symbolic assumptions about the world and how they 

experience it 
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• cognitive style, whether it is concrete or creative 
• their personal responsibility and how they explain what 

happens to them 
• their self-concept 
• how they feel about various aspects of their personal history. 

An important aspect of the change transaction is the expectation 
clients have of it, which may be uncertain, and which the worker 
may have of the client. There may be particular confusion about 
power, and a good deal of resulting ambivalence about the 
relationship. In one case, for example, I was asked to help a 
couple consider whether they wished to be reconciled in their 
marriage rather than seek a legal separation. The wife was hopeful 
of this, the husband opposed, and I was doubtful about the 
motives of the lawyer who referred the case, and so I did not really 
believe that I would be effective. The wife saw me as having the 
power to convince her husband to return to her; the husband was 
afraid that I might do so; I was anxious to display the fact that I did 
not have any power, and that they must in the end make their own 
decision. As a result, the husband resisted any real involvement in 
the process, and I failed to use the personal and professional 
influence that I might have had to induce an engagement in the 
process of working out a resolution which both could understand 
and accept, even if it was that divorce was necessary. This 
illustrates how expectations among workers and clients may doom 
an otherwise useful relationship, and the problem of power within 
those expectations. 

Assessment should not consist of testing characteristics of the 
client against systems of knowledge, or set diagnostic categories, 
but of attempts to understand this client or group of clients in this 
situation. Workers will always be prejudiced by their own view of 
the world, and an examination of this prejudice should always be 
included in any assessment. 

Having gained a preliminary understanding of the client's pre­
mises and present modes of concept learning, strategies for change 
can be established. The three major strategies are: 

• set up a climate which will improve the clients' learning 
• remove obstacles to learning 
• help clients change their premises and views of reality. 
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Some strategies are based in the environment. The first essential is 
to ensure that clients who do not have the basic resources for living 
have improved access to them; housing and social security prob­
lems should be the first priority where they are an issue. Taking 
such action does not nourish the whole person however. Clients 
may be damaged emotionally by their dependency on the services 
provided. Instead of being patronising helpers, workers should 
help clients explore parts of their lives and capacities which will 
allow them to gain some satisfactions and personal growth. Their 
expectations, currently unsatisfied, should be investigated for 
some which could be met. Where clients have very disorganised 
lives, the first priority is to help achieve some level of organisation 
which will allow the client to begin learning again. 

Social services and other agencies often contribute to the 
disorganisation and oppression which clients experience. Strat­
egies to overcome this are: providing information and advice, 
particularly about rights; trying to remove the unreasonable 
emotions that some clients have about dealing with officialdom, so 
that they are more able to manage their own affairs; advocacy on 
their behalf; negotiation among agencies to gain some degree of 
co-ordination and prevent the fragmentation of services to particu­
lar clients. All workers have the professional responsibility to seek 
changes in the system of services which will benefit their clients in 
general. 

Cognitive strategies aim to change clients' views of the world. 
Clients may not have enough knowledge of themselves or of things 
outside themselves; they may misinterpret what they know or be 
poor at reasoning from it. Uncertainty and conflict may limit their 
capacity to use their knowledge and conceptions. 

Conceptual reorientation is the first cognitive strategy. The 
helper may act as a model for new ways of thinking and under­
standing, give information and advice, help the client to connect 
their thinking with the things that they have experienced, and pull 
out from the client any conceptions which are inhibited by others' 
expectations (e.g. what parents said was 'good'). 

The client's involvement in cognitive learning is crucial. The aim 
is to help clients find evidence in their lives for problems in think­
ing and understanding their world. Self-examination encourages 
the clients to look closely and analytically at their daily lives to 
gain new insights. Explanation involves giving information not 
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previously available to or used by, the clients. Methods of doing so 
include interpretation and confrontation where attempts are made 
to present new or resisted information, reflection and feedback to 
the client of the feelings being shown, questioning to get the client 
to think about new concepts, and suggestion and exhortation 
which apply pressure directly. Self-demonstration involves putting 
the client in situations where problems with perceptions and 
thinking can be more clearly seen. Vicarisation involves helpit g 
clients to model themselves on others, either the worker, O" 

people they approve of, or people from books, films and television. 
From these approaches, clients can grasp what is getting in the 

way of fulfilling their aims. What they know, however, does not 
necessarily affect what they can do - a connection has to be made 
between their thinking and action. This involves finding and using 
different ways of thinking. Convergent thinking is limiting because 
it pushes people to put ideas into set and known categories. 
Divergent thinking expands and creates new ideas from initial 
knowledge or thoughts. It is more dialectical and promotes clients' 
capacity to apply symbolic and personal meanings to information. 
Some types of activity require one rather than the other mode of 
thinking, and good thinking requires the capacity to switch 
appropriately between the two. 

Changing convergent thinking obliges workers to start where 
the client is (Goldstein, 1983), by accepting their present under­
standing of reality. Four possible strategies proceed from this: 

• extracting meaning - clients expand on their ideas and 
concepts so that inconsistencies and faulty thinking are 
exposed 

• projecting meaning - clients show how their thinking works. 
Role play, or detailed examination of possible situations, 
enable the worker to show where problems in thinking lead 
to. It is important to avoid asking for explanations from the 
client which only leads to self-justification, but, rather, to 
ask 'what happens when .. ?' 

• dialectic reversal sets up a situation in which it becomes 
impossible for clients to continue holding particular views. 
The worker gets the client to consider alternatives which are 
equally problematic, and in this way move towards a suitable 
compromise 
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• exchanging frames of reference - helping the client to see 
alternative ways of doing things. A teenager who is constantly 
arguing with parents, for example, can be asked to imagine 
how a friend without this problem would behave in dealing 
with the parents. This can give people new ideas, and help 
them to see the possibility of change - things do not have to 
be as they are. 

One of the difficulties to be faced is the existential crisis of dread of 
the insecurity which may arise when we change. So, we should get 
the client's commitment to change. Whatever is done has to 
achieve the client's purposes, and we may need to alter or expand 
those purposes as part of achieving change. This involves reaching 
a new understanding of the problem, of the conflict and discomfort 
that the client feels, and thinking about the possible consequences 
for living (which may not all be good), which would be brought 
about by the changes proposed. 

Principle learning is the third form of learning in which we 
establish general guides to behaviour. These come from the 
dialectic or interaction between values, adaptation and our per­
sonal constructions of the world. Principles allow certainty in 
relationships between human beings. Values are a particularly 
important element. Identifying principles of living can be difficult 
because they cannot be determined by empirical study, and they 
often form groups associated with parts of human experience so 
that they cannot easily be separated out and studied on their own. 
Principles tend to be enduring, but they alter as social change 
requires it. 

Principle learning takes place, therefore, in a social context, and 
learning can only be enhanced if there is an environment in which 
the client feels free to take part in dialogue with others in a fairly 
open way, to isolate, study and test out various principles of living. 
An oppressive family or community makes it difficult to do this. 
The way in which the worker manages their own power and 
authority in relationships with the client affects whether a suitable 
environment for principle learning can be provided within social 
work. Openness about the worker's role and activity is essential. 
Reflection and dialogue with the worker about how clients guide 
their lives is the main method of approach. 

Problem-solving is the fourth type of learning covered by 
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Table 9.1 Basic principles of Goldstein's cognitive-humanist model 

Principle Practice 

make social services 
accessible 

social forces affect 
problem-solving 

solutions, not problems, 
are important 

start where the client is 

workers' role is to 
manage learning and 
change 
use the client's own 
learning style 
values and action 

risk-taking 

learning is transferable 

motivation 

clarity and openness 

immediacy 

use contracts 

advice, guidance and 
direction 

many clients are excluded from access, 
because of the agency's tailing or workers' 
prejudices 
clients' attempts to deal with problems are 
damaged by their environment, and workers 
must explore ways of helping within that 
environment 
we all have problems; how we try to solve 
them produces most of life's problems; social 
work is about finding better solutions 
worker's should always begin with the client's 
unique, personal view of the world and 
symbolic understanding of reality 
clients do the changing, but workers must 
provide an environment and help to enable 
clients to change 
learning will be quicker and more enduring if 
the client's own ways of learning are respected 
make clients aware of how principles and 
values are crucially connected to what they do 
clients should be encouraged to use Jess 
rational and more creative forms of thinking; 
also all change will involve clients in facing the 
insecurity of change 
help clients see how learning can be 
transferred to other problems of living 
while this is important, the reasons for poor 
motivation should be explored, rather than 
rejecting or criticising clients 
these are crucial to providing an environment 
in which clients can take the risks necessary to 
make changes 
particularly with unwilling clients, try to react 
at once to the most stressful or difficult matter 
which has caused the referral 
this helps to make the obligations and roles of 
all concerned explicit, limits unrealistic and 
possibly frightening implications, and 
encourages clients to express their own goals 
and expectations 
these techniques use the worker's special skills 
and experience and make available 
knowledge of the systems within which clients 
live; help should be offered without 
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Principle 

locus of practice 

security and stability 

hope 

autonomy 

Source: Goldstein (1981) 

Practice 

preventing clients from finding their own 
solutions 
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use a variety of settings, whichever are most 
effective for achieving aims 
ensure that clients receive necessities of living 
as the basis for future independence, which 
cannot even be started upon if basic needs are 
unmet 
as part of motivation, it is essential that client 
and worker have hope, which consists both of 
realistic expectation and an element of 
emotion and belief about the future (Korner, 
1973) 
a basic need for everyone which the worker 
should try to enhance for the client 

Goldstein's book and is at the highest level. Problem-solving is 
both a process and a way of applying logic to a situation. There are 
three main phases. The first, induction, is where the problem is 
felt, explored and understood. In the core, it is analysed, various 
alternatives are tested out for its resolution and a strategy for 
dealing with it identified. In the ending phase, the eventual 
strategy is used and evaluated and taken into the client's repertoire 
of techniques for dealing with problems in the future. Problem­
solving involves all the elements of learning, the environment, the 
client's self and dialogue with others with whom the client is in 
contact. 

Motivation is a significant part of enabling clients to learn. 
Goldstein sets out a number of basic principles of his approach, 

and these are summarised in Table 9.1. 

Commentary 

Cognitive theory has only begun to make a significant impact in 
social work since the early 1980s. Social workers' reaction to the 
use of the original forms of cognitive therapy within psychology 
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was one of uncertainty that the fairly aggressive methods of 
disputation were appropriate ethically with clients, congenial to 
social work's fairly non-directive approach and, particularly, 
appropriate to social work's clientele. The model runs the risk, if 
used regularly, of identifying practical problems of poverty and 
oppression, which is what leads many clients to social work 
agencies, as irrational reactions, and this would be unfortunate if it 
failed to acknowlege real problems in the environment. However, 
more explicit alliances of these methods with a humanist philo­
sophy seems to have overcome some of these problems. Such 
approaches, which are developments of social learning theory, 
may have particular benefits for people with mental illnesses, and 
for training work with parents unable to manage their children's 
behaviour effectively. There is research support for their effective­
ness in such circumstances. The approach introduces into social 
work a useful educative element as against the therapeutic 
approach of many social work methods. 

Overall, we can see cognitive approaches as offering a useful 
way of understanding social work in a way which emphasises 
clients' rational capacity to manage their lives, and enhances that 
capacity with clear and well-tried techniques. Allied with humanist 
views of the process and related values which respect and involve 
clients, cognitive approaches to social work retain many of social 
work's basic caring values within a framework of effective action. 
They are, as yet, relatively untried in everyday social work 
practice. 
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Radical and Marxist 
Approaches 

Connections 

Radical views of social work gained in significance in the 1970s. 
While their influence has waned, some ideas have become embed­
ded in social work thought. An element of social criticism deriving 
from radical thought is now more essential to social work theory 
than it was before this period of influence. These approaches also 
created a theoretical environment in which the development of 
forms of social work such as empowerment, advocacy and 
consciousness-raising grew up and became acceptable. 

Rojek (1986) distinguishes three Marxist views of social work: 

• the progressive position - social work is a positive agent of 
change because it connects more general bourgeois society 
(i.e. a society in which capitalism has created a system which 
exploits the working class) with representatives of the work­
ing class; social workers are significant in promoting collec­
tive action and consciousness raising, so helping to achieve 
change 

• the reproductive position - social workers are agents of class 
control enhancing the oppression by capitalist societies of 
the working class 

• the contradictory position - social workers are both agents of 
capitalist control and undermine (at least potentially) class 
society; although acting as agents of social control they also 
increase working-class capacities to function, and offer some 
of the knowledge and power of the state to clients in the 
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working class; the existence of this contradiction in their role 
leads to other contradictions which eventually contribute to 
the overthrow of capitalist society. 

The progressive position is that taken by writers usually described 
as radical, such as Galper (1980), and books edited by Bailey and 
Brake (1975a, 1980). One account of the reproductive position is 
that of Skenridge and Lennie (1971). The contradictory position is 
represented by the work of Corrigan and Leonard (1978), a 
Marxist perspective considered later in this Chapter as the best 
example of this approach. 

Radical social work arises from criticism of 'traditional' (psycho­
dynamic) social work, of other theories relying on psychological 
explanations of social problems, and of functionalist theories 
which tend to take for granted the present social order. Mcintyre 
(1982) usefully summarises the radical critique of traditional social 
work: 

• explanations in traditional social work reduce complex social 
problems to individual psychological ones; it tends to 'blame 
the victim', making clients responsible for problems which 
have social origins; it deflects attention from social circum­
stances 

• it 'privatises' people with social problems, cutting them off 
from others who would share that experience and possibly 
deal jointly with it, and 

• it strengthens and follows the oppressive social order of 
capitalism. 

In spite of this critique, there are links between many radical 
theories and traditional social work. Webb (1981) identifies four 
main ones: 

• both accept that society contributes to generating personal 
problems, but traditional social work accounts of the process 
by which this happens and interventions within it are inade­
quate, as we saw in the case of psychosocial and systems 
theory 

• in both, the relationship between people and society is 
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transactional, reflexive or interactive, so that we can affect 
our social circumstances as they affect us 

• both seek client autonomy, but traditional social work 
criticises radical social work for ignoring it in pursuit of 
general social objectives which may conflict with individual 
needs and autonomy, while radicalism criticises traditional 
social work for ignoring the social constraints to conform 

• both value insight so that clients can understand their 
circumstances in order to act on them, but the purposes and 
means of action are different, and each would deny the value 
of each other's forms of action. 

Allied to the radical critique of social work methods, there is 
criticism of social work's system of service. Because agencies are 
part of the social system which supports capitalism, they have 
inherent failings in helping the working class. Ryant (1969) 
summarises these as follows: 

• agencies have limited and fragmented roles making it difficult 
to deal with the clients' problems as a whole and the range of 
social problems which need addressing 

• agency financing restricts the resources available, and exerts 
control against solutions which are contrary to the interests 
of the financiers; public and corporate roles of agencies tend 
to lead to collective views within them which are aligned with 
conventional views in society 

• hierarchical and bureaucratic organisation in agencies 
tends to reinforce caution and acceptance of rules and con­
ventions 

• representation on management committees and public bodies 
responsible for agencies' policy tends to be made up of 
people who represent or accept the existing system, rather 
than clients or representatives of oppressed or disadvantaged 
communities 

• professionalisation of social work leads to social workers 
being rewarded by society with status, income and other 
advantages of the profession, thus promoting their accept­
ance of the status quo and rejection of critical analyses of the 
problems that they are dealing with. 



204 Modern Social Work Theory 

From these brief summaries of radical views on social work, it is 
possible to identify a number of issues which are the central 
concern: 

• social control and the extent to which social work exercises it 
through the state on behalf of ruling classes 

• professionalisation and the extent to which it is promoted by 
social work education to the disadvantage of the interests of 
oppressed communities and individuals clients 

• is radical practice possible? 

There would probably be wide agreement that social work has a 
social control function, in that one of its tasks is to promote con­
formity with what Pearson (1975, p. 129) calls ' ... the binding 
obligations of civil society.' However, if we accept that such 
functions are always legitimate we fail to question whether that 
control is always exercised for the benefit of clients, or of the social 
groups to which clients belong. Satyamurti (1979) argues that care 
and control are mixed together as part of public policy in British 
social work agencies, and their functions are hard to separate. This 
is probably true for many of those countries in which social work is 
primarily managed by state agencies. Goroff (1974) suggests that 
the activities of many agencies in the USA reflect coercive social 
control. Radicals argue that this is often on behalf of the state, 
representing the dominant interests of capitalist society. 

Radical social work has been concerned by the way in which 
professionalisation of social work disadvantages clients' interests, 
and leads social workers to become part of the state and social 
interests which oppress clients, and seek their profession's de­
velopment even where this is contrary to clients' interests. The 
work of Illich et a/. (1977), proposing that professions are often 
established to act in their own interests rather than (as they would 
themselves suggest) those of the people they serve, has generated 
a great deal of interest. The role of social work education is an 
example of this process. Radicals argue that it trains students for 
'traditional' social work, reinforcing social control, individual 
explanations of clients' problems, and conventional rather than 
radical interpretations of society (Cannan, 1972). According to 
Statham (1978, p. 92), radicals should study traditional forms of 
theory and practice to see where it is oppressive. 
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Radical practice is presented by Bailey and Brake (1975b, 1980) 
as ' ... essentially understanding the position of the oppressed in 
the context of the social and economic structure they live in.' 
(Bailey and Brake, 1975b, p. 9) Casework is not rejected, only that 
which supports 'ruling-class hegemony'. Hegemony, here, means 
the use of ideology by the ruling class to maintain control of the 
working class. 

One form of radical work is through collective action. Workers 
should ally themselves to working-class institutions, especially 
trade unions, and participate in political action, and community 
activity particularly within working-class organisations. Activity 
outside practice is relevant to practice, particularly since social 
work as an occupation and a set of agencies cannot expect to have 
substantial influences on social change (Statham, 1978, pp. 90--94). 
Decentralising and democratising teamwork is also essential, since 
it alerts workers to the community in which they operate, im­
proves involvement in community issues, and promotes collective 
action. 

The second major area of radical work, according to Bailey and 
Brake (1980), is individual work with clients. Workers should help 
people understand how oppression has alienated them from society, 
and raise their self-esteem. Personal and material needs should be 
distinguished; most working-class problems derive from material 
needs. In explaining clients' problems we should avoid indi­
vidualising and blaming clients for social problems. In confronta­
tion and negotiation, alliance and collective action with working­
class organisations is more powerful than using social workers' 
influence alone. 

One important result of this approach was an emphasis on 
clients' material needs. We should not see these as signs of 
personal and emotional problems. The growth of welfare rights 
and advocacy work on behalf of clients is therefore an important 
result of radical theory. The development of advocacy as a form of 
social work practice and theory is considered in the next Chapter. 

Radical social work also, significantly, argues that social work 
emphasises traditional conceptions of the family, which led to the 
oppression of women, and this is considered further below. 
Women were often clients of social work when many of the 
problems should have involved and may have been caused by men. 
Such approaches became allied with the developing women's 
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movement of the 1960s and 1970s. A distinctively feminist form of 
social work practice grew up (Statham, 1978; Wilson, 1980; Valen­
tich, 1986; Hanmer and Statham, 1988; Dominelli and McCleod, 
1989) which is dealt with later in this Chapter. 

A particularly important radical perspective, based on the work 
of Freire (1972; see also Brigham, 1977), grew up in Latin 
America during the 1960s and 1970s, arising from a perception 
that Western social work was inadequate because it did not 
recognise that in poor countries the struggle merely to exist is the 
major priority. Rather than a form of social action stemming from 
reform which maintains society in a steady state, liberation from 
the struggle to subsist requires revolutionary change (Lusk, 1981). 
This philosophy led to a 'reconceptualisation' of social work in 
Latin America. Costa (1987) reviews a range of writing on these 
developments, emphasising the social worker as a wage earner in 
alliance with the working class, and political practice as part of 
social work. Among the techniques used is to seek the democrat­
isation of social institutions so that clients may have influence 
within them, to create space and services especially appropriate 
for working-class people (e.g. welfare and civil rights), to become 
engaged with social movements, and to use professional associa­
tions and trade unions to seek change. Costa quotes Faleiros' four 
strategic alternatives: 

• conservative - professionalising social work without any 
political engagement 

• denial- becoming involved in popular political work without 
also being committed to changing social institutions for the 
benefit of clients 

• counter-institutional - seeking deprofessionalisation, re­
moving professional control and asking clients to make 
decisions (e.g. anti-psychiatry, which rejects medical and 
social help for mental illness in favour of self-help) 

• transformation - seeking the transformation of social institu­
tions through support of clients, professional activity and 
political action. 

By implication, work in one sphere without accepting responsibil­
ity for other types of activity is likely to be ineffective. 

Freire is concerned with the education of people whose com-
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munities are oppressed by poverty and powerlessness. Such people 
are 'objects' who are acted upon, rather than having the freedom 
to act that people who are 'subjects' have. However, there is a 
'fear of freedom', which must be disposed of. This is done by 
education through involvement in critical 'dialogue' in which pure 
activism (trying to act without reflection and analysis) and pure 
verbalism (constantly talking about what to do without action) are 
merged together in praxis which involves acting on analyses of 
social situations, and influencing the analysis by the experience 
and effects of the action. 

One of the important aspects of this is conscientisation which 
requires the consciousness of oppressed people to be raised. They 
become aware by this process of their oppression, rather than 
accepting it as inevitable, and through participation in dialogue 
and praxis, can take action to lose their fear of freedom and some 
of their powerlessness. Conscientisation has been connected to 
ideas of animation and agology which have their influence on the 
continent of Europe (Resnick, 1976). These are concerned with 
promoting collective activity, particularly arts and leisure, as an 
expression of community experience and as a medium of educa­
tion. Agology is a service in which the worker guides and enables 
intentional planning of social and personal change. The same 
radical roots have given rise also to the idea of consciousness­
raising as part of the woman's movement, and it has many of the 
same objectives in freeing women's perceptions, encouraging 
understanding of their oppressed state and the taking of collabora­
tive action. 

A Marxist perspective on social work: Corrigan and Leonard 

The starting point of Corrigan and Leonard's book (1978) is that 
an explanation is needed of why welfare states are attacked for 
generating dependence and high costs while social structures still 
create oppression. Corrigan and Leonard argue that the Marxist 
method of enquiry, historical materialism, helps our understand­
ing of these issues. This is an approach to history which studies 
how materials which are the necessities of life are produced. 
People are in a dialectic relationship with their social world; this 
means that while it influences and perhaps oppresses them, they 



208 Modern Social Work Theory 

may also influence it. Individuals create history, as well as being 
made by it. 

The role of theory is important. The idea of praxis means that 
theories must be implemented in practice, and that practice 
reflects on and alters the theory. Theory must come partly from 
ideas outside daily practice, otherwise it would only be a simple 
reflection of that practice, but it must not be totally outside 
recognisable practice. Marxism sets out to study both modes of 
production and the social relations that they entail through historical 
materialism. The basic concepts of Marxist theory relevant to 
social work are set out in the following account, drawing on 
Corrigan and Leonard. 

Production is about the way in which goods are produced in a 
society, setting the kind of social relationships that exist within it 
by establishing relationships between people and their natural 
surroundings and requiring them to work together. 

In capitalist societies, labour becomes separated from the means 
of production, because more complex tools and manufacturing 
processes are out of the individual worker's financial reach. 
Labour thus comes to rely on capital accumulated by someone 
other than the worker to supply the means of production. The 
capitalist who owns the capital (i.e. the tools, machines, factories 
and money to buy materials in large quantities) needs to employ 
large numbers of workers relatively free of other social relations. 
In return, the capitalist pays a wage, which compensates the 
worker for part of the value of the labour provided, and retains the 
remainder of the value of that labour (the surplus value) in the 
form of profit, having sold the goods produced. Capitalists gain 
power over labour, tempered by institutions such as trade unions 
which protect the worker against the employer. 

The arrangements necessary for capital production create typi­
cal social relations. People live in towns because this is the only 
way to get a job. Cheap and exploitative forms of housing (e.g. 
back to back houses and tenements in the 19th century and 
crowded flats in the 20th century) are devised. Working people 
suffer from fundamental insecurities because, whatever protections 
they may have built up, their jobs and livelihood depend on capital 
which they cannot control. These social relationships must be con­
stantly renewed, otherwise capitalist production would fail. There­
fore, capitalist societies must reproduce both capital and labour. 
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Families provide effective means of reproducing labour, through 
having and raising children, and reproduction involves socialising 
children into values which will enable them to accept working in 
production. The family is one environment in which individual 
experience can be related to wider social contradictions. Women's 
oppression arises because of the importance of their role as 
socialisers of children, in acting as consumers in the economic 
market, in being the stable centre of a family and in being reserve 
labour for use if there is not enough male labour, for example 
where there is war, illness or population decline. 

Marx argued that the growth of capitalism broke up close social 
relationships and damaged, through the demands of production, 
family relationships in the working class. However, part of the 
ideological hegemony of the ruling class is the creation of an 
idealised concept of close family life. The experience of produc­
tion and life outside the domestic role allows women to challenge 
the dominance of them by men in a patriarchal society. 

There are, of course, many different kinds of family. We have 
become aware of this particularly because of the variety brought 
into industrialised societies by different cultural and ethnic groups. 
These different types of family derive from the different modes of 
production in the societies from which these cultures come. As 
they become part of capitalist societies, their traditional family 
relationships are forced to change or are at least put under conflict. 

These social relations are dialectical, so that while industrial 
work is dehumanising, it also provides experience of human co­
operation which enables people to learn its value, and while family 
life often oppresses women, it gives experience of personal control 
of an important area of life which is essentially humanising. These 
are examples of the contradictions which exist everywhere in 
capitalist life. By analysing and understanding such contradictions, 
social workers can see where to intervene in people's lives to make 
them more human. Encouraging involvement in co-operative 
activities, both for social workers and clients, can be supportive 
and personally valuable in the face of oppression. Stimulating 
women's consciousness of their potential and the co-operative and 
developmental aspects of family living can be valuable in combat­
ting isolation and alienation in society. 

Class explains social change in Marxist theory. Change is always 
taking place; social relations are never static. Classes are social 
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groups with shared interests, which are created by the social 
relations arising from the mode of production. Critics would 
dispute whether interests are in fact shared within such large social 
groupings. In capitalist societies, Marxism says, the interests of the 
classes grow apart, and there are struggles between them for 
power. The main class division in society is between those who 
own the means of production and those who sell their labour, 
respectively, capitalists (or bourgeoisie) and working classes. 

Social workers and similar occupational groups are part of the 
working class, because they sell their labour, but their role is to act 
on behalf of the apparatus of the state which seeks to reproduce 
the social relations of capitalism by the education and adjustment 
of people in society. Their position is, therefore, another contra­
diction. The power of capitalist institutions over them through 
their working role emphasises the importance of collective support 
among social workers and alliance with working-class organisa­
tions if they are to use the contradictions of their position to create 
social change. 

Most people in society are forced to organise themselves to fight 
the interests of the other class, and this recognition of the 
importance of the struggle and the conflict of interests between the 
classes is a form of class consciousness. However, most people's 
experience of this struggle is as subordinates, so that they always 
feel without power and influence, and simply operate on the basis 
of protecting their interests rather than actively seeking change. 
The fact that only class struggle brings about significant social 
change means that to make progress in influencing society, social 
workers or anyone else seeking major social change need to ally 
themselves with working-class organisations, rather than attempt­
ing minor change through their own roles. We should demystify 
welfare issues and link them in working-class organisations with 
their more central activities. Thus, information-giving and welfare 
rights advice helps working-class organisations understand the 
effect of the state as part of oppression by capitalist societies of 
working-class people. 

The state, by which social workers are employed, is the means 
by which society is established in the interests of capitalism and by 
which the working class or proletariat is maintained and repro­
duced. The state is autonomous from the ruling class since it 
represents the present results of class struggle and therefore the 
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balance between the interests of the classes. Political and eco­
nomic power do not always go together, therefore. Ruling class 
hegemony is, however, maintained in the long term. 

Capitalism needs an 'efficient environment' for success, so that 
workers are well educated and healthy, and both capital and 
labour are reproduced. Welfare activities within the state also act 
as part of the presentation of the ideology of the ruling class. The 
system is evidently not wholly oppressive, and workers accept this, 
becoming apathetic about the possibilities of social change or 
achieving improvements in their lot. Thus the social worker acts 
both in the interests of the ruling class, and also represents 
achievements of the welfare state for the benefit of the working 
class. 

Workers maintain an ideological resistance to the hegemony of 
the ruling class in the state. They do not give up opposing 
attitudes, but play the system to get benefits, and accept require­
ments made of them to achieve services and benefits from the 
welfare state. Ideological resistance of this kind is supported by 
actual resistance, through campaigns for welfare benefits and 
resistance to unwanted legislative change. 

Social workers cannot be neutral between the state and the 
working class. Nobody is ever neutral in social relations, because 
they always have a role in the class struggle; neutrality implies 
accepting the status quo which always represents the interests of 
the ruling class. Similarly, positivist science in its acceptance of 
conservatively defined evidence and expertise tends to promote 
the interests of the ruling class because it assumes that the 
fundamental purpose of society (production) is not disputed, only 
the ways of achieving it efficiently are uncertain and need to be 
tested or sought. 

Since the welfare state is part of the ideological apparatus of the 
state rather than being directly repressive, there is room for social 
workers to manoeuvre to the benefit of their clients. Therefore, 
how social workers tackle their role affects how their social 
functions may be defined. Their role is contradictory and the 
extent of the contradiction created depends on the function that 
they undertake. 

Alienation from the means of production, because they are 
owned by the ruling class, leads to working-class people becoming 
fundamentally dissatisfied with their lives. Capitalist society 
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encourages individualism because people must be mobile and in 
competition with each other. Capitalist ideology associates such 
alienation with the loneliness of isolation arising from individual­
ism and assumes that this is part of the human condition. This 
would be the assumption of humanist and existential thought, for 
example. The cult of the individual also invades the state in the 
form of a philosophy of concern for the individual and for 
individualisation, which, we noted in Chapter 1, is a characteristic 
of social work. 

Traditionally, Marxism has rejected the idea of personality and 
individual psychology being relevant to social understanding, but 
Leonard (1984) expands on his view of a Marxist psychology which 
is relevant for social work. He argues that this must start from 
acknowledgement that our psychology and personality comes from 
the social relations which are formed by the modes of production 
and reproduction. We experience contradictions which arise out of 
these modes in the form of ideology deriving from the demands 
made by the social order upon us. Thus, needs to consume 
products come from social pressures to consume which are there 
because the mode of production requires both consumption and an 
attitude that consumption is important. Synthesis between Marxist 
and conventional psychologies is not possible because their philo­
sophical bases are irreconcilable. Instead, according to Leonard, 
we are constructed by our experiences of the economy and its 
consequences in the way we offer labour. Economic experiences 
also construct our organisation, domestic labour and the role of 
women, the level of income we receive (which affects our health, 
motivation and mental strength), the balance of effort which we 
may put into more satisfying mental activities rather than concrete 
activities aimed at subsistence and the need to consume. The 
family provides the physical site for our lives. Also the ideology of 
the family is required by the capitalist social order - including 
'gender and age hierarchies' (i.e. whether men or women, older or 
younger family members are dominant). Socialisation in the family 
contributes to capitalist assumption about economic life and to 
wider social attitudes. The state by defining normal and deviant 
behaviour, reinforces ideology and divisions created and socialised 
by the economy and the family, sets up and enforces levels of 
achievement, stigma, income, discrimination, and promotes ideol­
ogy generally beneficial to the ruling hegemony. 
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These determinants form a personality by social and personal 
control over the balance between concrete and abstract activity (so 
that some people, for example, are expected to be practical, 
unthinking types and attempts are not made to educate them 
otherwise), by the acceptance in our minds of the views that have 
been constructed by the ideology of the ruling hegemony, by 
identification with dominant ways of seeing how we should be, and 
by repression of anything which opposes dominant views of 
appropriate behaviour. 

People have various means of resisting these forces, including 
stimulating consciousness of alternative and contradictory percep­
tions of the world, developing neurosis and similar behaviours 
which are evidence of unconscious resistance, developing personal 
capacities (which may be personally satisfying even if it does not 
contribute to the labour market), and participation in collective 
action. These ideas for a Marxist psychology are an important 
answer to the criticism that, in its emphasis on social forces, 
Marxism fails to consider personal and individual aspects of our 
lives. They also emphasise the family as the origin of, and as a 
place for dealing with, many social and personal issues. 

Marxist approaches for everyday practice are as follows: 

• working collectively with colleagues relating activity, particu­
larly in a community setting, with working-class collective 
action in community groups and trade unions 

• building up co-operative and consciousness-raising elements 
of family life, to make it a setting for good personal 
experiences creating a contradiction with the alienation and 
isolation of capitalist society 

• helping the family cope with the consequences of being a 
unit of consumption for the market, and the pressures 
created by the way the employment market encourages the 
separation of roles in the family 

• helping families seek a changing social pattern, rather than 
aiming at a fixed 'ideal' family 

• helping families deal collectively with the problems of their 
oppression by capitalist society, rather than concentrating on 
individual problems, or on children's behaviour or women's 
roles (because they are not being socialised or being good 
mothers or housekeepers according to capitalist assumptions) 
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• understanding the meaning of the family members' work 
lives for arrangements within their family 

• understanding conflicts in the family by looking at expected 
social relations; for instance disputes between generations 
(e.g. parents and children) arise within the context of 
preparing children for the labour market and to accept 
bourgeois ideological views of appropriate behaviour, which 
they often resist 

• helping clients understand and reveal wider social conflicts 
and contradictions through family relationships, especially 
by looking, with elderly people, at the history of working­
class experience in the community being served, and gaining 
their own view of the experiences that have led to their 
present position. The isolation of elderly people and their 
abandonment reflects their uselessness as units of labour for 
production and the need for families to concentrate on work, 
by being mobile (so leaving the area where the elderly parent 
lives) or out during the day and unable to help and support 
them. This is one of the consequences of capitalist produc­
tion for the organisation of family life. 

Lee and Pithers (1980) claim that radical social work has had 
little impact on residential work. They propose that residential 
care could be a significant alternative model for living in a 
collective community environment, which provides a counter­
balance to family socialisation. Residential care practice could 
combat, in their view, some of the deleterious effects of socialisa­
tion into dominant ideologies. 

Commentary 

Radical social work has been a controversial development, and the 
debate has stimulated a variety of criticisms of it: 

• it tends to neglect the immediate personal needs of clients, in 
favour of promoting their consciousness or some form of 
collective action. This is unethical, uncaring or impractical 
because it is not what the social services are set up to do, and 
it provides only a partial explanation for the behaviour and 
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events which are met by social workers. Leonard's Marxist 
individual psychology tries to counter this by connecting 
broad general explanations from the social theory with 
understanding of individual responses 

• radical theory is weak in dealing with emotional problems 
because its concentration on material and social issues and 
promotion of services like welfare rights advice ignores 
clients' humanity and emotional and personal problems in 
favour of a prescription which comes from the theory rather 
than a response to the problems which at least some clients 
present. So, it risks failing in the opposite way to traditional 
social work 

• it does not prescribe what to do, but merely offers an 
approach to understanding the situation in which clients and 
social workers operate. It relies on insight which is criticised 
in relation to psychodynamic theories (although we saw 
when considering behavioural theories that it can speed 
people's responses to problems), but it does not say that 
insight brings immediate results since class struggle must 
follow class consciousness. Failure to offer prescriptions is 
true of other social work theories (e.g. systems theories); it is 
likely that having a theory which offers an overall perspec­
tive on the situation is useful and radical theory can be 
accepted as one such 

• its accumulation of information critical of the treatment of 
many different groups identifies many problems (which can 
be demotivating for social workers), but fails to provide a 
coherent statement of what this means and a co-ordinated 
view of appropriate action (Rojek et al., 1988) 

• it has a limited view of power and equates it with control, 
allying social workers excessively with oppression, and not 
fully identifying the complexity of power relations among 
people at the personal level, where, as existentialists would 
argue, even victimised clients have a good deal of power 
(Rojek et al., 1988). 

• although it claims to seek social change, it is impossible to 
ally all the interests of the groups involved, which often con­
flict, and in practice it seems to move towards achieving only 
more from existing services for those said to be oppressed 
(Rojek et al., 1988) 
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• it is an ideology, rather than a theory: that is, it does not 
offer an explanation which can be tested empirically. Marx­
ists would answer that their method of investigation through 
historical analysis and debate is a legitimate form of study. 
They argue that positivist science maintains the ruling hege­
mony by accepting and promoting the present social order, 
and so is an inappropriate form of investigation for a radical 
theory; and that all theory represents ideological positions, 
often in support of the ruling class 

• like many ideologies, radical theories define objections in 
their own terms and explain them away (objections are often 
taken to be representations of ruling ideologies). The same is 
said of other theories (e.g. in psychodynamic theory, objec­
tions or inability to accept the theory is sometimes claimed to 
arise from unconscious fears or conflicts in the objector) 

• some radical theories emphasise inadequate and oppressive 
environments and services as a better basis for explanation 
of clients problems than individual psychology, but, at its 
worst, this can substitute blame for local environments and 
their occupants in general for blame of an individual victim 
as an explanation (Galper, 1975; Webb, 1981). This might 
lead social workers' support for clients to be seen in opposi­
tion to the needs and interests of others in the same 
environment, since the needs and wishes of the poorest 
cannot always be aligned with those of all the working class -
Clarke (1976) gives an example of this in a conflict involving 
social workers over facilities on a public housing scheme. 

To make an overall assessment of these criticisms, most of the 
practice prescriptions of radical social work concern collective 
action rather than individual help, or helping people to radical 
understandings of their personal circumstances, from which position 
their options are acceptance or long-term resistance. It is hard to 
see how this is widely helpful. Workers might have difficulties in 
official agencies which represent the ruling ideology in trying to 
promote radical approaches, and are likely either to be excluded 
or to become frustrated in their inability to take action. It is im­
portant not to go too far with this criticism. Many agencies and 
clients in fact welcome radical and community-oriented approaches, 
and the fact of opposition does not mean that a perspective should 
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be ignored. It may offer a useful view to contribute to work, using 
other theories, or to organise social workers' ideas, while not 
conflicting unreasonably with their function in the agency. In this 
regard, it is important to read carefully the more sophisticated 
analyses of the contradictory position, rather than assuming that 
all radical social work will necessarily require a conftictual 
approach to practice. 

One of the advantages of the radical perspective which negates 
these general criticisms is that it highlights certain aspects of life, 
including the importance of power, ideological hegemony, class 
and status, professionalisation, gender and oppression. Marxism 
makes these ideas available to social work in understandable form, 
and has led to a substantial development of practice in relation to 
these ideas. Its emphasis on power in particular draws into social 
work theory perspectives which have direct relevance to sexism 
and racism in ways which few other theories adequately achieve. 
For this reason, an account of feminist and non-sexist approaches 
to social work is offered in the next section. 

Feminist and non-sexist social work 

Feminist social work and therapy is help, usually given by women 
to other women, aimed at exploring and removing the effects of 
oppression arising from sexism in society and thus enabling clients 
greater freedom and control over their lives and capacity for personal 
development and growth. In the longer term, the aim is to remove 
oppression due to sexism. More broadly, non-sexist work attempts to 
avoid social work processes being used in ways which oppress or 
discriminate against women or which confirm attitudes of male 
dominance in society. There is some difference of opinion about 
whether men are able to do feminist work; Valentich (1986) says that 
some writers accept that male involvement is possible. 

Feminist and non-sexist social work have their roots in the 
women's movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Among concerns 
about oppression of women were doubts about the value of help 
for women, particularly in psychiatry, and about the psychological 
theories underlying the theory and practice of helping. We saw in 
Chapter 3 that there was criticism of the bias of psychodynamic 
theory in this respect. Feminists seek to understand the lives and 
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experience of women from their own perspectives and values 
which are different from men's, and thus avoid being looked at 
from the point of view of men (androcentrism) (A. Hudson, 1985). 
In social work, it is argued that goal- and task-oriented practice, 
and positivist demands for scientific practice, are male-defined 
priorities, using a male language and way of thinking (B. Collins, 
1986). Gilligan's work (1982) has been influential. She shows that 
women and men have different modes of reasoning about moral 
questions (Rhodes, 1985), and L. Davis (1985) argues that female 
'voices' have been suppressed in favour of a male positivist per­
spective. Alternative ways of defining social work, and particularly 
of ensuring that agencies are not managed so as to exclude women 
and their perspectives, are required. Since feminists are concerned 
with achieving a state of equality between men and women (and, 
therefore, with attacking, not men, but the present state of 
patriarchy in which men are on most social assumptions in a 
dominant position), their practice should reflect an egalitarian 
approach (Dominelli and McCleod, 1989). 

Work on gender issues is important in settings where sexuality 
and its control become relevant. In residential care, for example, 
attempts are sometimes made to create asexual or sexually unusual 
environments (Harris and Lipman, 1984) in order to avoid the 
complexities of managing sexuality in an abnormal environment; 
all places where people are living together for substantial periods 
are likely to raise gender and sexual issues. 

Hanmer and Statham (1988) present an approach to social work 
which is not explicitly Marxist, and seeks to be woman-centred and 
non-sexist rather than feminist. Dominelli and McCleod (1989) 
cover similar ground from a Marxist position. Gender, in Hanmer 
and Statham's account, is the basis of important life experiences 
for women. They are often defined by their gender (e.g. as 
mothers, wives), while men are defined by their status (e.g. job 
titles). Yet, women's gender often becomes invisible because they 
are socially expected to accept certain roles (e.g. carer, elderly) 
which are often expected of women rather than men, but that 
expectation is unstated. So, public policy assumes that informal 
carers will be the main helpers of people with difficulties, but 
informal carers are nearly always women. 

Women have many things in common, e.g. managing both home 
and job, living with and caring for men, and being mothers and 
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caring for dependents. Important differences between them which 
lead to diverse experiences and expectations are: different em­
ployment patterns and status, ethnic differences, different experi­
ences of being powerful or feeling powerless. Thus, a white 
woman in a professional job with experience of being seen as 
competent and powerful on occasions, will have a different view of 
life and have different expectations made of her than a black 
woman in a manual job who has felt powerless to affect her life. 
Dominelli and McCleod (1989) make the point that gender cannot 
be separated from other forms of oppression, and in particular 
class and ethnic differences, although women often have a special 
experience of such differences. Nonetheless, Hanmer and Statham 
argue that women are treated as dependent on and inferior to 
men, and share the experience of the expectations that arise from 
this. Social workers should start from recognising the common 
experiences of women, and should always move on to examining 
the diversities between one particular woman and others. Then, 
gender is an important theme in defining women in three main 
ways: women are always expected to be carers, to be subordinate 
to men, and for effective work their personal identity is crucial to 
overcoming many problems that they face. 

Assessment of women clients should always contain knowledge of 
life patterns and policies that affect women, and assumptions which 
often affect how they are assessed. Relevant life patterns include 
demographic factors, such as the fact that there are increasing 
numbers of one-parent families, reductions in the number of children 
in households, increase in divorce and remarriage, and more work­
ing mothers. We should not always make assumptions about normal 
or acceptable behaviour in women without taking these develop­
ments into account. Women are often poorer than men, and experi­
ence more strongly the effects of poor family income, poor housing 
and transport. The importance of women's work both to family 
income and to self-respect is often underestimated by social workers. 

Especially important in assessing women clients is their role as 
carers. Most women have and care for children, and often other 
dependents at different stages of their lives. Our assessment of 
their capacity to do so often reflects cultural assumptions, which 
may be questioned. Different ethnic groups, for example, may 
expect different kinds of approach to child care. We may also have 
expectations that might be questioned, such as expecting that 
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clients will always be able to have stable monogamous relation­
ships with a man, or will be able to care without relief for several 
young children in a more material and home environment. Be­
cause women are assumed to be able and willing to care, their 
contribution may be taken for granted and they are often given 
less help than men in similar circumstances. Workers should avoid 
making resource allocations on such assumptions. 

It should not be assumed that women will usually be dependent 
upon, care for and be subordinate to men. Their status and re­
lationships will be defined by marriage, or the legal consequences 
of divorce, or the fact that they are unmarried. Their caring role 
requires skill and commitment, but is often undervalued compared 
with men's social status defined by their job. Work can usefully 
focus on promoting women's identity, self-image and self-esteem. 
Women can be encouraged to see their achievements, to demand 
support and resources for the important work that they do. 

To recognise and share the experiences of women clients in this 
position, women social workers must recognise power imbalances 
and unequal treatment that they receive as employees in agencies 
which are dominated by men and male attitudes. Women are often 
excluded from promotion and have difficulties in using their per­
spective in management, which is often defined in male language 
and expectations. There are a variety of shared and collaborative 
approaches to dealing with this recommended by Hanmer and 
Statham (1988). 

In working with clients, they propose a variety of strategies for 
women-centred work, and these are summarised in Table 10.1. 

Table 10.1 Principles of woman-centred work 

Principle Practice of social worker 

preparation clarify aims, accept writing and 
recording as helpful in meeting aims 
rather than feeling disabled by demands 
for this, check facts and research about 
women, develop skills and knowledge 
to be able to challenge from a strong 
position, take risks to ask for appropriate 
help, support and resources, define 
services and policies which are 
unhelpful to women, keep information 
on resources for women clients 
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Principle 

devise principles for women­
centred practice 

make methods relevant to 
gender 

link clients to agencies 
specialising in women's needs 
increase resources for women 

involve women in decision­
making and policy-making of 
the agency 
create a code for feminist 
practice 

Practice of social worker 

like and value women, use experience 
of women as a resource, believe and 
accept women, share with and learn 
from clients in non-hierarchical ways, 
use all women groups, ensure space of 
women to get away from caring and 
dependence on men, avoid using 
conventional assumptions which treat 
women's ordinary behaviour as bad 
(e.g. sexuality), encourage women to 
feel in control of their lives and 
behaviour, use a wide range of social 
work theories and methods give 
importance and time to women alone, 
adapt theories so that they affirm rather 
than criticise women, avoid 
stereotyping and sexualising women's 
behaviour, avoid sexist language, 
accept oppression and unhappiness, 
accept disagreement with feminist 
views, avoid jargon about oppression, 
aim for success in limited tasks, use 
groups to stress shared experience and 
support, use separate groups because 
men tend to dominate groups which 
include both sexes 
generalist agencies may not provide 
enough help of the right kind 
encourage expresssion of needs and 
formalise and gain support for new 
resources, encourage equal opportunity 
policies and structures 
set up representative arrangements 

establish women's groups and training 

Source: Hanmer and Statham (1988). 

McCleod's (1979) work with prostitutes is an example of feminist 
social work showing the reality of poverty and the need to main­
tain their families which leads prostitutes to gain the high material 
rewards from this work, contrary to the more conventional 
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assumption that they become committed to prostitution through 
contact with deviant subcultures and personal inadequacies. 
Donnelly (1986) gives one of a number of accounts of groupwork 
with women clients, raising the sense of shared experience and 
understanding of women on a deprived housing estate. Both are 
aimed in various ways at consciousness raising, which Longres and 
McCleod (1980) relate to the conscientisation of Freire (1972), 
discussed above, and is thus explicitly radical. Not all feminist 
therapy and social work is radical, however. Their analysis is that 
consciousness raising aims to encourage reflection, so as to under­
stand dehumanising social structures, and action to change such 
social conditions. It involves dialogue between equals, concern for 
ideology and how dominant ideologies in society may create 
misfortune and social problems, mutual and shared exploration 
and respect for each other's views, and making connections 
between private troubles and public issues and individual and class 
interests. Consciousness raising is best done in groups for mutual 
support and broader exploration. It may be harder to find the time 
and commitment in individual work, and harder to empathise 
where the relationship between an individual client and worker is 
usually unequal. There needs to be a commitment to action to 
change situations which are identified in groups, otherwise com­
plaining about the 'system' simply leads to complaining acceptance 
of it. Donnelly's work (1986) brought together a group of women 
from a run-down public housing estate in England, with the aim of 
helping them realise that they shared many problems and experi­
ences, and that they could understand and take control of their 
lives. 

Commentary 

Feminist and non-sexist work has raised great interest since the 
early 1980s and has become important to many women. It also 
offers lessons to male social workers in understanding and 
approaching their women clients, leading to new and less judge­
mental approaches to women's sexuality and lives. It has close 
relationships to empowerment strategies, which are the subject of 
the next Chapter. 

One of the problems of creating feminist therapies (which also 
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applies to the empowerment concepts deriving from work with 
ethnic minorities used in the next Chapter) is that it may detract 
from the need to permeate all social work with a concern with non­
racist and non-sexist work and ideas. Much of the relevant social 
work literature goes out of its way to emphasise that patriarchy 
and gender oppression oppress men as well as women, but the 
creation of a separate category of activity seems in some cases to 
raise conflict with men and male-dominated institutions. There is 
not yet a well-developed theory for working in this way with men 
in difficulties, whose priorities are likely to be elsewhere. Similarly, 
it could also be claimed that giving too great a priority to this work 
with many women clients may take resources and effort away from 
a more practical attention to their poverty and social problems. 

Theoretically, there is difficulty in balancing attention to gender 
oppression with attention to oppression due to class and ethnic 
minorities, as well as a variety of other stigmas; this has led to a 
tendency to separate these concerns, which have so far proved 
hard to integrate. Non-sexist and feminist social work also raises 
the difficulty that it is based on insight techniques, which some­
times, as with other social work theories, do not specify clearly 
how to intervene once problems are revealed; it tends to be 
assumed that insight into oppression will naturally lead to action 
from the client and that the insights are relevant to the clients' 
priorities in seeking help. 



11 

Empowerment and 
Advocacy 

Connections 

In the previous Chapter, we saw that radical and Marxist theories 
attempt to offer a perspective on social work which concentrates 
on social change, but, at least in their more sophisticated formula­
tions, these theories recognise that most workers are concerned 
with relatively small communities or with individuals, families and 
small groups rather than political action. So, efforts are made to 
give guidance for practice which acknowledges and does not 
conflict with wider social objectives and which might contribute to 
social change by promoting positive aspects of human experience 
which would help towards such change. One application of such 
ideas in non-sexist and feminist social work demonstrated how 
they could be taken up. 

Radical social work has achieved considerable influence in social 
work, particularly in Europe, and has succeeded in ensuring that 
social workers are aware of the social-control functions of their 
work, and potential conflicts between their caring and enabling 
roles and their official and controlling functions. There is also 
greater consciousness of the tendency of much social work theory 
to accept and assume that social workers should reinforce the 
current social order. Many clients' oppression by and alienation 
from powerful groups in society is better recognised, as is the close 
relationship of social workers and their agencies with those 
groups. 

Concern for the needs of clearly-identifiable groups in society 
(particularly ethnic minorities and groups suffering from various 
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forms of social stigma due to disability) who are oppressed in this 
way has led to the development of models of practice designed to 
meet their needs. These tend to concentrate explicitly on the 
advocacy role of social work. 

The most important concept is that of empowerment. A full and 
comprehensive analysis of practice according to this perspective is 
contained in Solomon's (1976) book, which is outlined below as an 
example of this approach. Furlong (1987) sees empowerment as an 
important goal in casework because it avoids a crude polarisation 
of social action and individualised perspectives, placing work with 
individuals and families in a context of concern for social objec­
tives. Russel-Erlich and Rivera (1986) argue that promoting 
empowerment in oppressed communities is an essential response 
to trends in political and economic life which add to oppression. 

Rojek (1986) argues that, although closely related to radical and 
Marxist perspectives, advocacy and empowerment strategies have 
fundamentally different objectives. They are rationalist in nature, 
assuming that it is possible to change the environment in clients' 
favour. Radical approaches are materialist and claim that the 
social system needs broad change before true empowerment is 
possible. Radical and Marxist social workers would seek em­
powerment in order to create contradictions in society which 
would lead to eventual change, rather than, as the rationalist 
would, expect to change society directly. 

Advocacy 

Advocacy is another important strand of social work practice 
which seeks to promote clients' own control and involvement in 
their lives, communities and services. It is a formal application of 
that feature of social work identified in Chapter 1. Early in its 
development, advocacy was seen as a service to clients; case 
advocacy was provided by professionals to enhance clients' access 
to provision designed to benefit them; cause advocacy sought to 
promote social change for the benefit of social groups from which 
clients came. 

More recently, a process of increasing the capacity of people 
with mental illness and mental handicaps to manage their own 
lives has led to a movement to provide them with assistance to 
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achieve their civil rights within institutions and to leave institutions 
where they may have been held by compulsion. This movement, 
growing up in the USA, has moved to the UK and has been 
particularly important in promoting the independence of people 
with disabilities. 

Related to advocacy is the idea of normalisation, which seeks to 
offer people in institutions an environment which gives them 
valued social roles and a lifestyle as close to those valued by people 
outside institutions. This has proved to be an influential develop­
ment in the residential care field and in work with people with 
learning disabilities (Towell, 1988; Sinclair, 1988). 

Many of these developments are brought together together in 
the work of Rose and Black (1985) which describes a project 
promoting independent living for mentally-ill people in the com­
munity. Their approach is based explicitly on the work of Freire 
(see Chapter 10) in that they seek to empower people to become 
subjects rather than objects in their lives, by involving them in the 
process of advocacy. Critical debate with clients enters their 
present subjective reality and explores objective reality with them, 
so that they can see various situations where their subjective 
reality limits their control of the environment. Clients are engaged 
in a transformation from dependence to interdependence with 
collective networks of social support. Total autonomy is not de­
sirable (or attainable for many people): we are all interdependent 
with others to some extent. 

The work is broadly educational, following Freire's perspective. 
All social exchanges have a political content in that they either 
accept or deny the present social order. By dialogue in a situation 
of trust, with people who behave authentically (in humanist 
terms), clients engage in a praxis, acting and experiencing the 
reality that results from their actions which then affects later 
actions. (Praxis is reflexive in this way.) Workers try to get inside 
and understand clients' reality. They are oppressed by the institu­
tionalisation, poverty and material deprivation which they have 
taken into their own view of the world caused by their history in 
mental hospitals. Self-expression is encouraged, helping them gain 
vitality and acceptance of their own capacity and worth. Validation 
is the main treatment process, aimed at reconnecting clients to 
their capacity for self-expression. This is done through trying to 
understand the reality of their own life history, and rejecting 
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internalised judgements that they are incompetent. Clients be­
come 'producer-participants' in their lives rather than passively 
consuming services. 

The process of the work is set out in Table 11.1. From this 
account, it will be seen that although the approach is avowedly 
radical, it has many connections with humanist and existential 
ideas, and emphasises values of self-knowledge and self-control 
which also accept that clients can have rational cognitive control of 
their lives. 

Table 11.1 Advocacy and empowerment processes 

Phase Process 

beginning limit-setting 
problem-posing 

identifying 
options for 
action 

advocacy/ 'verstehen' 
empowerment 
practice 

thematisation 

problemisation 

Activity 

identify specific areas of praxis 
elaborate problems as client explores 
their perceptions, so that client can 
see how the world has created that 
problem; explore differences between 
worker's and client's view of 
problems; enhance trust through 
authenticity 
use worker's knowledge to help client 
understand how world may be 
affected; identify how client may be an 
actor rather than an object in relation 
to particular problems; avoid 
leadership domination - shared 
responsibility for decisions 
understanding client's perspective, 
especially their self-concept; 
demonstrate trust, non-domination; 
offer opportunities for new language, 
understanding and reference points 
establish generative themes in clients' 
lives (central ideas about the 
distortions and oppression in their 
lives); look for alienation arising from 
poverty, exploitation and 
powerlessness, or submergence from 
legitimation of oppression and 
mystification of reality 
evaluate clients' elaborated 
description of their world critically; 
see where world can be changed 
rather than seen as unchangeable 
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Table 11.1 (contd.) 

Phase Process 

anomie 

analysis of 
consequences 
of action 

choice 

action 

evaluation 

'verstehen' 

Source: Rose and Black (1985). 

Modern Social Work Theory 

Activity 

help clients understand that it is 
understandable to fear the loss of 
certainty of previous life of 
dependence; support rational 
planning for the future rather than 
fear reactions 
strategic planning; assess possible 
realistic actions; help clients 
understand power differences and 
conflicts of interest that will make 
some actions impossible 
choose targets for action; join in 
process of struggling with decision 
about whether to act or not 
reflect and analyse actions and their 
outcomes so that praxis is continuous 
assess what has been achieved after 
completion of action; assess what 
process felt like; begin critical 
reflection to improve future action 
assess how clients and workers have 
been changed by the action, and the 
process begins all over again, in a new 
cycle of activity 

Black empowerment: Barbara Solomon 

Solomon's book (1976) applies to all oppressed communities, 
but she is particularly concerned with black ethnic minorities. We 
all need personal and financial resources to accept valued identi­
ties and roles. Powerlessness in individuals or social groups is 
defined by Solomon as 'the inability to manage emotions, skills, 
knowledge and/or material resources in a way that effective 
performance of valued social roles will lead to personal gratifica­
tion' (p. 16). 

In some communities, people have been negatively valued so 
much and for so long that their powerlessness is extensive and 
crippling. Negative valuations occur in practices, organisations and 
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events which discriminate against minority groups and also in 
language which attaches derogatory words to such groups. 

Empowerment aims to use specific strategies to reduce, elimin­
ate, combat and reverse negative valuations by powerful groups in 
society affecting certain individuals and social groups. It may be 
particularly useful to apply it in family work since mutual support 
may strengthen the development of capacity among family mem­
bers, and help to interpret the worker's intervention jointly within 
the family's culture (Weaver, 1982; Pinderhughes, 1983). 

Social workers have difficulties with empowerment strategies 
because their agencies are part of a social system which routinely 
devalues certain minority groups. Making equal responses to all 
people who come to an agency may reduce discrimination. Since 
negative valuations are so widespread, agencies may unthinkingly 
implement them, so that potential clients are discouraged from 
using the agency and so do not receive the equal treatment 
available. Also, agencies may reflect negative valuations in their 
own organisation, for example by not employing any black people 
in senior positions or by deciding not to have an office in an area 
with a predominantly ethnic minority population in order to pro­
tect staff from potential violence. In relation to ethnic minorities, 
this endemic and widespread negative valuation is called institu­
tionalised racism. Negative valuations of minorities (not only 
ethnic minorites) may be so institutionalised that the problem may 
not be perceived. In many cases, therefore, such groups suffer 
from power absence rather than power failure (meaning that they 
have tried to use power and failed). 

An empowerment strategy requires commitment to both main­
tenance and improvement of effective equal services and also to 
confrontation of pervasive negative valuations. 

Most people, according to Solomon, move through three levels 
of development. They have: 

• positive experiences in early family life which give 
them confidence and competence in social interactions, and 
this 

• reinforces their ability to manage social relationships and use 
social institutions (e.g. schools) to gain further competence, 
with which 

• they can accept and perform well in valued social roles. 
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Indirect power blocks can affect each level. Negative early experi­
ences (e.g. stigma due to race, disability or poverty) reduce 
confidence in social interaction which in turn reduces the gain to 
be made at the second level and therefore obstructs the growth of 
capacity to perform valued social roles at the third level. Direct 
power blocks similarly affect each level. Poor services, for ex­
ample, might mean bad health, retarded early growth; discrimina­
tion in education may restrict access to learning and equally may 
prevent people taking on valued social roles. 

Solomon argues that because social work has concentrated on 
changing individuals rather than social institutions it is weak at 
dealing with power blocks. 

The aims of empowerment are to help clients see: 

• themselves as causal agents in finding solutions to their 
problems 

• social workers as having knowledge and skills that clients can 
use 

• social workers as peers and partners in solving problems and 
• the power structure as complex and partly open to influence. 

The model of practice is: 

• to overcome responses among clients that arise from nega­
tive valuations so that they see themselves as able to have 
some impact on their problem 

• to locate and remove blocks and find and reinforce supports 
to effective problem-solving. 

Social workers must always be aware of powerlessness. For 
example, advocacy for a social security allowance might be seen as 
using the worker's skills or as taking away clients' freedom to act 
for themselves. These possibilities and their implications for 
individuals should be assessed. Workers should also beware of 
seeing clients as the cause of their problems simply because they 
are trying to see clients as causal agents in solving their problems. 
For example, I worked with a woman who was accused of 
neglecting her child because she was not developing properly. As 
part of this, I was trying to help her to see ways in which she could 
play with the child regularly as part of her day. This is to treat her 
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as a causal agent who can actively do something about her prob­
lem, rather than sending the child to a nursery where someone 
else would take over from her. While doing this, I found myself 
becoming frustrated and blaming her for her inability to organise 
her day to make time for the child, and for her lack of creativity in 
playing with the child, who became bored. This was, wrongly, to 
see her as the cause of these problems. It was more appropriate to 
acknowledge that the poverty of her surroundings and the constant 
struggle to make ends meet took up much of her time and energy, 
and the lack of experience of mothering in her own childhood 
limited her capacity. It was more effective to involve an older 
woman assistant who could offer her more personal time, and help 
her also to plan her domestic responsibilities to make space for the 
child. 

The characteristics of a non-racist practitioner may be extended 
to apply to work with many oppressed groups: 

• the ability to see alternative explanations for any behaviour, 
and especially those alternatives which we might most want 
to reject as false 

• the ability to use many cues to choose the alternative 
explanation which is most relevant to the client 

• the ability to feel warmth, genuine concern and empathy 
regardless of race or other characteristics 

• the ability to confront clients when true feelings of warmth 
have been misinterpreted or distorted. 

Solomon's approach to engaging black-client systems in work can 
also usefully be applied to a wide range of oppressed groups. The 
underlying assumption is that most blacks coming to social agencies 
have been sent by others and will not be convinced that workers 
have anything to offer. Rapport must be established across the 
racial divide, in spite of a pervasive distrust of whites and of 
established agencies. We can see these feelings in many other 
clients of social work agencies. Workers should show familiarity 
with the communication patterns, life styles and life experience of 
the client and must present themselves 'authentically' in the 
humanist sense. It is often important to make clear the helping 
role of the worker in contrast to experiences that clients may have 
had of other agencies. 
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Assessing motivation, capacity and opportunity is crucial, since 
access to services is often obstructed by failings in the way this is 
done. Our criteria for motivation may be inappropriate, because 
the worker values things which the client's culture does not value. 
Knowing appropriate cultural expectations and patterns gives 
clues about what will motivate clients. Capacity may be more 
accurately assessed in an environment which is more secure for the 
client than an office or formal setting. Opportunity needs weighing 
carefully, since the client may be blamed for not taking up 
opportunities which in reality have not been available, because of 
various blocks, as in the case of the mother being unable to play 
with her child. Contracts should always place the client as the main 
causal agent. 

The worker's roles which work best in empowerment are: 

• resources consultant - linking clients to resources in ways 
which improve their self-esteem and problem-solving abili­
ties 

• sensitiser - assisting clients to gain self-knowledge 
• teacher/trainer - teaching processes and skills which will 

enable the client to complete specific tasks. 

For example, I worked with an elderly man from an Asian 
community who was becoming disabled, and was isolated because 
several friends had returned to Malaysia. Rather than arrange 
attendance at a day centre, which I thought might be unsympathetic, 
I suggested that we both investigate various possibilites for social 
contact through organisations that we knew. We sat down to 
identify some that we each knew, and he came with me as I 
approached one organisation that I had not been in touch with 
before. It proved uncongenial for him. Having had this experi­
ence, however, he followed up some of the other contacts for 
himself; while he did not become involved with these groups for 
various reasons, he seemed happier to go out more and made one 
or two contacts in the community. I think this came from the social 
skills and confidence acquired and having learned how to make 
new approaches. 

An important strategy is to help the client to provide services in 
their family, neighbourhood or community. A more equal rela­
tionship between client and worker often results, since both are 
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offering something, and mutuality and complementarity of rela­
tionships in the community also improves. For example, helping a 
woman to improve her child-care skills may improve her self­
esteem, give her skills to feed back into the community, improve 
relationships in the family, and help to prevent the child having 
poor experiences at the first stage of development. 

Learned helplessness theory 

Barber (1986) proposes that learned helplessness theory may be a 
useful perspective for social work. These ideas are closely related 
to, and offer some research support for, ideas of empowerment. 
Seligman's (1975) theory is based on experiments with animals and 
humans which shows that if people have important experiences 
which show that what they do has no effect on what happens to 
them, they form the expectation that their actions will generally 
not produce any useful results. Their capacity to learn useful 
behaviour in other situations becomes impaired. People may lose 
motivation, become anxious and depressed and poor at thinking 
and learning. This evidence clearly supports some of Solomon's 
(1976) ideas about powerlessness. People who are powerless 
throughout their lives would carry a sizeable burden of learned 
helplessness. The response should be, according to Barber (1986), 
environmental enrichment by giving such people experience of 
situations in which they are in control and achieve successful 
results. 

Commentary 

Advocacy and empowerment strategies have proved attractive in 
recent years as a development and implementation of radical 
social work, and one of social work's fundamental features. Con­
cern about dealing with oppression and prejudice, particularly 
against black people, has strengthened interest. Advocacy has 
evolved strongly as part of the movement to discharge many 
people from long-stay institutions in which they would previously 
have been cared for. 

These approaches are idealistic, but it is a practical idealism, 
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which can be implemented. Some forms of therapy can, if used 
incautiously, make people dependent on the expertise of the 
worker. Therefore, it may be argued that advocacy and empower­
ment represent an ideology of treatment which is radically differ­
ent, or at least is experienced differently by client and, perhaps, 
worker. 

The philosophy of self-control, personal responsibility and self­
actualisation through empowerment has relationships with cogni­
tive and particularly humanist approaches, although humanist 
therapies tend not to emphasise so clearly (although it is present in 
Rogers' later work, and Goldstein's) the importance of power 
differentials, class, and oppression, as aspects of society which 
obstruct self-actualisation and need actively to be overcome. 
Critical review of empowerment and advocacy theories has not 
developed yet, but potential criticisms may be identified. Like 
insight therapies, empowerment concentrates on developing 
clients' capacities and does not seek direct change in oppressive 
social structures, except by the effects of individual cases through 
advocacy. It thus tends to place the responsibility for social change 
upon clients, who may be strengthened, but still face formidable 
social obstacles. The practice prescriptions do not address power­
less people whose own capacities are inadequate to the assumption 
of full power over their lives; there is a danger that workers will act 
as though all clients can achieve a high degree of empowerment. 
There is no doubt that many very damaged, oppressed and 
institutionalised clients can achieve significantly greater degrees of 
self-control and power through such techniques, but this should 
not exclude therapeutic work for their benefit as well. Another 
difficulty, where social workers are dealing with individuals, is that 
it is not clear that empowerment of individuals generalises to their 
wider community or networks, so that the empowered individual 
may be taking up power and resources from others in their 
oppressed environment, to their disadvantage, rather than taking 
it from wider society. In a social and political environment where 
resources are limited, empowerment may be setting one oppressed 
or deprived group against another, rather than uniting them. 
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Assessing Social Work 
Theories 

How can we assess the role of social work theory in social work 
and the place of the various theories in practice? In the first 
Chapter, I argued that theory, like social work itself, was socially 
constructed by the participants and the context in which they met 
to carry out the activity of social work. It follows from this view 
that theory is not solely an intellectual development, but responds 
to the social forces creating social work at this moment, many of 
which come from practice. We need to look at the social circum­
stances in which social work theory is used in practice to see how 
current trends and developments in theory reflect present social 
assumptions. 

This Chapter is concerned with how social workers may assess 
and integrate theories into their practice in modern circumstances. 
The first point is that different theories may be used for different 
purposes. Research into their effectiveness can help to assess their 
validity, but it does not give us all the answers about usefulness, 
because many theories are about ideas and interpretation rather 
than prescription for actions. The uses of different theories con­
flict, and also build up trends in the development of theories in 
which there are clear parallels with the social and political roles of 
social work in society. 

Different uses of theory 

A number of the theories examined set out to be comprehensive in 
their applicability, others less so. The nature of their comprehen-
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siveness also varies. So, one way of deciding on the value of 
theories is to fit them into a series of categories which define the 
circumstances in which they claim to be useful: 

• comprehensive theories offer a system of thought to cover all 
the practice that social workers might want to undertake in 
casework, residential work and groupwork; they might also 
claim an applicability to community work, but as a central 
theory of practice, I have argued that psychological 
approaches are not within the tradition of community work 
theory. Examples of theories which claim to be comprehen­
sive are psychodynamic, behavioural, systems and ecological 
and cognitive ideas 

• comprehensive inclusive theories would also accept the in­
clusion of many other perspectives and methods drawn from 
other theories. Examples are systems and ecological 
approaches 

One of the reasons why these theories are so broadly applicable is 
that they are relatively mature systems of thought, usually because 
they are built on very well-established sets of ideas in psychology 
or sociology, and they have had time within social work to be 
subjected to development and debate, and to acquire evidence of 
broad application. On this count, there is some doubt about 
cognitive theory, which is well-established in psychology and 
counselling, but a relative upstart; and in social work it is very 
much a theory of the 1980s, whose implications have not yet been 
worked through. 

Three categories remain: 

• specific theories at the other end of the spectrum offer ideas 
and techniques which would benefit social workers in their 
work, whichever theory they were using. An example is 
communication theory. It offers a broad way of looking at 
the world, but not an overall approach to doing social work 

• perspective theories offer a way of looking at the world, and 
particularly personal and social change, which would be 
beneficial for social workers. Into this category, I would put 
humanist and existential and radical theories. Attached to 
them are a number of ideas about practice, some fairly 
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exclusive, others drawn from more general theories of 
sociology, psychology and therapy. Some would argue that 
systems and ecological theories also fall into this group 

• application theories offer both useful broad ideas, which are 
widely applicable, and some specific techniques designed to 
apply to particular target problems or social and personal 
situations. Crisis, task-centred, empowerment and advocacy, 
and perhaps also non-sexist or feminist work fall into this 
group. 

In many cases, specific and application theories may be used 
together with comprehensive, inclusive and perspective theories, 
to enhance them where their prescriptions for action are inadequate 
or seem limited. Perspective theories may also offer alternative 
ideas and systems of thought to help us understand groups of 
clients or social situations where another theory, which may 
generally be preferred, is inadequate, undeveloped or rejected by 
clients. For example, we may generally think that behavioural 
theories are practically useful and effective, but not where we are 
dealing with groups in political conflict or which have social 
ideologies that are opposed to this individual approach. At least to 
understand their view, and perhaps to intervene in a different way, 
we might find radical or empowerment theory useful. This does 
not imply a rejection of behavioural theory, merely that we have 
reserved it for its most useful place in our work. 

As I showed in Chapter 2 when considering eclecticism, we 
should be cautious in selecting from theories to use together. 
Different types of theory might be most usefully combined; but we 
should be careful of trying to combine, say, two comprehensive 
theories, since their assumptions, which are intended to cover 
many eventualities and hence probably the one we are consider­
ing, will probably be in conflict and thus should not be used 
together. 

Using research to assess theory 

Another valid way of selecting appropriate theories for use is the 
research which shows that they are likely to be effective. Perspec­
tive and inclusive theories are not generally supported by research; 
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they are intended to help us organise our ideas. There is some 
research evidence about many other theories, but much of it is in 
dispute. Much research is about problems or social programme 
evaluation (Brawley and Martinez-Brawley, 1988), rather than 
attempting to validate theoretical approaches (Jenkins, 1987), so it 
does not help us to say whether this or that theory is 'true' in any 
sense. In any case, Sainsbury (1987) makes the point that often 
research does not produce direct changes in practice, because it 
would be too much to expect people already committed to 
particular services to make major changes in direction, even if 
sufficiently convincing findings could help them to do so. There is 
also a problem about creating a bridge between people who 
generate research findings and those who might use them (Brawley 
and Martinez-Brawley, 1988). What happens is that research tends 
to affect the professional climate of opinion, and lead to slowly 
changing and developing progress. 

Research perspectives on specific theories have been given 
briefly in the relevant chapters; the purpose of this section is to 
consider research validity in a general way to see which theories 
might be selected that are generally well-supported by research. 
Since many approaches have been imported into social work from 
psychology, psychotherapy and medicine, research sometimes 
exists in these disciplines, although where treatment techniques 
have been substantially changed within social work, research in 
original disciplines may not be applicable. Research into psycho­
analysis, for example, is not encouraging, but social work uses of 
psychodynamic theory are distant from its formal application as 
therapy, and constitute more of a comprehensive perspective 
which informs social work practice values, than something to 
which the original research should apply. 

Research, generally in recent years of a small-scale nature, 
exists in social work on specific techniques, and some rather older 
broad outcome studies also exist. It is not possible to review all 
these studies, which have led to several other tomes; all that is 
possible is to offer some overall summary. Rachman and Wilson 
(1980) in an authoritative review of the clinical psychotherapeutic 
literature, conclude that there is no quantitative evidence 'to 
support the view that psychoanalysis is an effective treatment 
(p. 76)' although a good deal of clinical evidence does exist, and 
many would argue that quantitative evidence is not appropriate for 
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testing psychotherapeutic activity, because it is essentially subjec­
tive and clinical in nature and hard to test rigorously. Rachman 
and Wilson judge that rigorous testing is feasible, although many 
of the studies purporting to show success do not meet high stand­
ards of statistical and research design, and they consider that 
'there is only modest evidence to support the view that psycho­
therapy produces beneficial effects (p. 77).' 

Behaviour therapy, including social skills techniques, are well­
researched. According to Rachman and Wilson: 

... it is clear that [it] has demonstrated value in the treatment of 
several clinical disorders. Most of the available evidence in­
dicates the short-term success of behavioural methods. Well 
controlled studies of the long-term clinical efficacy of behaviour 
therapy are needed (p. 194) ... 

There are doubts about Rogerian (i.e. humanist) therapies, in 
their view, partly because the research concentrates on therapist 
skills, which, as we have seen, are acknowledged, and therefore 
there is little evidence on what particular techniques work with 
what particular conditions. There is evidence that several cognitive 
therapies are effective in fairly limited circumstances. 

Turning to the social work research, reviews of it in recent years 
conclude that the position is more optimistic than after the first 
wave of evaluative research in the 1950s and 1960s, which showed 
that in meeting broad programme objectives, the social work 
techniques of the time were ineffective. Recent studies are smaller 
in size and deal with much more limited problems, manageable 
problems with more controlled methods, such as contracts relying 
on the client's definition of the problem (Sheldon, 1986). Highly 
specific techniques, such as task-centred work and behavioural 
approaches, are well-validated but this may not say anything about 
the general practice of social work, which on the whole uses (and 
probably must do so) less specific techniques for much more 
complex sets of problems. Sheldon (1986) also argues that recent 
studies do not generally cover long-term, as opposed to short­
term, gains, and produce a result which may be statistically 
significant but is ' ... not one which sets the blood coursing through 
the veins (p. 237)', since the successes documented are on a small 
scale and in limited areas of practice. 
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Overall, while research tells us something about the use and 
validity of some social work approaches, it does not provide help 
in making a judgement which would enable us to compare the use 
and validity of particular theories. Larger studies of particular 
services indicate that case management techniques, in which there 
are 'packages of care', and community-oriented techniques, which 
are trying to build networks of support which mesh with individual 
casework activities, are proving effective (Goldberg, 1987). This 
suggests that those therapeutic techniques which lead to social 
systems development, such as social skills training among be­
havioural methods and systems theories, are likely to develop and 
prove most useful within social work, as opposed to other forms of 
helping. 

Changing theoretical responses to social contexts 

So far, we have not noted many final answers. I argue that social 
workers prefer theory which responds to the social demands on 
them, and which they can develop in this way, to any rational and 
research-based assessment of theory. In Chapter 1, I argued that 
social work as an activity was formed by the varying balance of 
importance in different social contexts of the eight main features. 
Theories selected by workers and how they are used reflect the 
current balance of these factors. Table 12.1 notes briefly each of 
the main features, and summarises the approach of each of the 
groups of theories that we have considered to have those features. 

From this table, we can see that a range of the theories are 
broadly individualistic and concentrate on therapy. Their 
approach to advocacy is to provide explanations of client be­
haviour which concentrate on clients' personal characteristics, 
problems and interactions with the environment. There is generally 
not a set of techniques within these theories for seeking organisa­
tional or social change, or for acting vigorously on behalf of a 
client. Change in these theories is change of clients and their 
individual circumstances. Problems are 'privatised' and their social 
consequences, while accepted, are to be dealt with outside social 
work (as in psychodynamic work according to Hollis and Woods) 
or as a separate category of activity (as in ecological systems 
theory, at least as presented by Germain and Gitterman). The 
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need for social change is acknowledged, and so is the influence of 
clients' environments on their circumstances and the need to do 
something about it. The unhelpfulness of agencies is often 
accepted in these theories, and is seen as an unhappy feature of 
modern bureaucratic times. 

The last group of theories, on the other hand, while not reject­
ing the importance of individual work, have general explanations 
for many of the oppressions which clients feel, and place social 
workers and their agencies firmly in that system of oppressions. 
Attempts are made to offer models of work which at least do not 
reinforce those social evils, and conceivably might help to mitigate 
some of their effects and begin a process in which they would be 
changed. While not hostile, at least as presented, they are often 
critical of the structures within which social work is practised. 
However, as forms of practice, themselves, much of what is to be 
done with individual clients is borrowed from therapeutic styles of 
social work, and their concentration on certain established sorts of 
explanation means that problems must either be fitted into precon­
ceived ideas, or therapeutic models of intervention must be used. 
So, the radical, feminist and Marxist social worker has ideas and 
perspectives which help social workers understand how clients are 
oppressed in society in a way that none of the other theories do. 
There are actions which can be taken to deal with these; generally, 
methods of advocacy and empowerment are well-developed. But 
in dealing with personal problems of clients within these perspec­
tives, the worker will have to use the techniques of therapeutic 
models of social work, particularly where the problems are not 
particularly relevant to the forms of oppression that the theories 
deal with or where at any time little can be done to combat 
oppression. Here, theories like empowerment offer a way of doing 
traditional work which meets some of the needs of oppressed 
people and avoids making the oppression worse. 

None of these theories, I would contend, make a wholly 
satisfactory basis for social work on its own. This is even more 
apparent when we look at the context of modern practice. 

Three areas of modern practice seem important. First there is 
the political and economic climate within which social work is prac­
tised. For more than a decade in many countries, the worth and 
effectiveness of social work and broader welfare services has been 
questioned. In many non-Western countries its value has been 
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Table 12.1 How theories meet the requirements of social work 

Theories lndividualisation Evidence from psychology and Relationship 
sociology 

Psycho- strong emphasis strong use of psychoanalytic strong 
dynamic theory, very little use of emphasis on 

sociology and other relationship 
psychologies, some pragmatic 
use of other concepts 

Crisis/ strong emphasis crisis uses ego-psychology, yes, but both 
task-centred Erikson with some social use contracts 

aspects; task-centred uses any and activities 
and all useful information as focus of 

work 
Behavioural strong emphasis learning theory, including important, but 

social learning theory; minimal emphasis on 
sociology specific 

procedures 
Systems yes, but individual social systems theory, but relationships 

is seen as part of allows use of many other needed, but 
wider system psychological and sociological not only with 

ideas client 

Humanistic strong emphasis existential, subjective strong 
philosophies; objective emphasis 
knowledge less important 

Role yes, but social psychology techniques and 
communica- emphasises social knowledge 
tion and personal more 

interaction important 

Cognitive yes, but emphasis mainly cognitive and learning yes, but 
on learning and theory emphasis on 
adaptation to client's own 
environment work 

Marxist, yes, but general sociological; psychology yes to promote 
radical ideas about social underdeveloped for sharing but 

causation of not for 
problems are personal 
applied change 

Empower- yes, but social sociological; social yes, especially 
ment, oppression the psychological explanations of to overcome 
advocacy main feature of oppression obstructions 

explanation 

seriously doubted. Economic pressures in many countries seem 
destined for some time to limit expenditure on social work and 
related services. Most of these theories have not attempted to test 
the cost-effectiveness of their models of practice, or the economic 
and political worth of what they attempt to achieve. Advocacy for 
clients is seen as a duty based on clients' need, rather than on 
priorities in the provision of services. Managerial and resource 
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Organisational context Defining needs Maintains social Advocacy 
structures 

not crucial but may give strong emphasis; family is origin of explanations of 
a focus to work diagnosis and problem and personal origins 

medical model; treatment focus; of problems; no 
internal needs a community is less techniques for 
strong feature important advocacy 

not crucial strong emphasis family and other only to resolve 
on diagnosis or support needed in specific problems 
assessment crisis work: social 

issues not 
questioned 

not crucial strong emphasis social issues not not an aim; 
on careful questioned; family credible action 
diagnosis and support used and explanations 
assessment available 

important system for some emphasis family and maybe 
intervention on assessment; community important 

need socially important systems function 
defined by 
system 

not crucial selfactualisation, not important; not important; 
internal needs strongly client's own aims 
important individualistic main focus 

not crucial not important, not important not important 
behaviour but credible 
socially defined specific 

explanations 
available 

not crucial, may not crucial, strongly not an aim, 
contribute to clients' clients' role individualistic clients' activity a 
problems important focus 

strong emphasis on important, but crucial elements of important as 
power, class and many needs are origins and interim strategy, 
organisational aspects general to social resolution of leading to social 
of work classes problems change 

strong emphasis; important, important as central aspect of 
important to deal with especially to sources of support the theory 
organisational problems combat and sharing; 

stereotypes community more 
important 

decisions are to be dealt with as matters external to social work 
practice (perhaps to be undertaken by managers or politicians) or 
as the province of alternative models and theories of practice. The 
development of case management systems, of informal and com­
munity care and of networking represents an attempt to deal with 
political and economic exigencies outside social work theory. 
Some of the theories (see Chapter 10 on social support systems) 
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respond to these demands with a technology of methods but 
without a political and economic context. Some of them (e.g. 
Marxism) offer a perspective and direction for action, but little 
methodology except political and class action outside social work. 

Second, there is the growth in most countries of welfare 
bureaucracies of substantial size and importance. In many Western 
countries, these are large government agencies, with considerable 
budgets and political power. Involvement and action in them, and 
use of their power, may be the answer to some of the problems 
discussed in the preceding paragraph. But many of the theories, 
again, have little to say about taking action in bureaucracies for 
the benefit of clients, and give little importance to the organisational 
issues involved in doing social work. Those that do, offer ideas 
that again do not link well with the therapeutic and individualist 
style of many of the daily interactions of social workers. 

The third aspect of modem social work worthy of note is greater 
awareness of oppression of important groups in society through 
sexism, racism, ageism and other forms of socially established 
tyrannies. Clients and workers must be aware of divisive and per­
sonally and socially damaging policies; of a rising tide of violence 
and stress for both of them. Social work must respond to these 
issues in ways which acknowledge their importance, but also retain 
the personal individualised relationship which the therapeutic 
theories of social work offer. 

In meeting these modem practice issues, social work theories 
have so far been inadequate. Yet, pragmatically, many social 
workers manage to combine many of these ideas in their practice. I 
argue that the reasons for this are: 

• trends in theoretical development, because they are re­
sponding to modem practice needs, are tending towards 
theories which integrate many of these ideas 

• the process by which social work theory is used (as opposed 
to the process by which it is created and debated) tends to 
merge ideas as they naturalise into a general social work 
paradigm 

• a number of important features are shared between many 
theories which provide crossover points and indicate likely 
trends for future development. 

The final three sections examine each of these points. 
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Theoretical trends 

Since the 1960s, there has been a trend away from the centrality of 
psychodynamic theory as the conceptual base of social work, 
which I have shown to come from demands for demonstrated 
effectiveness, clarity and focus, a stronger social orientation, 
recognition of the importance of oppression in clients' lives, and 
rejection of strongly deterministic theories in favour of those 
which acknowledge the centrality of clients' ability to control their 
environment. While some of the alternative theories are them­
selves in opposition to one another, they have tended to develop 
simultaneously, rather than one after another, and their position 
seems to be a response to psychodynamic theory as the traditional 
form of social work, rather than a response to each other. Thus, 
they are presented as alternatives to or critiques or modifications 
of traditional forms of social work. 

Many of these theories represent similar developments. All 
except behavioural and humanist approaches give importance to 
social environment and how clients deal with it. All give import­
ance to enhancing clients' capacity to control the environment 
through their own thinking, social action, empowerment, or 
advocacy. All are concerned to clarify in some way the worker's 
and client's perspective on the world. Humanist, radical, Marxist, 
empowerment and advocacy approaches seek to do this directly by 
working on their world views. Behaviourist, task-centred and 
communication approaches seek a form of practice which is 
focused, directive and capable of explicit understanding. 

The fact that these trends are common arises, I argue, because 
they reflect the dominant political and economic ideologies of our 
time. They must do so because one of social work's primary 
activities, as we saw in Chapter 1, is to humanise clients and 
represent them to society as acceptable to society and capable of 
acceptance as citizens. In the time of the ascendency of psycho­
dynamic theory, the approach to social work's advocacy role was 
to use a medical model to demonstrate the dependence and need 
of clients for help and support; social work's caring role showed 
how the offered services helped clients to establish capability and 
independence. In the transitional period of the 1960s, community 
work showed how the neighbourhood and the community could be 
enabled to achieve social change jointly. 
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Now the dominant ideology expects citizens to become self­
sufficient; dependence is less acceptable and people must learn to 
control their own destinies, to play a part in the community, to find 
their own ways to deal with oppressions that affect them. Social 
work strategies must assist in these processes, and so the theories 
and technologies that enable them to do so achieve dominance 
within the occupational group. 

In this way, social work theory has responded to what clients 
and people around them expect, as they process clients through 
the route to clienthood, and to what social workers and the 
institutions which struggle for influence in their occupational 
grouping come to expect as a result of that power struggle. In the 
argument of this book, theory has been socially constructed by the 
society in which it operates. 

But, if these are the trends, what does the construction now look 
like? Does it reflect only the latest trend? In fact, the dominant 
mode of social work is remarkably stable and still reflects signific­
ant elements of psychodynamic practice. This is because of the 
way in which theoretical trends have naturalised to the fundamen­
tal paradigm of social work theory and practice. 

The naturalisation of social work theory 

The naturalisation of concepts from social work theories is to a 
dominant mode of practice which retains many aspects of 
psychoanalytic theory. This is, first, because psychodynamic 
theory was the first generally applied social work theory, and was a 
powerful factor in the development of social work theory from the 
1920s to the 1960s. This allowed it to develop applications broadly 
to most fields of social work. Most training and professional 
language used it for many years. Second, although other theories 
react to it by rejecting certain aspects, it is capable of including 
many ideas from apparently conflicting theories. Third, it is a very 
attractive and rich theory which, as it developed, emphasised 
different aspects, which have themselves grown into theories, so 
that parts of psychodynamic theory have potential alliances with a 
wide variety of other theories as they develop. Fourth, it forms the 
basis of many ideas which, outside its formal theoretical structure, 
are central to social work. The typical style of how social workers 
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deal with people is fundamentally psychodynamic. So, relation­
ship, individualisation, assessment and diagnosis, acceptance and 
non-directiveness, and the medical model of treatment which are 
so much part of social work, however presented, essentially derive 
from, and certainly have links and resonances with, psychodynamic 
theory. Many powerful professions with which social workers must 
have good relationships in order to do their jobs find the basic 
model congenial; doctors of course understand and accept the 
medical model of study, diagnosis and treatment, and lawyers can 
understand and accept problem-solving as a method. 

The process of naturalisation also occurs because other theories, 
as they were produced, responded to its dominant position. The 
starting point of a new theory is very often a response to the 
inadequacies for the social circumstances of the time in some 
aspect of the traditional mode of social work practice. This is and 
always was an interpreted, changed - some would say bastardised 
-form of psychodynamic theory. So, any debate is around the new 
theories' differences from, and also therefore by implication its 
similarities to, conventional, broadly psychodynamic theory. Also, 
since most social workers are using psychodynamic theory as a 
conventional framework for their daily use of practice concepts, 
they are not acting as adherents to psychodynamic theory, but as 
practical users of a conventional set of ideas which happen to be 
derived from that theory. So, they see no harm in adapting other 
ideas for equally practical use without a concern for theoretical in­
consistencies, which may not arise in occasional practice episodes. 

The only possibility of dislodging psychodynamic theory is to 
replace it with an alternative paradigm, but I have argued that this 
has not happened, Why not? 

One of the reasons is that some of the possible alternatives 
offended against some basic value systems in social work. These 
alternatives are fundamentally humanist in nature. So, theories in­
volving a positivistic technology, such as behavioural approaches, 
or unrelieved cognitive theories have not proved attractive to 
social workers. Their role is not only to change people who have 
particular conditions in a therapeutic way but also to gain a 
personal contact with and feeling for them, to humanise and 
advocate for them. Humanist theories have not proved successful as 
a replacement paradigm partly because they are not ideologically 
distant from psychodynamic ideas as they have come to be 
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interpreted in social work, and so do not constitute a very different 
view, but also because they are out of sympathy with the political 
and economic ideology of the times, which, I have argued, social 
work must, particularly of the helping occupations, always align 
with because of its advocacy role. Thus, humanist therapies have 
become aligned in later formulations with cognitive theory, both 
to humanise and make acceptable its intrusive and directive 
methodology, and to form a way of developing attractive humanist 
therapies in tune with political demands on, and modern social 
constructions of, social work. 

Other theories are presented and accepted as being merely 
contributory, such as role or communication theory, or intend to 
be inclusive or organising theories, such as systems or radical 
theory, or focus on other issues and do not centrally concern 
themselves with therapeutic method, such as Marxist or empower­
ment theory. In these cases, the central nature of social work 
practice remains basically undisturbed. 

If this is so, why does naturalisation of parts of other theories 
take place, instead of their being rejected? The reason for this is 
that, for social work practice, some aspects of psychodynamic 
theory are, as we have noted, very unsatisfactory. It is very weak 
in offering tools to deal with the environment. It offers much 
attacked and therefore decreasingly credible explanations of be­
haviour for advocacy purposes, and it offers few practice tech­
niques for advocacy. It offers long-term, rather unfocused treat­
ment methods, much concerned with feeling and emotion, when 
the political and economic pressures are towards a focused and 
directive treatment methodology. It fails to offer a perspective 
which can deal with quite evident failings in social policy and 
institutions, with oppression and inequity in society which particu­
larly affect the sort of people who are clients of social workers. 
While it is humanist in style as interpreted in social work, its basic 
view is determinist (people's problems are caused by events in the 
past and are not fully within their control) and yet the role of social 
workers is to change people and their position so that they can be 
humanised and advocated for as citizens. All of these features of 
the psychodynamic basic orientation in social work limit its 
usefulness and inspire criticism which leads to amendment and 
accretions to the basic style of social work. 

But, as we have seen, total change does not take place because 
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of the hold of the basic social work approach, because of the 
flexibility of psychodynamic theory as it is used within social work 
in accepting amendment, and because of its breadth, general 
applicability and attractiveness as a fundamental orientation for 
social work. 

Important shared features of social work theories 

In the trends away from formal psychodynamic theory, and the 
development of it into a common form of social work by natural­
isation of elements of other theories, it is possible to see clear 
directions for social work theory. The purpose of this final section 
is to note some of them, as showing the way to the future for social 
work theory. 

First, social work treatment techniques are becoming more 
focused, setting clear aims and methods for achieving them. Aside 
from the borrowing of occasional aspects of behavioural methods, 
particularly social learning methods, and the achieving of a tech­
nology for making the plans through contracting and task-centred 
work, it is less clear how we will implement changes that we want 
to make. This may well offer a role for borrowings from educa­
tional settings (perhaps in the social pedagogy of continental 
Europe and the radical ideas of ago logy, animation and conscien­
tisation) and the methods of communication and understandings 
from social psychology. The managerialism of the 1980s, and 
economic difficulties in countries where social work is strongest, 
have led to proposals for management systems of social service 
delivery which concentrate on techniques of case management, 
involvement in community networking as a technique and moves 
to decentralise services. These developments encourage the use of 
structured and focused theories, and it is not surprising to see their 
strength increasing. 

Second, social work is moving away from determinist, positivist 
ideas as the basis for practice (but not for assessment of effectiveness) 
and we may expect to see a strengthening of ideas from humanist 
psychologies. This is because of social movements about the quality 
of life and the environment, which encourage us to take a broader 
view of human needs, treating them as part of a whole person. We 
may expect to see this as a significant area of exploration. 
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Third, social work is becoming, consistent with its move away 
from determinism and towards humanism, much more interactive 
in its approach, so that there is a move away from the catalytic 
model of pure professionalism towards a much more open model 
of practice in which workers share with clients in a joint explora­
tion and learning experience. We noted an interactive approach 
particularly in ecological systems theory, radical and cognitive 
approaches. With the use of educational rather than treatment 
methodologies suggested as a trend above, and the influence of 
systems, cognitive, humanist, radical, Marxist and feminist ideas 
and a commitment to empowerment and advocacy, we may expect 
to see a more open and sharing occupational group. 

Fourth, social work has an increasing awareness of its place and 
role as an occupational group within the powerful institutional 
networks in society, and we may expect a growing technology and 
theory base to achieve influence for clients within it. We can see 
this already in the development of theory to deal with sexism, 
racism and other oppressions in which social workers and clients 
interactively seek to share experiences and actions together. 
Movements for more client and consumer participation, manage­
rial techniques such as case management, and community social 
work in the UK are examples of this trend. 

Fifth, and related to that, social work is much more concerned 
with the social environment, and achieving influence through and 
within it. We may expect to see the theoretical development of 
social support and network theory to permit this. 

Sixth, again related to these issues, an explicit focus on advocacy 
is developing as part of many social work theories, and we may 
expect to see the evolution of theoretical and practical means to 
implement it effectively. 

Finally, although social work is international, it has so far been 
dominated by Western culture in its theoretical development. 
Learning about different cultural and ethnic groups in a more 
i11teractive style of social work in the West will enable a variety of 
perspectives to open up which may permit a different and more 
representative set of models for social work to emerge. 
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