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Chapter 3: Theory-Directed Social Work Practice

The ecological perspective also challenges social workers to think i much
complex patterns that capture the mutually shaping back-and-forth Interactiong
individuals, groups, organizations, and institutions (Germain & G
cal thinking tends to be linear, where we assume a cause-and-effect _.n_m:o:ur.v b
two events, whereas “ecological thinking” requires that we understand the back
forth interactions of a person in the environment. In logical thinkin

that's the end of the story. In ecological thinking, A has an impact on
which in turn has an impact on

Iﬂn—.am:. 20) 1),

g, A causes B, and
B, which change:

A, which changes A, which in turn changes B, u..&! :
For example, a mother who views the challenges of toilet training her tWo-year-old a5
normal developmental stage and major developmental accomplishment for her child wi
approach the task with greater ease and excitement than a mother who i

nterprets
child's inconsistency in toileting as defiant behavior. The latter mother sees her child as
problem, while the first mother does not. Clearly, the mother who views toilet trainis
as anormal part of her child’s growth and development will be able to create a more sup
portive environment for the child (good fit) to complete this critical task than the mothe;
who sees the lack of toileting mastery in her two-year-old as a discipline problem (
fit). Each mother’s responses shape the child’s sense of self and feelings of compete
To the extent to which we experience success in shaping our environments, we gro
(Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Zastrow, 20
This mother-child scenario reflects Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems EnoQ,

how the relationships among systems and system components impact a child’s devel
opment. A new component recentl
biology,

self-esteem and feelings of competence

Y added to this model is the awareness of the
which interacts with his or her environmental systems and affects the child's d
opment. Renaming the theory bioecological systems theory has brought new attention to
study of a child’s development and the need to consider the child in his or her ims
environment as well as the interaction with the larger environment (Bronfenbrenner,

Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Guhn & Goelman, 2011; Paquette & Ryan, 2001).
From a social work

perspective, mothers are part of the environment that eit
enhances or deters their child’s developmental potential. The reciprocal nature of
relationship between individuals and their environments means that as individuals
move and shape our surroundings and that our surroundin
on us as well. For example, the mother who acknowledges and praises her child’s ma
tery of toilet training affects the

child's sense of competence and self-worth. Asth
child responds with pride in his or her accomplishment, the mother feels compete!
in her role as a mother. Both the mother and the child mutually shape their sense
well-being. Conversely, the mother who sees toilet training as a discipline problem @
responds with anger and punishment cqually influences her child’s sense of self-wort
The child may respond with fear, confusion, and a feeling of inadequacy in meeting
or her mother’s demands. The child’s failure at toilet training may affirm the mothex
suspicions of her own wadequacies as a parent. In both cases, the child and the mo
mutually contribute to the stress or satisfaction they individually experience arouf®
the task of toilet training and the role of mothering. Box 3.3 provides a summary ,‘
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ective Concepts

The relationship between an Self-Esteem:

Represents an assessment of gnece
d his or her physical and social

worthy of love and respect. Pegple win high seflesteem
feel competent, valued, and respecteq Thase with low
self-esteem perceive themselves a nadsquute unlovable,
inferior, and unworthy and often experience deoression
How we feel about ourselves deeply mflyences gy

ns: Intern. xternal changes to selt or ne’ thinki amzaom:wsca
jons: nter al or exte m_nwcmﬂ sel ones
ons:

dness of fit  Self-Direction: The capacty to make decisions,take control
tain or enhance the gooi
environment that main

between an individual and the environment

Life Stre:

vironment
goodness of fit between an individual and :_ﬂ en i
Common issues include traumatic events, such as m_ :
oss of a loved one, one’s job, or one’s health; major life
or
transitions, such as marriage, divorce, or E:mam:w - i
larger issues that impair the goodness of fit and often bring
on other life stressors, such as poverty and oppression
Stress: An internal response to life stressors that produces
negative emotions, such as guilt, anxiety, depression,
despan, or fear, and result in a person feeling less
competent, producing a lower level of relatedness,
self-esteem, and self-direction
Coping Measures: Behaviors that individuals initiate to
respond to fife stressors in ways that restore or heighten the

of one’s life, and direct it in desied paths while taong
responsibility for one’s decisions and navigating one s
life with respect to others’ rights and needs The abilty
to self-direct is strongly related to feelings of powes

and powerlessness. If individuals are not provided with
opportunities to make decisions and direct thew own lives
kely feel powerless and lack self-dvection. Living
in oppressive conditions often rabs peaple of :.. powes
and can profoundly influence ther ablity to seff direct

ssors: Critical life events or issues that disrupt the

Habitat: Refers to the nature and location of the person’s
“home" territory of where he of she fegs most at home -
Some terms often applied to habitat a¢ ._SE E_mw.»
“home range,” or “territory.” For humans,  may inC cﬂs
home community, school workplace, or local hangout
people’s behaviors within these Spaces

5 community
iche: ion ot ranking within one
goodness of fit between an individual and the environment. ~ Niche: Social posit

or the status one holds within the family, with conorken,
Relatedness: One's ability 1o form attachments to friends, 1 the community. For example,a man Ty be2
family, coworkers, and neighbors and attain a sense of = h at home, the boss at wark, and Sy A
belonging in the world ﬂw.h"mﬂ““u all 59@50 high levels e xs“ﬁa;
Competence: \When individuals are provided with opportunities . ek
10 shape their environment from infan,

the opporty
xperienc
compet
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Life Model of Social Work Practice

In responge to ch g
ang 1 = g

developed o life E_M_n_“m Practice needs in the 19705, Germain and Gitterman (1

Perspective n

1tdid nog fq,

10 a pra, Practice method that implemented the concepts of the hnw__”mﬂ“
e Pracuce approach. It differed from popular practice approache ho

" the deficits of 4 Person but rather modeled interactions in the pract
und _:,M Processes and focused on client strengths. The goals of Lt
provi

¢ remedial treatment but rather to do the following
it alth, Browth, anq ¢
r_..»:nnm 10 th

persc

he expression of one’s potential

© EnVIronment thag will promote and sustain growth and well

"N-environment i (Germain & Gitterman, 1997, 2008)



