Chapter 3: Theory-Directed Social Work Practice

META-FRAMEWORKS FOR PRACTICING SOCIAL WORK
‘/
Our earliest concern in social work practice was to understand the Person in the conexy
of his or her environment. However, initially this understanding of person in relation
to his or her environment was limited to including important members of the client’s
family in the initial assessment. For example, it was common to gather information from
D:,:_.w. members, employers, and even neighbors, but the full ::mn_.m::..&:m of the phys-
ical, economic, religious, social, and cultural impacts of the environment on clients’ lives
had not yet evolved. The importance of the role these factors had on influencing clients’
lives nimﬂna in the 1970s as new concepts were borrowed from general systems theory
and ecology that would eventually lead the profession into the development of ecolog-
ical systems theory or ecosystems theory (Beckett & Johnson, 1997 Bronfenbrenner,
1977, Germain, 1973; Germain & Gitterman, 201 1; Miller, 1978).
Ecological perspective provides a broad theory base to social work practice and is
used as a context for applying more practice-specific theories. Other overarching frame-
works common to social work practice today include the life model (drawn from €co-
logical perspective), the strengths perspective, and empowerment-based practice theory.
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This chapter provides an overview of these meta-frameworks or general theories for
social work practice.
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People’s environments extend beyond their immediate families and encompass the
entirety of their lived experiences, including interactions with extended families,
friends, neighborhoods, schools, religious centers, public laws, cultural norms, and the
cconomic system. To understand the complex interactions among individuals and all
the components of their environment, social work draws on general systems theory
as a framework for understanding people’s problems and for intervening in the lives of
their clients. General systems theory was developed in the physical sciences and later

plied professions as a conceptual framework within

bring a common language to pract
ation (Beckett & Johnson, 1997).

. pen systems that actively exchange with other
subsystems and as such are constantly changing. The Interactions or exchanges among
subsystems are dynamic processes that keep open systems constantly in flux. As long
as systems can readily adapt to change, the system will remain in balance or maintain
a state of equilibrium. When major changes occur to a System where adapration will
occur over time, systems may be in a state of disequilibrium uni the s

ystem can adapt
and compensate for the change that has affected the system. For exa

mple, when 9/11
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Behavior: Apply knowledge of human behavier ang

the social environment, Person-m-environment, and other

multidisciplinary theoretcal frameworks in the analysis of
assessment data from dients and constituencies
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Critical Thinking Question: Take a moment and
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In response to insults and disruption to systems,

explore your own ife—what systems can you identily a
immediately affecting your life? What are the positive
supporting features of these systems? Do you see any
problems in any of the systems m your life?

, : : v irect
thiey beaumilics, aﬂBE::.:n.P OM Hnﬂwﬂwmm““ﬂ“:e“mq_wﬂwhn sum of all social forces or
their attention to the interaction : 2 ERg e
systems (Miley, O'Melia, & DuBois, 2013) so that they may “promo i
ww_wn vasnmn_wn_ms_nnun:o: between _:&Sm:_u_m n:m mon_nmwo 5_ M.nwh_”—“m_”ghwﬂm%”“”“”
i eryone” (Minahan, 1981, p. 6). In the case of 9/11, this F
N_.__-H.M.”M Muu__,‘wo: all levels of practice for the profession, as families continued _Mum_””
their losses and cities confronted their vulnerability to threats of terrorist attac & that
fessional systems of care can also be disrupted in trying to respond to Bmmm_.ﬁ :q_M s
occur following man-made and natural disasters, such as 9/11 and Hurricane Kaf tic
For example, social work practitioners in New York City endured secondary trauma 3
stress and compassion fatigue as a result of witnessing the 9/11 disaster and &2.. C,W.
ing for so many traumatized individuals, families, and communities (Boscarino, m_n_&._w
Adams, 2004), indicating a need for the New York City social work system of care to also
restore equilibrium to itself.
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The Primary goal of direct Practice is to assess and improve the interaction of sub-
Systems (the individual, family, group, community, and organization) within the co
E,ﬁ of a larger societal system, The social work v_‘.o?um_c: recognizes the importance
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