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CSWE’s Core Competencies and Practice Behavior Examples in this Text
<A

Competency

Chapter

Professional Identity

Practice Behavior Examples...

Serve as representatives of the profession, its mission, and its core values

11

Know the profession’s history

Commit themselves to the profession's enhancement and to their own professional conduct and growth

Advocate for client access to the services of social work

Practice personal reflection and self-correction to assure continual professional development

Attend to professional roles and boundaries

Demonstrate professional demeanor in behavior, appearance, and communication

Engage in career-long learning

Use supervision and consultation

Ethical Practice

Practice Behavior Examples...

Obligation to conduct themselves ethically and engage in ethical decision-making

Know about the value base of the profession, its ethical standards, and relevant law

1,9, 10

Recognize and manage personal values in a way that allows professional values to guide practice

Make ethical decisions by applying standards of the National Association of Social Workers Code of
Ethics and, as applicable, of the International Federation of Social Workers/International Association of
Schools of Social Work Ethics in Social Work, Statement of Principles

Tolerate ambiguity in resolving ethical conflicts

Critical Thinking

Practice Behavior Examples....

Know about the principles of logic, scientific inquiry, and reasoned discernment

3,5

Use critical thinking augmented by creativity and curiosity

Requires the synthesis and communication of relevant information

Distinguish, appraise, and integrate multiple sources of knowledge, including research-based
knowledge, and practice wisdom

Analyze models of assessment, prevention, intervention, and evaluation

Demonstrate effective oral and written communication in working with individuals, families, groups,
organizations, communities, and colleagues

Diversity in Practice

Practice Behavior Examples...

Understand how diversity characterizes and shapes the human experience and is critical to the
formation of identity

Understand the dimensions of diversity as the intersectionality of multiple factors including age, class,
color, culture, disability, ethnicity, gender, gender identity and expression, immigration status, political
ideology, race, religion, sex, and sexual orientation

Adapted with the permission of Council on Social Work Education
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CSWE'’s Core Competencies and Practice Behavior Examples in this Text

Yy X

Competency Chapter

Appreciate that, as a consequence of difference, a person’s life experiences may include oppression,
poverty, marginalization, and alienation as well as privilege, power, and acclaim

Recognize the extent to which a culture’s structures and values may oppress, marginalize, alienate, or 2
create or enhance privilege and power
Gain sufficient self-awareness to eliminate the influence of personal biases and values in working with 8,11
diverse groups
Recognize and communicate their understanding of the importance of difference in shaping life 2
experiences
Competency Chapter
Human Rights & Justice
Practice Behavior Examples...
Understand that each person, regardless of position in society, has basic human rights, such as 6
freedom, safety, privacy, an adequate standard of living, health care, and education
Recognize the global interconnections of oppression and are knowledgeable about theories of justice 7,11
and strategies to promote human and civil rights
Understand the forms and mechanisms of oppression and discrimination 1,2
Advocate for human rights and social and economic justice 4
Understand the forms and mechanisms of oppression and discrimination. Advocate for human rights 10
and social and economic justice
Engage in practices that advance social and economic justice 2
Research Based Practice
Practice Behavior Examples...
Use practice experience to inform research, employ evidence-based interventions, evaluate their own 3
practice, and use research findings to improve practice, policy, and social service delivery
Comprehend quantitative and qualitative research and understand scientific and ethical 2
approaches to building knowledge
Use practice experience to inform scientific inquiry
Use research evidence to inform practice
Human Behavior
Practice Behavior Examples. ..
Know about human behavior across the life course; the range of social systems in which people live; 1,7,8,9,
and the ways social systems promote or deter people in maintaining or achieving health and well- 10. 11
being
Apply theories and knowledge from the liberal arts to understand biological, social, cultural, 1,3
psychological, and spiritual development
Utilize conceptual frameworks to guide the processes of assessment, intervention, and evaluation 1
Critique and apply knowledge to understand person and environment. 1,4,56
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CSWE’s Core Competencies and Practice Behavior Examples in this Text
<A

Competency

Chapter

Policy Practice

Practice Behavior Examples...

Understand that policy affects service delivery and social workers actively engage in policy practice

4,7

Analyze, formulate, and advocate for policies that advance social well-being

Collaborate with colleagues and clients for effective policy action

Practice Contexts

Practice Behavior Examples...

Keep informed, resourceful, and proactive in responding to evolving organizational, community, and
societal contexts at all levels of practice

Recognize that the context of practice is dynamic, and use knowledge and skill to respond proactively

Continuously discover, appraise, and attend to changing locales, populations, scientific and
technological developments, and emerging societal trends to provide relevant services

Provide leadership in promoting sustainable changes in service delivery and practice to improve the
quality of social services

Engage, Assess Intervene, Evaluate

Practice Behavior Examples...

Identify, analyze, and implement evidence-based interventions designed to achieve client goals

Use research and technological advances

Evaluate program outcomes and practice effectiveness

Develop, analyze, advocate, and provide leadership for policies and services

Promote social and economic justice

A) Engagement

Substantively and effectively prepare for action with individuals, families, groups, organizations, and
communities

Use empathy and other interpersonal skills

Develop a mutually agreed- n focus of work and desired outcomes

B) Assessment
Collect, organize, and interpret client data

Assess client strengths and limitations

Develop mutually agreed-on intervention goals and objectives

Select appropriate intervention strategies

O) Intervention

Initiate actions to achieve organizational goals

Implement prevention interventions that enhance client capacities

Help clients resolve problems

Negotiate, mediate, and advocate for clients

Facilitate transitions and endings

D) Evaluation
Critically analyze, monitor, and evaluate interventions
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Preface

This text begins with a presentation of the basic purposes and foundations of social work
and social work education. Principles and fundamental concepts necessary for acquiring
and organizing knowledge about human behavior and the social environment (HBSE)
are also presented. Next, a conceptual framework for thinking about both traditional and
alternative ways in which knowledge about human behavior and the social environment
is created and valued is outlined. This conceptual framework is accompanied by discus-
sion of some widely used approaches and fundamental themes guiding social workers in
the creation, selection, organization, and use of knowledge about human behavior and
the social environment. The book then uses the notions of traditional and alternative
paradigms to organize and present a variety of models, theories, and concepts concern-
ing HBSE. At least one full chapter (two chapters are included on individual behavior and
development) is devoted to content about each of the social system levels required of
professional social work education by the Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards
(EPAS) of the Council on Social Work Education. Knowledge for practice with individu-
als, families, groups, organizations, communities, and global contexts as well as content
on the interaction among these systems is presented.

In this, the sixth edition, significant changes in both organization and content have
been made. The overall intention here is to add new content, streamline by removing re-
dundancies, and improve the logic and flow of content throughout the book. The reader,
of course, will determine if my intention has been achieved.

The most significant changes in this edition include:

* The most exciting change has been the transition to the book’s availability as an
e-book with many more engaging and interactive opportunities for learning the
content.

e New sections on environmental social work, mindfulness, new urbanism, neoliberal-
ism, food insecurity, the Millennial generation (Gen Y), and the Multi-System Life
Course perspective.

¢ The addition of a chapter expanding the current Chapter 3 and including more tools

for social work practice (new Chapter 4).

Removal of [llustrative Readings. Given the knowledge explosion and the availability

of full-text databases, readings related to chapter content become quickly outdated

and are more current and readily available through electronic access. This has also
improved the flow of content from one chapter to the next.

¢ New mechanisms for connecting the CSWE required core competencies and prac-
tice behaviors to the content throughout the book.

To read about the full chapter-by-chapter changes, please visit www.pearsonhighered.com.
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Features

There are many features of this text to enhance your experience; however, they are
only as useful as you make them. By engaging with this text and its resources, you’ll learn
about human behavior through:

 An applied focus — bridging knowledge about influences on human behavior and
decision-making in varied social work practice settings.

« A topical approach — providing a focus on issues while noting the influence of de-
velopmental considerations, allowing for easy identification of information.

A multidimensional framework — providing in-depth examination of biological,

psychological, social, cultural, spiritual, environmental, and systemic influences.

Well-tested theories and current evidence — including helpful diagrams, figures,

graphs, and tables to promote students ability to grasp concepts.

e Current topics — such as immigration, trauma and abuse, and discrimination, sexual

orientation, gender identity, sustainability, the environment, war, globalization,
poverty, and health care.
¢ Multimedia resources — including videos, case examples, and narratives.

Learning Outcomes

Students will be able to achieve a variety of learning outcomes by using this text and
its resources including:

« Critical Thinking skills — students can develop their critical thinking skills by reviewing
the competency boxes (indicated by the Core Competencies series icon) and engaging
with the multimedia resources highlighted in blue boxes throughout the chapter.

 Oral Communication skills — students can develop their oral communication skills
by engaging with others in and out of class to discuss their comprehension of the
chapter based on the chapter’s learning objectives.

 Assessment and Writing skills — students can develop their assessment and writing
skills in preparation for future licensing exams by completing topic-based and chap-
ter review assessments for each chapter.

* CSWE Core Competencies — students can develop their comprehension and appli-
cation of CSWE’s core competencies and practice behaviors by discussing the com-
petency box critical thinking questions.

A Note about Bias and the Author

I should make it explicit that I am biased. I recognize the contributions of traditional
perspectives and approaches to creating and valuing knowledge, but I believe that we as
humans will not realize our collective (and individual) potential for well-being as long
as we do not embrace alternative perspective and worldviews such as those described in
this book. Therefore, while traditional perspectives and paradigms are presented in this
book, the reader should keep in mind that the author generally finds these perspectives
lacking. This author believes that the perspectives used to define and describe “normal”
or “optimal” human behavior and experiences too often represent the beliefs and reali-
ties of only a privileged few. This privileged few too often includes only those who have
the power, the good fortune, the gender, the color, the wealth, or the sexual orientation
consistent with and reflected in traditional perspectives and worldviews.
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The reader should also be aware that, though in many respects this book is a critique
of traditional paradigm thinking, this author is a product of the traditional institutions
that create and enforce those traditional perspectives and worldviews. This author also
shares many of the characteristics of the “privileged few.” Therefore, writing this book
has been an effort to question, to examine, and to expand my own worldview.

Acknowledgments

Those friends and colleagues from around the country and internationally whom I listed
in prior editions remain a most supportive community for me. That community is ever
expanding and for that I am most grateful.

Special thanks to reviewers for all editions: Yvonne Barry, John Tyler Community
College; Brian Flynn, Binghampton University; and Valandra, St. Catharine University.

I noted in the first edition that my son, Andrew, then almost two years old, had
taught me more about human behavior and the social environment than anyone else.
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ers as you share your curiosity, knowledge, and wonder about humans and our worlds.
Cathy Owens Schriver, as with the other editions—you have been the most important
and patient supporter of my work I could wish for.

This text is available in a variety of formats—digital and print. To learn more about
our programs, pricing options, and customization, visit www.pearsonhighered.com.
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Human Behavior and

the Social Environment
(HBSE) and Paradigms

v/ Learning Objectives

INTRODUCTION

Who should use this book and how should it be used? Instruc-
tors in both undergraduate and graduate social work education
programs can use this book to help their students gain HBSE
content. The book is designed to meet the requirements of the
Council on Social Work Education for HBSE foundation content
at either the undergraduate or graduate level. At the undergradu-
ate level, the book may work best in programs with a two-course
HBSE sequence designed to provide content on HBSE from a
multi-systems perspective (individual, family, group, organiza-
tion, community, and global systems). At the foundation graduate
level, the book can be effectively used as the text in a single HBSE
course or a two-course sequence designed to provide basic con-
tent across system levels and, in the case of graduate programs,
prior to delivering advanced HBSE content. In addition, this book
integrates content from the other CSWE required competencies
into the HBSE area.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
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Purpose 2
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Core Values 3

Human Behavior and the Social
Environment 4

Paradigms and Social Work 4

Two Types of Paradigms: Traditional and
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Post-Postmodernism 13
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Paradigms, Culture, and Society 16
Culture and Society: Multiple Meanings 16
Social Work and Cultural

Competence 17

Summary/Transition 18



Chapter 1

The purpose of human behavior and the social environment content in social work
education is to provide us with knowledge for practice. We need to continually look at
this content for how to apply what we are learning about human behavior and the social
environment to social work practice and to our lives. As we move through the mate-
rial in this book, we will struggle to integrate what we are learning here with what we
have learned and are learning from our own and others’ life experiences, from our other
social work courses, and from our courses in the liberal arts and sciences. We will try
to weave together all these important sources of knowing and understanding into an
organic whole that can help us become life-long learners and guide us in our social work
practice.

PURPOSE AND ASSUMPTIONS

Moving through the content of this book can be compared to a journey. Before we begin
our journey, we will place the content and purposes of this human behavior and the
social environment (HBSE) book within the context of the purpose of social work as the
Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) has defined it. The Council on Social Work
Education is the organization responsible for determining and monitoring the accredita-
tion standards for undergraduate and graduate (MSW) social work education programs
in the United States.

Purpose
According to the Council on Social Work Education:

The purpose of the social work profession is to promote human and community
well-being. Guided by a person and environment construct, a global perspec-
tive, respect for human diversity, and knowledge based on scientific inquiry, social
work’s purpose is actualized through its quest for social and economic justice, the
prevention of conditions that limit human rights, the elimination of poverty, and
the enhancement of the quality of life for all persons. (CSWE, 2008: 1)

The purpose of social work will guide us throughout our journey to understand
HBSE content. The purpose emerges from the history of the social work profession
and its continuing concern for improving quality of life, especially for vulnerable
populations.

Assumptions

In addition to the purpose of social work, our journey through this book will be guided
by several very basic assumptions:

1. How we view the world and its people directly affects the way we will practice
social work.

2. The way we view the world and its people already affects the way we behave in
our daily lives.

3. Our work as social workers and our lives are not separate from each other.

4. Our lives are not separate from the lives of the people with whom we work
and interact.



Human Behavior and the Social Environment (HBSE) and Paradigms

5.

work and interact, we differ from each other in many ways.

by our individual and collective histories and cultures.

we work.

While our lives are interconnected with the lives of the people with whom we

The assumptions we make about ourselves and others are strongly influenced

Change is a constant part of our lives and the lives of the people with whom

Such assumptions as these are reflected in what we will come to conceptualize as an

alternative paradigm for thinking about social work.

CORE COMPETENCIES

Social work education programs (BSW and MSW) are required to prepare all students to
demonstrate mastery of 10 core competencies

It is difficult to imagine that competence in HBSE can be achieved without including
content related to the other core competencies:

The development of your professional identity as a social worker

Ethical behaviors and dilemmas

Critical thinking skills

Diversity in Practice

Human rights and social and economic justice

Research-informed practice and practice-informed research

Human behavior and the social environment
Social policy practice
Practice contexts

Engage, assess, intervene, evaluate: The processes involved in doing social work

It is difficult as well to imagine that achieving competence in the ten areas, in addi-
tion to the HBSE competency, listed above could be accomplished without HBSE con-
tent. In essence, this book is intended to be an integral and interdependent part of your

overall social work education.

CORE VALUES

In addition, the content of this book is grounded in the basic and

fundamental or core values of the social work profession as iden-
tified by the CSWE:

Service

Social justice

The dignity and worth of the person
The importance of human relationships
Competence

Human rights

Scientific inquiry (CSWE, 2008)

These values are and have historically been the underpinning

for all of social work education and practice.

KEx

Ethical Practice

Practice Behavior Example: Know about the
value base of the profession, its ethical standards,
and relevant law

Critical Thinking Question: How might the
fundamental values of the social work profes-
sion be reflected in and guide our efforts to gain
knowledge about human behavior and the social
environment?

"B
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Chapter 1

HUMAN BEHAVIOR AND THE SOCIAL

Wy Human Behavior

ENVIRONMENT

Practice Behavior Examples:

Know about human behavior across the
life course; the range of social systems
in which people live; and the ways social
systems promote or deter people in
maintaining or achieving health and
well-being

Apply theories and knowledge from the
liberal arts to understand biological, so-
cial, cultural, psychological, and spiritual
development

So, specifically what does the CSWE expect of us in order to
attain the required competence in HBSE? In order to become
competent in applying “knowledge of human behavior and
the social environment,” we are expected to be knowledgeable
about:

e Human behavior across the life course

* The range of social systems

e The ways social systems promote or deter people in main-
taining or achieving health and well-being

Utilize conceptual frameworks to guide the In addition, we are expected to be able to:
processes of assessment, intervention, and

* Apply theories and knowledge from the liberal arts to under-

evaluation
Critique and apply knowledge to understand stand biological, social, cultural, psychological, and spiritual
person and environment. development
Critical Thinking Question: Why do you think We will know we have achieved these expectations when
this is a necessary component of education for we can:

competent social work practice?

o Utilize conceptual frameworks to guide the processes of as-

sessment, intervention, and evaluation
e Critique and apply knowledge to understand person and environment.

Test your understanding of (CSWE, 2008:6)
the purpose of the HBSE ’

competency by taking this
short Quiz. O journey through this book will be guided by several very basic concepts and

In addition to being guided by the requirements of CSWE regarding HBSE,

perspectives. The most basic concept that will guide us is that of paradigm.

PARADIGMS AND SOCIAL WORK

A paradigm “is a world view, a general perspective, a way of breaking down the com-
plexity of the real world” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985:15). Paradigms constitute “cultural
patterns of group life” (Schutz, 1944). More specifically, Kuhn (1970 [1962]:175) defines a
paradigm as “the entire constellation of beliefs, values, techniques, and so on shared by
the members of a given community.” Paradigms shape and are shaped by values, knowl-
edge, and beliefs about the nature of our worlds and are often so “taken for granted”
that we are virtually unaware of their existence or of the assumptions we make because
of them. For social workers the notion of paradigm is particularly important, because
if we can become conscious of the elements that result in different worldviews, this
awareness can provide us with tools to use to think about and to understand ourselves,
others, and the environments we all inhabit. The notion of paradigm can help us under-
stand more completely the past perspectives, current realities, and future possibilities
about what it means to be human. Furthermore, the notion of paradigm can help us
understand our own and others’ roles in creating and re-creating the very meaning of
humanness.
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Specifically, thinking in terms of paradigms can provide us with new ways of under-
standing humans’ behaviors in individual, family, group, organizational, community, and
global contexts. The concept of paradigm can serve us very well to organize our think-
ing about and increase our understanding of multiple theories and perspectives about
human behavior and the social environment. Using the concept of paradigm can help
us understand the way things are and, equally important for social workers, it can help
us understand the way things might be. Throughout this book, we will explore para-
digms from two different types of paradigms: traditional or dominant and alternative or
possible.

TWO TYPES OF PARADIGMS: TRADITIONAL AND
ALTERNATIVE

Traditional (dominant) and alternative (possible) paradigms are quite different from each
other but are not mutually exclusive kinds of paradigms. We explore in some detail the
characteristics of both of these types of paradigms in Chapter 2. For now, when we re-
fer to traditional or dominant paradigms, we simply mean the paradigms or worldviews
that have most influenced the environments that make up our worlds. When we refer
to alternative or possible paradigms, we mean worldviews that have had less influence
and have been less prominent in shaping our own and others’ views about humans and
their environments. However, alternative or possible paradigms reflect worldviews that
are of significant importance to social workers and many of the people we serve. They
are called alternative paradigms only in the sense that they have for too long been over-
looked and undervalued in a world that disproportionately reflects traditional or domi-
nant worldviews.

PARADIGMS: BOTH/AND NOT EITHER/OR

Much of the emphasis in this book is on shifting to alternative paradigms and transcend-
ing the limits of traditional and dominant paradigm thinking. It is important to realize,
though, that our journey to understanding Human Behavior and the Social Environ-
ment will not take us to either one or the other worldview. Our journey will take us to
both traditional and alternative destinations along the way. After all, traditional scientific
worldviews have revealed much valuable knowledge about ourselves and our worlds.
We will try in this book to learn about alternative paradigms and to challenge us
to think beyond traditional paradigms in which science is the single source of under-
standing. However, in order to understand alternative paradigms, we need to be cogni-
zant of traditional theories about human behavior and development. We will challenge
traditional paradigms as incomplete, as excluding many people, and as reflecting biases
due to the value assumptions and historical periods out of which they emerged. These
inadequacies, however, render traditional theories nonetheless powerful in the influences
they have had in the past, that they currently have, and that they will continue to have
on the construction and application of knowledge about human behavior and the social
environment. Traditional approaches provide important departure points from which
we may embark on our journey toward more complete, more inclusive, and less-biased
visions (or at least visions in which bias is recognized and used to facilitate inclusiveness)
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of HBSE. Many of the alternative paradigms we will visit began as extensions or adapta-
tions of existing traditional worldviews.

There is another very practical reason for learning about theories that emerge
from and reflect traditional paradigms. The practice world social workers inhabit and
that you will soon enter (and we hope transform) is a world constructed largely on
traditional views of human behavior and the social environment. To survive in that
world long enough to change it, we must be conversant in the discourse of that world.
We must have sufficient knowledge of traditional and dominant paradigms of human
behavior and development to make decisions about what in those worldviews we wish
to retain because of its usefulness in attaining the goal of maximizing human potential.
Knowledge of traditional and dominant paradigms is also necessary in deciding what
to discard or alter to better serve that same core concern of social work. To help us
understand paradigms in the context of social work, we need to be able to conduct a
paradigm analysis.

PARADIGM ANALYSIS

Put simply, paradigm analysis is learning to “think paradigm.” It is a process of con-
tinually asking questions about what the information, both spoken and unspoken, we
send and receive reflects about our own and others” views of the world and its people,
especially people different from ourselves. It is a process of continually “thinking about
thinking.” Paradigm analysis requires us to continuously critically evaluate the many
perspectives we will explore for their consistency with the core values of social work.

Paradigm analysis involves asking a set of very basic questions about each of the
perspectives we explore in order to determine its compatibility with the core values of
social work. These questions are:

1. Does this perspective contribute to preserving and restoring human dignity?

2. Does this perspective recognize the benefits of, and does it celebrate, human
diversity?

3. Does this perspective assist us in transforming our society and ourselves so that
we welcome the voices, the strengths, the ways of knowing, and the energies
of us all?

4. Does this perspective help us all (ourselves and the people with whom we
work) to reach our fullest human potential?

5. Does the perspective or theory reflect the participation and experiences of
males and females; economically well off and poor; white people and people
of color; gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, transgendered, and heterosexuals; old
and young; temporarily able-bodied and people with disabilities?

The answers we find to these questions will tell us generally if the perspective we
are exploring is consistent with the core values of social work. The answer to the
tinal question will tell us about how the paradigm came to be and who partici-
pated in its development or construction. The questions above can also help us

Test your understanding of
Paradigms by taking this

short Quiz.  gecide whether the paradigm or perspective being examined should change or
“shift” in order to help fulfill the purposes of social work.
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PARADIGM SHIFT

A paradigm shift is “a profound change in the thoughts, perceptions, and values that
form a particular vision of reality” (Capra, 1983:30). To express the fundamental changes
required of a paradigm shift, Thomas Kuhn (1970) uses the analogy of travel to another
planet. Kuhn tells us that a paradigm shift “is rather as if the professional community
had been suddenly transported to another planet where familiar objects are seen in a
different light and are joined by unfamiliar ones as well” (1970, p. 111). The elements of
this analogy—travel, another planet or world, viewing both familiar and new objects in a
different light—are consistent with our efforts in this book to travel on a journey toward
a more complete understanding of HBSE. Our journey will take us to other people’s
worlds and it will call upon us to view new things in those worlds and familiar things in
our own worlds in new ways and through others’ eyes. As we continue on our journey
we should try to appreciate that the process of taking the trip is as important and enlight-
ening as any final destination we might reach.

Paradigms are not mysterious, determined for all time, immovable objects. Par-
adigms are social constructs created by humans. They can be and, in fact, have been
changed and reconstructed by humans throughout our history (Capra, 1983:30). Kuhn
([1962] 1970:92), for example, discusses scientific and political revolutions that result in
paradigm shifts and changes. Such changes, Kuhn suggests, come about when a segment
of a community, often a small segment, has a growing sense that existing institutions are
unable to adequately address or solve the problems in the environment—an environment
those same institutions helped create. The actions taken by the dissatisfied segment of
the community can result in the replacement of all or parts of the older paradigm with a
newer one. However, since not all humans have the same amount of influence or power
and control over what a paradigm looks like and whose values and beliefs give it form,
efforts to change paradigms involve conflict and struggles (Kuhn, [1962]1970:93).

Use of the notion of paradigm shift will enable us to expand our knowledge of hu-
man behavior and the social environment and to use this additional knowledge in our
practice of social work. It can free us from an overdependence on traditional ways of
viewing the world as the only ways of viewing the world. It can allow us to move be-
yond these views to alternative possibilities for viewing the world, its people, and their
behaviors.

The concept of paradigm shift allows us to make the transitions necessary to
continue our journey to explore alternative paradigms and paradigmatic elements
that represent the many human interests, needs, and perspectives not addressed by or
reflected in the traditional and dominant paradigm. The concept of paradigm shift is also
helpful in recognizing relationships between traditional and alternative paradigms and
for tracing how alternative paradigms often emerge from traditional or dominant ones.
Traditional or dominant paradigms and alternative or possible paradigms for human
behavior are not necessarily mutually exclusive.

As we will see in the discussion of paradigms and history, different paradigms can
be described as different points in a progression of transformations in the way we per-
ceive human behavior and the social environment. The progression from traditional and
dominant to alternative and possible that we envision here is one that reflects a con-
tinuous movement (we hope) toward views of human behavior more consistent with
the core values of social work and away from narrow perspectives that include only a
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privileged few and exclude the majority of humans. In some cases, this progression will
mean returning to previously neglected paradigms. Such a progression, then, does not
imply a linear, forward-only movement. It might more readily be conceived as a spiral
or winding kind of movement. The worldviews illustrated in our discussion of history,
for example, represented the perspectives almost exclusively of Europeans. Very dif-
ferent worldviews emerged in other parts of the world. Myers (1985:34), for example,
describes an Afrocentric worldview that emerged over 5,000 years ago among Egyptians
that posited the real world to be both spiritual and material at once. This holistic perspec-
tive found God manifest in everything. The self included “ancestors, the yet unborn,
all of nature, and the entire community” (Myers, 1985:35).Many scholars suggest that
this paradigm continues to influence the worldviews of many people of African descent
today. This Afrocentric paradigm clearly offers an alternative to European humanist or
scientific paradigms that emerged during the Renaissance. Such an alternative emphasiz-
ing the interrelatedness of individuals and community and their mutual responsibility
for one another encompasses much that is valuable and consistent with the core values
of social work. The notion of a continuum helps us to understand the importance and
usefulness of knowing about dominant paradigms at the same time that we attempt to
transcend or shift away from the limits of traditional paradigms and move toward ones
that are more inclusive and that more fully reflect the core values of social work.

Paradigm Shift, Social Work, and Social Change

The concept of paradigm change has significant implications for us as social workers. If
you recall from earlier discussion, the basic purposes of social work include social change
or social transformation and call upon us to be involved in social and political action to
promote social and economic justice. Social change is also required in our call to enhance
human well-being and to work on behalf of oppressed persons denied access to opportu-
nities and resources or power. When we as social workers become a part of the processes
of changing paradigms and the institutions that emerge from them, we are, in essence,
engaging in fundamental processes of social change and transformation.

We can use the information we now have about paradigms and paradigm analy-
sis to change or replace paradigms that create obstacles to people meeting their needs
and reaching their potential. Since paradigms are reflected throughout the beliefs, values,
institutions, and processes that make up our daily lives, we need not limit our thinking
about paradigms only to our immediate concerns here about human behavior and the
social environment. We can apply what we know about paradigms and paradigm change
throughout our education and practice. For us as students of social work, that means
we must become aware of the nature of the paradigms reflected throughout all areas
of our studies in social work necessary to achieve the 10 core competencies required
of professional social workers. We certainly also must begin to analyze the nature
and assumptions of the paradigms we encounter through our course work in the arts
and humanities (music, theater, visual arts, philosophy, literature, English, languages,
religious studies), social sciences (economics, political science, psychology, sociology,
anthropology, history), and natural sciences (biology, physics, chemistry, geology, geog-
raphy), as well as through our own personal histories and life experiences.

Socialization is the process of teaching new members the rules by which the larger
group or society operates. Socialization involves imparting to new members the knowl-
edge, values, and skills according to which they are expected to operate. For example,
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the social work education process in which you are currently involved is a process for so-
cializing you to the knowledge, values, and skills expected of professional social workers.

In a more general sense, we are socialized to and interact with others in the social
environment from paradigmatic perspectives. These perspectives are not only imparted
to us through formal education in the schools but also through what we are taught and
what we learn from our families, religious institutions, and other groups and organiza-
tions as well. We are influenced by worldviews and we reflect the worldviews to which
we have been socialized. The worldview likely to have influenced us most if we were
socialized through the educational system in the United States is the traditional or domi-
nant paradigm. The influence of this paradigm is pervasive, even if the worldviews of
our families or cultures are in conflict with parts or all of the traditional or dominant
paradigm. Because of the power accorded thinking consistent with the traditional para-
digm, it is extremely difficult for alternative paradigms to be accorded legitimacy. It is
not, however, impossible. As we shall see, it is quite possible through understanding tra-
ditional and alternative paradigms and the dynamics of paradigm change that we can
exercise choice in the paradigms or worldviews through which we lead our lives. We
suggest here that social changes resulting from shifts in worldviews inherently and inex-
tricably flow from changes in the way we as individuals view our worlds. This position is
consistent with the suggestion of much alternative paradigm thinking, in particular that
of feminism, that the personal is political.

In order to use our understanding of paradigms to support processes of social
change/transformation, we must first engage in the process of paradigm analysis we
described earlier. Paradigm analysis, you might recall, requires us to ask a set of ques-
tions that can guide us, in our education and practice, toward adopting and adapting
approaches to understanding human behavior and the social environment that incorpo-
rate perspectives consistent with the core values of social work.

As suggested earlier, a significant responsibility for us as social workers is assisting
people whose needs are not met and whose problems are not solved by the institutions
and processes in the social environment that emerge from and reflect the dominant/
traditional paradigms. Much of what social work is about involves recognizing, analyz-
ing, challenging, and changing existing paradigms. An essential step in fulfilling this
important responsibility is learning to listen to, respect, and effectively respond to the
voices and visions that the people with whom we work have to contribute to their own
well-being and to the common good. In this way, paradigms that too often have been
considered permanent and unchangeable can be questioned, challenged, altered, and
replaced. More important, they can be changed to more completely include the world-
views of persons previously denied participation in paradigm-building processes.

Such a perspective on knowledge for practice allows us to operate in partnership
with the people with whom we work. It allows us to incorporate their strengths, and it
provides us an opportunity to use social work knowledge, skills, and values in concert
with those strengths in our practice interactions.

The possible or alternative paradigms are those that enrich, alter, or replace exist-
ing paradigms by including the voices and visions—values, beliefs, ways of doing and
knowing—of persons who have usually been left out of the paradigm building that has
previously taken place. It is interesting, but not coincidental, that the persons who have
usually been left out of paradigm-building processes are often the same persons with
whom social workers have traditionally worked and toward whom the concerns of social
workers have historically been directed.





