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A Strengths Approach

Second Edition
by Rosemary K. Chapin, The University of Kansas

Welcome to the second edition of this best-selling text designed for use at both
the BSW and MSW level. In this book and companion custom website you will
find:

e Discussion of new key policy and program initiatives across major fields
of practice and their implications for social workers, including health care
reform, the Elder Justice Act, and civil right advances from the Lilly Ledbetter
Fair Pay Act of 2009 to President Obama’s executive memo requiring hospital
visitation rights for same-sex couples.

e Avalues and ethics focus integral to the strengths approach permeates the
entire text, rather than being relegated to one chapter.

e Web resources integrated into each chapter that will help students acquire
tools to stay up-to-the-minute on policy practice issues and influence social
policy.

e Comprehensive attention to diversity and civil rights, how policies and
programs work differently for people from diverse backgrounds, and
strategies to develop policies and programs that are more effective for a
diverse population.

e Frameworks for understanding social policy infused with the strengths
approach.

e Explanation of the linkages between historical, economic and political
contexts and social policy.

e Aging content and an international context infused throughout this text
and series.

e Three unique, in-depth, interactive, easy-to-access cases, which students can
easily reach from any computer, provide a “learning by doing” format
unavailable with any other text. Your students will have an advantage



unlike any other they will experience in their social work education,
providing the foundation for understanding how direct practice and policy
complement each other.

Strategies for understanding and managing future policy dilemmas.

A wealth of instructor-only resources available at
www.routledgesw.com/policy provides: full-text readings that link to the
concepts presented in each of the chapters; a complete bank of objective
and essay-type test items, all linked to current CSWE EPAS standards;
PowerPoint presentations to help students master key concepts; annotated
links to a treasure trove of social work assets on the Internet; and a forum
inviting all instructors using texts in the series to share ideas to improve
teaching and learning.
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PREFACE

MAJOR CHANGES TO THE SECOND EDITION

Welcome to the second edition of Social Policy for Effective Practice: A Strengths
Approach. This text will challenge your students to immediately begin applying what
they learn about policy and programs to improve conditions for our clients. The
second edition is chock-full of resources, including social media links and web-based
tools to help them engage in policy practice. Like the first edition, this text provides
students with a value-based approach to understanding social policy. The strengths
approach to policy analysis and development is grounded in social work values of
self-determination, social justice, and respect for diversity. The premise of this text is
that a greater focus on the strengths and resources of people and their environments
rather than on their problems and pathologies should be integrated into the social
policy development process. Thus, unlike most other social policy books, a values
and ethics focus permeates the entire text instead of being relegated to one chapter.

In addition to comprehensive coverage of major social policies and programs
across fields of practice, the latest information on policy initiatives and reforms
emanating from the Obama administration is presented and carefully analyzed for
its potential impact. This is one of the first social policy texts on the market with new
information on many recent policy initiatives including health care reform, the
Elder Justice Act, and securing rights for same-sex couples. I also discuss recent civil
rights advances from the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act of 2009 to President Obama’s
executive memo requiring hospital visitation rights for same-sex couples. This new
information is integrated into several chapters, and the effect of the changes on
current policy and on social work practice is explained. Additionally, international
content has been thoroughly integrated into each chapter. Aging content is infused
throughout this text and the entire New Directions in Social Work series, of which this
text is a part.

As in the last edition, I make sure that students know where to find trustworthy
web sources that are unlikely to disappear, and urge them to use these websites to
get the most up-to-date information on policies and to expand their knowledge
beyond the content in the text. This information is not simply listed at the end of
the chapter, but rather integrated into the chapter discussion at the point where
students would be most likely to be curious enough to want to learn more and
actually go to the website. Each time students follow one of the text prompts, they

XXV
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PREFACE

will be getting more familiar with the network of online advocacy organizations and
resources they can use as a policy practitioner.

Beginning with Chapter 1, students are challenged to think for themselves and
find areas of policy practice which will ignite their passion. I have found that, once
students begin to think about policy practice as a tool that can be used to bring
about changes they care about, they become much more interested in mastering the
content in this text. In addition to learning about the history, political and eco-
nomic context of social policies, they will learn skills needed for both policy analysis
and policy development. They will then use those skills to become knowledgeable
about the major policies and programs in the U.S..

As a veteran policy practitioner, I see policy practice tools everywhere. I want
students to begin to do the same kind of environmental scanning, to recognize
policy practice tools and be innovative in using them. Book chapters are peppered
with actual examples of social work students who banded together and engaged in
policy practice to improve services for their clients. The website materials
accompanying this text also provide a wealth of new ideas. The enriched syllabi
function as extensive instructors’ resources and include video links, interactive class-
room activities, and a plethora of other resources that reflect the way that today’s
students learn, facilitating instructors’ efforts to make policy come alive and ignite
students’ interest in policy practice. Many of these resources were created by
Melinda Lewis, who teaches social policy at the BSW and MSW level. She is a gifted
policy practitioner immersed in the use of social media, web based tools, and other
interactive resources in her advocacy work with the immigrant community. Be sure
to check out 10 “Old” Ideas” for Using Technology in Macro Practice in New Ways.

For the new editions of all five books in the New Directions in Social Work series,
each addressing a foundational course in the social work curriculum, the publisher
has created a brand-new, uniquely distinctive teaching strategy that revolves around
the printed book, but offers much more than the traditional text experience. The
series website www.routledgesw.com leads to custom websites coordinated with
each text and offering a variety of features to support instructors as you integrate
the many facets of an education in social work

At www.routledgesw.com/policy, you will find a wealth of resources to help
you create a dynamic, experiential introduction to social work for your students.
The website houses companion readings linked to key concepts in each chapter,
along with questions to encourage further thought and discussion; three interactive
fictional cases with accompanying exercises that bring to life the concepts covered
in the book, readings, and classroom discussions; a bank of exam questions (both
objective and open-ended) and PowerPoint presentations; annotated links to a
treasure trove of articles, videos, and websites; and an online forum inviting all
instructors using texts in the series to share ideas to improve teaching and learning.
You may find most useful a set of sample syllabi showing how Social Policy for
Effective Practice, second edition, can be used in a variety of course structures. A
master matrix demonstrates how the text and website used together through the



course satisfy the 2008 Council on Social Work Educational Policy and Accreditation
Standards (EPAS).

The organization and content of this book and companion website are such that
students at the bachelors and masters levels of their social work education can utilize
the knowledge gained from studying the material; specifically, this knowledge can
be applied to both generalist and specialized practice. The second edition can be
used throughout a two-semester sequence as well as a one-semester course, and the
integrated supplements and resources on the web make the text especially amenable
for online distance-learning and hybrid courses. The rich variety of resources and
links provided as part of the Social Policy for Effective Practice text and website makes it
possible to expand or contract the content to fit the variety of time-frames and levels
in which social policy courses are taught.

Readings (and accompanying questions) have been specifically added to offer
more breadth and depth to selected topics, giving students and instructors options
about which topics to explore more thoroughly and providing opportunities to
explore the diversity and complexity that is associated with the social issues with
which social workers grapple. These readings can also be used to help students with
more self-directed learning in areas about which they are particularly interested and
may want to explore further beyond the scope of the material that is normally
covered in the course. For example, one of the readings examines policy reforms
needed to increase accountability in the juvenile justice system.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

Please take a look at the table of contents for this book. The chapter titles reflect
social policy topics that are basic for effective social work practice. In Chapters 1-6,
we will examine different frameworks and contexts for understanding social policy
as well as tools for analyzing and influencing social policy. We will also consider the
influence of history and economics on social policy. Chapters 7-11 provide students
with a chance to build their skills using basic tools to analyze policies affecting major
client groups in a variety of fields of practice. Information on older adults is infused
throughout this text and specifically covered in Chapter 11. Moreover, each chapter
incorporates a strengths approach so that students can begin to consider clients’
strengths and resources as well as their needs when evaluating relevant policies. In
Chapter 12, the book concludes by looking to the future in an international context,
and considering ideas about how social workers can effectively respond to projected
changes in the new century.

The chapter descriptions below briefly introduce each of the chapters included
in this book, with emphasis on the updated content.

PREFACE
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PREFACE

Chapter 1

Social Work and Social Policy: A Strengths Perspective provides an overview of
social policy and programs and introduces the basic concepts that are the founda-
tion for the rest of the book. My goal in the first chapter is to help students under-
stand why policy practice is critical to effective social work practice. I discuss the
value base of the strengths perspective and explain how a strengths approach
changes not only the policy product but also the policy analysis and development
process. Students are challenged right away to find an issue about which they
have passion and to begin to build policy practice skills. New to this chapter is the
concept of dual assessments, whereby social workers are expected to also assess the
specific policy issues that impact their clients and consider whether intervention
requiring use of policy practice skills is necessary. By the end of the first chapter,
I hope students will be excited about policy practice and interested in acquiring the
knowledge and skills necessary to help influence social policies and programs.

Chapter 2

The Historical Context: Basic Concepts and Early Influences presents history as a
policy practice tool, and provides an analytic framework to support that approach.
This chapter examines the historical context for the development of social welfare
policies and programs, discusses the genesis of social welfare in early societies, and
traces the development of U.S. social policies through the early years of the 20th
century. New to Chapter 2 is an expanded discussion of the origins of social work,
discriminatory health and mental policies during this period, formation of the
Democratic and Republican Party, the importance of policy research done by
pioneer social workers, and the pivotal role of women in social policy development
during the 1800s and 1900s.

Chapter 3

The Historical Context: Development of Our Current Welfare System then begins
with World War I and continues through the administration of Barack Hussein
Obama. These chapters are premised on the idea that history is not merely a pro-
logue to the present. Rather, the ways in which historical social policy approaches
are understood and reinterpreted directly and immediately affect the social policy
decisions made. Chapter 3 contains an expanded discussion of the civil rights
movement and of income support strategies enacted since World War II. The
changes that brought us retrenchment and devolution during the Reagan era and
the Obama presidency in 2008 are also examined.



Chapter 4

The Economic and Political Contexts helps students understand how economic
fluctuations and political change interact with shifting social values to shape and
reshape social policy. New to this chapter is a discussion of the enabling state,
recommodification of labor, and an expanded discussion of regulatory policy. I have
also added discussion of how community organizing skills can be used to shape the
political context and to create opportunities for civic engagement.

Chapter 5

Tools for Determining Need and Analyzing Social Policy illustrates for students how
to use a policy analysis framework to analyze social policy and gives them a chance
to do hands-on analysis of new legislation passed under the Obama administration
that addresses homelessness. Strength principles for policy analysis are explained
and their application is discussed.

Chapter 6

Social Policy Development and Policy Practice examines the process of policy
development in detail, and then focuses explicitly on the ways in which social
workers can intervene in that process. Various ways that social workers engaged in
policy practice can use the strengths principles are discussed. This chapter contains a
new Sample Action Plan that lays out specifically how to develop and implement
strategies to influence social policies.

Chapter 7

Civil Rights provides a detailed look at the groups who have experienced dis-
crimination and oppression in the U.S. Expanded information on violence against
women and discrimination based on ethnicity, sexual orientation and gender
identity as well as efforts to fight discriminatory policies, is provided in this edition.
Increased emphasis is put on understanding how to analyze a seemingly neutral
policy for negative impact on traditionally oppressed groups. Beginning in Chapter
7 and continuing through the remainder of the text, I analyze major policies in
separate boxes using a simple policy analysis framework introduced in earlier chap-
ters. This is done so that students can easily grasp the basic policy elements of goals,
service delivery, financing and then can more readily understand later amendments.
This chapter also contains new information on immigration policy and inter-
national human rights.
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Chapter 8

Income- and Asset-Based Social Policies and Programs examines the major
government policies and programs designed to reduce poverty. Its primary emphasis
is on means-tested and insurance-based policies and programs that provide cash
to clients. However, because SNAP, employment policy, and housing subsidies
also directly help ameliorate the effects of poverty, I examine these policies and
programs as well. I also analyze official definitions of poverty, contrast universal
with selective programs, and examine in greater detail the major asset-based policies
currently advocated by social workers. This edition places much more emphasis on
new strategies to ameliorate poverty in the U.S. as well as internationally.

Chapter 9

Policies and Programs for Children and Families focuses on policies and programs
dealing with child protection, family preservation, permanency planning, adoption,
foster care, and juvenile justice. Programs for children with special needs as well as
child-support enforcement policies are also examined. This edition contains an
expanded discussion of how child welfare and family policy can be improved and
includes content on family capacity building, as well as on international child
welfare and family policy.

Chapter 10

Health and Mental Health Policies and Programs has been completely updated and
greatly expanded to explain major health and mental health policies and how they
will change as a result of 2010 health reform legislation. Implications of health care
reform for social work are detailed. The impact on immigrant families is discussed,
and further strategies necessary to reduce health disparities are examined. Students
are given resources to stay up to the minute on policy and program changes
resulting from implementation of health care reform legislation, and ways they can
shape implementation are explained.

Chapter 11

Policies and Programs for Older Adults, provides an overview of key policy issues
that influence older adults including the many changes resulting from the 2010
health care reform legislation. Changes discussed include creation of CLASS, a
voluntary long-term care insurance program, the Elder Justice Act, and improve-
ments to Medicare. Implications for social work are detailed. I also examine policy
strategies to promote economic security, adequate health care, and social engage-
ment, as well as ways to support intergenerational cooperation. This chapter
includes expanded and updated discussions of mental health, home and



community based services, rebalancing the long-term care system, changes in nurs-
ing home care, caregiving, health disparities among minority elders, grandparent-
ing, and issues for gay and lesbian elders.

Chapter 12

The Future focuses on strategies for dealing with future policy dilemmas. The policy
basics covered in earlier chapters provide the foundation for thinking about how we
may begin to address future challenges. Guidelines for analyzing forecasts are pre-
sented. I then examine major trends that are expected to influence future social
policy including globalization, convergence, growing pressures on the middle
class, multi-generational families, and economic instability. The text closes with a
challenge to students to help develop a vision of the future that will energize the
journey, and to work to improve policies and, ultimately, future outcomes for our
clients.

INTERACTIVE CASES

The website www.routledgesw.com/cases presents three unique, in-depth, inter-
active, fictional cases with dynamic characters and real-life situations that students
can easily access from any computer and that provide a “learning by doing” format
unavailable with any other text. Your students will have an advantage unlike any
other they will experience in their social work training. Each of the interactive cases
uses text, graphics, and video to help students learn about engagement, assessment,
intervention, and evaluation and termination at multiple levels of social work
practice. The “My Notebook” feature allows students to take and save notes, type in
written responses to tasks, and share their work with classmates and instructors by
email. Through the interactive cases, you can integrate the readings and classroom
discussions by acquainting the students with:

The Sanchez Family: Systems, Strengths, and Stressors The ten individuals in this
extended Latino family have numerous strengths but are faced with a variety of
challenges. Students will have the opportunity to experience the phases of the
social work intervention, grapple with ethical dilemmas, and identify strategies for
addressing issues of diversity.

Riverton: A Community Conundrum Riverton is a small midwest city in which the
social worker lives and works. The social worker identifies an issue that presents her
community with a challenge. Students and instructors can work together to develop
strategies for engaging, assessing, and intervening with the citizens of the social
worker’s neighborhood.
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Carla Washburn: Loss, Aging, and Social Support Students will get to know Carla
Washburn, an older African American woman who finds herself living alone after
the loss of her grandson and in considerable pain from a recent accident. In this case,
less complex than the Sanchez Family, students will apply their growing knowledge
of gerontology and exercise the skills of culturally competent practice.

This book takes full advantage of the interactive element as a unique learning
opportunity by including exercises that require students to go to the website and use
the cases. To maximize the learning experience, you may want to start the course by
asking your students to explore each case by activating each button. The more the
students are familiar with the presentation of information and the locations of the
individual case files, the case study tools, and the questions and tasks contained
within each phase of the case, the better they will be able to integrate the text with
the online practice component.

IN SUM

Social Policy for Effective Practice provides an integrated approach to the policy
making process. A clear philosophical base and a common theoretical framework
underlie the discussion of each component of the policy process. The focus is on
understanding how social policy can contribute to effective social work practice on a
day-to-day basis across the gamut of social work settings. My aim is to spark students’
desire to understand and influence social policy. In order to help reach this out-
come, I have interwoven four essential themes throughout this book: (1) the
importance of thinking critically about social policy, (2) the benefits of using the
strengths perspective, a value-based approach, in policy analysis and development,
(3) the vital role social policy plays in all areas of practice, and (4) the absolute
responsibility of every social worker to engage in policy practice.

This new edition integrates new web tools and resources, many of which have
been developed since the first edition was published. It offers a comprehensive
discussion of policy initiatives emanating from the Obama administration. The
new health care legislation as well as new civil rights legislation is analyzed and
implications for social work are examined. This text charts a new course for policy
practice in the twenty-first century.
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CHAPTER 1

Last night, the Trowbridge family asked to stay at the homeless shelter where | am
doing my field placement. There are so many empty homes in our town, and more
and more homeless people who cannot afford to live in them.

| am working with older adults at the Hispanic community center. Some of them
have clear signs of depression, and Hector, one of the older men, recently committed
suicide. However, they are very hesitant to go to the mental health center across
town, and no therapists there speak Spanish.

The kids in the grade school where | work often go hungry on the weekends,
when they cannot take part in the school meals program.

S OCIAL WORK STUDENTS INVOLVED IN FIELDWORK are facing new dilemmas.
The U.S. has been buffeted by war and economic downturn. At the same time,
the political climate changed markedly in 2008. While many students were buoyed
by the election of a black president with plans to create a “New Foundation” for our
country that includes health care reform, social service agencies are seeing increas-
ing numbers of people in dire need. Some students may become so overwhelmed
that they decide social work is just “too hard,” and they leave the field. Even worse,
other students decide they cannot fight “the system,” so they tell their clients,
“There is nothing to be done.” However, you can make a different choice. You can
choose to understand and influence the social policies that will shape your practice
and your clients’ lives.

Social policies are the laws, rules, and regulations that govern the benefits
and services provided by governmental and private organizations to assist people
in meeting their needs. Although the term “needs” can mean different things to
different people, social workers define a need as the gap between an existing con-
dition and some societal standard or required condition. For example, our society
has developed standards of adequate nutrition for children. When children do not
have access to a sufficient variety of foods to meet those standards, then their
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nutritional needs are not being met. The term social justice refers to the equitable
distribution of societal resources to all people as well as equity and fairness in the
social, economic and political spheres.

For the people described in the opening vignettes, social policy shapes their
lives in clear ways. For social workers, social policy shapes almost every practice
setting. Indeed, as a student, your own future may be dramatically influenced
by rising tuition fees and increasing debt burdens that are a direct result of social
policy changes. It does not take long to identify repressive and ineffective social
policies that have negative effects on your clients’ lives as well as your own.
Social policies can also can be instruments for promoting social justice and greatly
improving clients’ lives.

My purpose in writing this book is to provide you with clear and concise frame-
works as well as the knowledge, skills, and, most importantly, the desire to become
involved in developing social policies that incorporate the strengths perspective.
The strengths perspective is a philosophical approach to social work positing
that the goals, strengths, and resources of people and their environment, rather
than their problems and pathologies should be the central focus of the helping
process (Saleebey, 1992). In this text, the terms “strengths perspective” and
“strengths approach” are used to refer to this philosophical approach. For additional
information about the strengths perspective, visit the website of the Strengths
Institute at the University of Kansas, School of Social Welfare (www.socwel. ku.edu/
strengths).

I believe that a greater focus on people’s strengths and resources—a strengths
approach—should be integrated into social policy development. To begin this learn-
ing process, this chapter introduces and critiques some of the basic concepts and
frameworks that will be the building blocks of your understanding of policy making.
In addition, it explains how the ways in which we define and understand social
problems shape the social policies and programs that we develop to address those
problems. Social problems are concerns about the quality of life of large groups of
people that are either held as a broad consensus among a population and/or voiced
by social and economic elites (Chambers and Wedel, 2009). Examples of social prob-
lems are drug abuse, juvenile delinquency, and homelessness. Subsequent chap-
ters—particularly Chapters 5 and 6—present detailed information on how social
workers can help analyze and develop social policies designed to address these prob-
lems. In future chapters, you will also learn about the historical, political, and eco-
nomic contexts that shape social policy, and about the major social policies that
affect our clients.
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SOCIAL WORK AND SOCIAL POLICY

Social policies shape the social welfare system of the U.S.. The term social welfare
refers to a nation’s system of programs, benefits, and services that help people meet
the social, economic, educational, and health needs that are fundamental to the
maintenance of society. Social policies make it possible for clients to receive benefits
and services they may desperately need. When I use the term client, I am referring to
the recipient of the direct service or benefit provided by the social worker rather than
to the taxpayer or policy maker. Taxpayers and policy makers are important con-
stituents, but clients are the social worker’s main concern. The terms “client group”
and “target group” also refer to the population that is the primary focus of a social
policy or program. Therefore, these terms are used interchangeably throughout this
book. In this text, we focus primarily on social policies that shape benefits and
services for our clients.

In 1973, the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) defined social work
as “the professional activity of helping individuals, groups or communities to
enhance or restore their capacity for social functioning and creating societal con-
ditions favorable to this goal” (NASW, 1973, p.4) A further delineation of the
mission of social work was developed in 1996 and is part of the NASW Code of Ethics
(2008).

The primary mission of the social work profession is to enhance human well-
being and help meet the basic human needs of all people, with particular attention
to the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living
in poverty. An historic and defining feature of social work is the profession’s focus on
individual well-being in a social context and the well-being of society. Fundamental
to social work is attention to the environmental forces that create, contribute to, and
address problems in living (NASW, 2009-2012, p. 381).

Engaging in policy practice is a fundamental method by which social workers
can fulfill this mission. Indeed, combating injustice through the reform of social
policies is a core part of our ethical responsibilities as social workers. Social workers
clearly have an essential role to play in helping to shape the social policies that
underlie our social welfare system. Social workers deliver social welfare services.
Social services are provided to meet social needs. They include adoption services,
child protection services, mental health counseling, case management, services for
older adults, for people in the correction system, and for people with disabilities.
The effectiveness of these social services will be influenced by the social policies
that govern their delivery. Therefore, social workers interested in increasing
service effectiveness need to become involved in developing social policy. Silence,
cynicism, and doing nothing are political acts, and people who do not want to see
changes that are needed in the service system, count on public apathy to maintain
the status quo.

3
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The Relationship between Social Policy and Social Work Practice

In order to help you understand the relationship between social policy and social
work practice more clearly, we can examine policies, programs, and practice in the
area of child abuse and neglect. Social policies determine who may remove children
from their homes, where the children can be placed, whether they can receive
specialized counseling services, who can provide those services, and how much
providers will be paid. Social policies create the social programs that shape social
work. Social workers serving children as well as other client groups cannot hope to
help their clients unless they understand these crucial parameters that shape how
they practice. Social policies ultimately dictate the services offered by social workers
through social programs.

The child in foster care, the older adult in a nursing facility, and the incarcerated
teenager have all powerfully experienced the results of social policy. Social workers,
whether in private practice, in public child welfare, in health care, or in any other
setting, also experience the consequences of social policy. You can become a
much more effective social worker if you have a basic understanding of how policy
influences practice in your agency and in your community. These insights can also
help you move beyond understanding how policies work and coping with the
aftermath of social policy to become proactive in helping to shape policies.

Social policies can be developed by both the public and the private sector. Public
social policies are those policies created by federal, state, and local governments.
Most social policy in the U.S. is public policy. Nevertheless, private entities such as
religious organizations may also develop social policies and programs, such as a free
preschool program that helps low-income families reach the goal of seeing their
children succeed in school. Indeed, it is often through policies formulated by the
private agencies in which social workers practice that clients experience the impact
of social policy most directly.

Social policies can benefit clients in many ways. Very importantly, they can
assist clients in achieving their life goals. For example, they can assist single mothers
in securing well-paid jobs by mandating equal opportunity in employment. Social
policies can also help clients by creating social programs, defined as the specified set
of activities that are designed to solve social problems and/or meet basic human
needs. For example, public social policies that create childhood nutrition programs
make it possible for children to be adequately fed. Social workers are often involved
in delivering the services that are part of these programs. They are also constantly
helping their clients to navigate, the resources that these programs provide and to
hurdle the gaps in programs.

Exhibit 1.1 illustrates the relationships between the social welfare system, social
policy, and social workers. Our social welfare system includes benefits and services
for families who have incomes that are insufficient to adequately nourish children.
The Child Nutrition Act is the social policy that created the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). Clients who qualify
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Social Welfare System EXHIBIT 1.1
Our social welfare system includes benefits and services for families who have incomes
that are insufficient to adequately nourish children. Relationship Of
l T Social Welfare
Social Policy S}/Stem/ Social
The Child Nutrition Act created the Special Supplemental Food Program for Women, Poljcy/ and
Infants and Children (WIC). =
l T Social Workers

Social Workers
WIC Program provides food benefits as well as nutrition and health education and
referrals to health and other social services when needed. Social workers deliver some of
these services.

receive food benefits as well as nutrition and health education and referrals to health
and other social services when needed. Significantly, social workers deliver some of
these services. Note that the arrows between the boxes in Exhibit 1.1 go in both
directions. Social workers are influenced by social policy, but they can also influence
what social policy is made.

Although social policies and programs are often created to assist people, they
can also be a means of oppression. For example, in the past, the U.S. enacted public
social policies that mandated separate schools for people of color and denied them
the right to vote. As a professional social worker, you will see first-hand the results of
both failed and effective social policies. However, you will be expected to do more
than simply complain about unjust and ineffective policies. You will be expected to
engage in policy practice. Policy practice is defined as “Efforts to change policy in
legislative, agency, and community settings, whether by establishing new policies,
improving existing ones, or defeating the policy initiatives of other people”
(Jansson, 2003, p. 15). Engaging in policy practice will enable you to help craft
policies that support effective work with clients. This book begins and ends with a
challenge to use the tools provided in these chapters to engage in policy practice
that benefits our clients.

Social Work Values Integral to the Strengths Approach to Policy Practice

The Code of Ethics, developed by the NASW (1999) to help guide our practice,
requires us to implement core social work values into our practice. Two fundamental
values that can guide our efforts to shape more effective policy are self-
determination and social justice. Self-determination refers to people’s control
of their own destiny. As we shall see, this concept is essential to the strengths
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perspective, which argues that clients possess resources that can help them achieve
their goals. Social justice involves the fair distribution of societal resources to
all people. It focuses on the means by which societies allocate their resources,
which consist of material goods and social benefits, rights, and protections. These
values reinforce the proposition that people who are disadvantaged by the current
social order should have equal access to resources and opportunities to meet
their common human needs.

Respect for diversity is central to social work practice. Therefore, social workers
are expected to campaign for societal action on behalf of disadvantaged groups,
regardless of gender, race, age, disability, or other characteristics that have been the
basis for being denied access to resources. Visit the website of the NASW and then go
to Code of Ethics to view this document in its entirety (www.naswdc.org). Unlike
many other approaches to social policy analysis, social work values are basic to the
strengths approach.

The Social Worker's Responsibility for Policy Practice Like the NASW, the Council
on Social Work Education (CSWE) has developed standards that reinforce the
responsibility of social workers to become proficient in the policy arena and to
engage in policy practice. Learn more about these two key social work organizations
by visiting their websites (www.naswdc.org and www.cswe.org). For example, CSWE
accreditation standards for social work programs in colleges and universities require
that the curriculum contains content on policy practice. Nevertheless, many social
workers remain hesitant to engage in the policy making process at either the agency
or governmental level. Social workers who are on the front line, working daily with
clients, can provide valuable perspectives on the consequences of social policies.
However, they often do not recognize the resources they can bring to the policy
making arena, and they have little idea of how they can influence social policy.

You can be a different type of social worker. Whether you are already involved in
a field placement, are still preparing for field placement, or have several years of
social work practice experience, this book can help you build the skills necessary to
use what you will hear and see to understand current policies and advocate for more
effective policies. You will learn to be a “listening post” for the stories that could help
policy makers more clearly understand the impact of their decisions. This book will
show you how to make your voice and your clients’ voices heard in the policy arena
and how to be innovative in guiding the policy process.

Often, interest in social work grows from a basic desire to “help people.” How-
ever, interest in how policy practice can help clients must also be developed. You are
preparing for a career that focuses on people in their environments. People and their
environments are interdependent. Social policies shape our clients’ environments
and thus influence our ability to help them. Social work courses will help you sort
out what it means to assist people and will provide conceptual tools to guide your
efforts. No matter where you practice social work, you will have to be involved in
policy practice. As you engage and assess your clients, you also need to begin
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assessing the policies and programs that either help or create barriers to the
achievement of their goals. (The interactive cases that accompany this text will
provide examples of how that is done.) These policies and programs may be federal
laws and major programs such as the Child Nutrition Act that created WIC, as previ-
ously discussed. However, rules and regulations at your agency may also be hinder-
ing or helping clients. To be effective in helping your clients, at minimum you will
need to do this “dual assessment” so you can identify the specific policy issues that
impact your clients and consider whether intervention requiring use of your policy
practice skills are necessary. Then, look for patterns in your caseload where several
clients are negatively influenced by the same policy. These patterns should serve as
red flags to alert you to the need for action. As a strengths-based policy practitioner,
you can plan and implement these policy interventions in ways that place your
clients’ needs center stage and that actively involve them in all phases of the change
process. Even social workers in very clinical roles are increasingly describing them-
selves as activist clinicians as they engage in advocacy to improve policies and pro-
grams for their clients. Advocacy involves helping to make the needs of a group clear
to people in decision-making positions in ways that are most effective with the
targeted decision makers (for example, helping clients who want to tell their stories,
public education campaigns, press releases, letters, demonstrations, and petitions).
As an advocate, you will need to be willing to take risks and also to have realistic
expectations because you will certainly not always succeed. However, each time you
try, you will build your skill level.

Legislative advocacy requires an array of skills which we will cover in detail later
in this text. They include: understanding how to help clients become involved in
the policy development process, providing research and technical information,
understanding legislators’ biases, having insights into all perspectives on the issues,
and presenting issues in ways that can be embraced by the legislators (Reisch, 2000).
Advocacy in the context of policy practice is the kind of advocacy we will focus on in
this text. This type of advocacy involves work to change policies which can include
legislation and/or work to change programs so that they are more effective for your
clients.

Connecting Social Policy to Personal Experience Regardless of whether you are
currently in field placement, you will most easily master the content of this text
if you use it immediately and try to connect it with your personal experience. To
help make those connections, let us reflect on a situation in which you tried to help
another person. When you were working with that person, did you give any thought
to how social policies may have influenced your ability to help? Even if you never
considered this question, social policies undoubtedly affected your efforts. For
example, if you were working for a social service agency, then the agency’s policies
determined who could receive what kinds of services, who could offer those services,
and how those services would be financed. Even if you were trying to offer assistance
on a less formal level, such as when friends were getting a divorce or a grandparent

7



8

SOCIAL POLICY FOR EFFECTIVE PRACTICE: A STRENGTHS APPROACH

was injured, it is likely that policies governing marriage and divorce, child custody,
or long-term care significantly influenced your ability to help secure resources for
the person in need. If you learn how to analyze social policies and advocate for
needed change, then your efforts to help people can become more effective.

You can begin practicing the skills you learn in this course by applying them
to your own life. Social policies shape your life and the lives of your friends and
family. Take the time to examine which policies irritate you and which ones actually
work well, and you will develop your capacity to successfully negotiate a path to
your goals. At the same time, you will be building the necessary skills to support your
clients in attaining their goals.

SOCIAL WORK AND THE STRENGTHS PERSPECTIVE

At the direct interpersonal level, methods of developing social policies, like methods
of social work intervention, typically have been problem-focused and generally were
designed to detect deficiency or pathology in the person experiencing the problem.
The understanding of problems as originating in individual pathology has its roots
in the medical model in which identifying the individual’s problem or pathology is
basic to treatment. For example, a medical practitioner diagnoses a patient as having
a pathological condition such as influenza or diabetes and then prescribes treatment.

Traditionally, many policy makers have employed a similar approach to under-
standing needs or problems. Like medical practitioners, they have focused on
defining and assessing “problems” that characterize individuals and institutions
within their community. This approach is not necessarily inappropriate. In fact, a
careful analysis of core social problems needs to be done in order to craft and
implement effective social policy. The problem is that this approach has seldom
been coupled with similar attention to identifying the strengths of the people
and their environments that the policy targets (Chapin, 1995). Further, social
problem analysis that focuses on the pathology of the person experiencing the
problem often leads to policy strategies that blame the victim of the problem for its
existence. For example, a homeless mother may be deemed unfit and thus lose
custody of her children, even though there is no available housing in the com-
munity that she can afford.

You have probably also been taught from the time you were a child to begin
with a thorough analysis of the problem at hand. However, careful analysis of a
problem is seldom accompanied by a thorough analysis of strengths and resources.
Think for a moment about problems in your community such as teenage pregnancy
and homelessness. When people assess these problems, they frequently focus
immediately and solely on possible deficits, or shortcomings, of the people
involved. Thus, homeless people are homeless because of drug addiction or laziness,
and teenagers become pregnant because they lack self-control. Our understanding
of a social problem is sometimes so negative that we are led to believe the problem is
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impossible to resolve. For example, some cities and towns feel there is little they
can do to significantly diminish the size of their homeless community. In such cases,
our perception of the problem needs to be re-examined. We may be asking the
wrong questions. Perceiving people’s needs in new ways may lead us to new answers.

In contrast to the medical model, the strengths perspective examines the
strengths, goals, and resources of individuals and their communities as well as
the barriers to meeting needs that exist in the broader environment in which social
problems develop. For example, social workers who examine homelessness from the
strengths perspective would begin by looking carefully at the variety of people
who are homeless and exploring their strengths and goals as well as resources in the
community. They would also consider broader elements such as current economic
conditions, the availability of affordable housing, the possibility of mental health
problems among the homeless population, and the availability of government
programs to assist people with inadequate financial resources due to such factors as
low wages and serious or chronic illness. Identifying and acquiring the resources
necessary for homeless people to meet their goals are central to the strengths per-
spective. Similarly, viewing teenage pregnancy through this lens requires us to focus
from the beginning on not only the problem itself but on the teenagers, their
strengths and goals, and the resources they need. The strengths perspective asserts
that homeless people and teenagers possess or have access to personal and environ-
mental resources (or strengths) that can help them deal with and perhaps overcome
these problems. Chapters 5 and 6 present a more detailed account of how social
workers can use the strengths perspective to redefine social problems and devise
more effective policies to address these problems.

The strengths perspective, which underpins the strengths approach, can be used
to reformulate problem-centered approaches to understanding need and creating
social policies. Consider, for example, a population that has historically been
marginalized in U.S. society: people with disabilities. Based on the deficits approach,
this population was labeled as “handicapped,” and their capacity to perform a con-
structive role in society was minimized. However, employing a strengths-based
strategy, people with disabilities, and their advocates insisted that these individuals
could be employed and could utilize community resources if access to jobs and
facilities rather than their disabilities became the central focus of relevant social
policies. Their activism led to passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), a
1990 law that bans discrimination against people with physical or mental dis-
abilities in such areas as employment and transportation. Clearly, this type of result
could not have been achieved until policy makers were convinced to abandon the
traditional deficits approach in favor of a more positive focus on strengths and
resources.

9
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Policy Practice Infused with the Strengths Perspective

When we understand there are alternatives to the view that social problems are
rooted in individual or environmental pathology, we can explore new possibilities.
In this section, we will consider how policy development could reflect a strengths-
based approach. We will begin with the initial stage in the policy making process,
which is defining needs, strengths, and goals. We will then focus on reconceptual-
izing social problems, involving clients in the policy development process, and con-
vincing decision makers to allocate resources to meet those clients’ needs. As
you become familiar with how a strengths perspective can be used to guide policy
development, consider carefully how the policy development process changes when
infused with the strengths perspective, and how the policy produced is likely to
change. In fact, it is the change in process that is likely to produce a more effective

policy.

Recasting Human Needs and Social Problems It is possible to recast the social
problems foundation of the policy development process and reconnect with the
basic human needs tradition promoted by social workers such as Charlotte Towle
(1945/1987). Towle’s most famous publication is Common Human Needs, a manual
written for the Bureau of Public Assistance of the U.S. Social Security Board, which
was originally published in 1945. Developed for public assistance workers, the man-
ual is based on the premise that all people have common human needs. Building on
this premise, we can view social policy as a tool for helping people meet these
common needs. Using this perspective enables us to define social problems not in
terms of human and environmental deficits but in terms of barriers that disadvan-
taged groups confront in attempting to satisfy such basic needs as food, shelter, and
positive community participation.

Further, the strengths perspective argues that many of these barriers result from
discrimination and exclusion in educational, political, and economic spheres based
on demographic characteristics such as race, gender, and socioeconomic status (SES),
rather than on individual attributes (Rappaport, Davidson, Wilson, and Mitchell,
1975). In times of economic downturn, when a greater percentage of people have
lost homes or jobs, voters are more likely to recognize that factors external to the
individual are making it difficult to satisfy basic needs. During such times, they may
be more willing to support increased spending on health and social programs.
Because crises also can create powerful opportunities for change, these periods
can present additional chances to help restructure programs and even enact major
policy reforms. However, people who faced significant barriers even in times of eco-
nomic growth may find themselves even more disadvantaged during economic
downturns.

An essential task of effective policy making then, is to identify individual
and community resources that can be used to remove these barriers and to
create opportunities for people who have been excluded from full community
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participation so that they can meet their goals. For example, when working with
people with mental illness, it is important to understand not only their disability but
also their strengths as well as any available environmental resources that may con-
tribute to their recovery. What brings joy to their lives? What are their goals? What
policies hamper their recovery? How might these policies be reformulated to build
on their strengths? The strengths and goals of the client are legitimate starting places
in developing social policy. Problems and deficits should not be given center stage.
When problems or needs are presented without any consideration of individual and
community strengths and resources, policy makers are left to make decisions based
on biases and prejudices.

What types of resources might be available to disadvantaged groups? Perhaps
the most fundamental are neighborhood and community institutions such as
schools, community centers, health facilities, and self-help organizations. Appro-
priate social policies can both enhance these resources and increase the access of
disadvantaged groups to them. When practicing social work, your assessment of the
policies and programs that can help your clients reach their goals will help you
identify resources available to your clients. Your assessment of the barriers and gaps
in policy and programs that create stumbling blocks for many clients will help you
focus your policy practice work. This is an example of the connection between social
work skills, such as assessment, that are honed in micro work with individuals and
families, and the primary tasks of policy practice.

Expanding the Client’s Role Approaching policy development from a strengths-
based rather than a problem-centered perspective leads to an expanded role for
clients and a corresponding shift in the role of the social worker. According to the
strengths approach, the role of the professional helper, including the social worker,
is not that of policy expert who informs the public and develops policy goals on her
or his own. Rather, the social worker’s role is to ensure that policy makers take
clients’ perspectives into account, to act as a resource person, and to collaborate with
clients throughout the policy development process.

At the same time, a strengths-based strategy calls for a more active role on the
part of the groups that are the target of the proposed policy. The strengths perspec-
tive recognizes that the definition of a need or problem shapes the policy options
that are considered. In turn, social policy essentially determines the allocation of
scarce resources. Therefore, it is crucial that clients be included in the processes
whereby needs are identified, problems are defined, and policies are developed.

A fundamental belief of the social work profession is that policy makers must
understand the programs and policies they create from the viewpoint of the target
population. For example, policy makers need to understand that homelessness has
many causes, and hearing about or talking to a homeless mother who works hard
but cannot find affordable housing can help them see the issue in a new light. Social
workers know that any initiative that does not start “where the client is,” will be
more likely to fail.

1
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Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF), the federal program that provides
financial assistance to low-income parents, is an example of how the failure to focus
on clients’ perspectives can produce inappropriate policy. TANF legislation has strict
work requirements, but it has inadequate provisions for expanding existing child
care programs. This type of flaw highlights the need for policy makers to understand
clients’ perceptions and community strengths. Had more policy makers believed
that most clients who are single mothers relied on public assistance not because
they were unwilling to work but because they had to care for their young children,
they might have incorporated less stringent work stipulations into the law. In
addition, they might have provided greater funding for child care centers, schools,
and other community institutions that could care for children while their mothers
worked. Providing their children with proper child care is a goal for many parents,
and existing high-