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This article aims at discussing the positive sides in social work. Positive app-
roach is presented as emphasizing positive attitudes, social context and interpersonal
relationships in a complex reality. It’s argued that problem-oriented, medicalised
methods and approaches should yield to process-oriented, dynamic and relationship-
based thinking, because it could facilitate a better understanding of changes,
contradictions and uncertainties within social processes. To be relevant in a current
social context, positive perspective in social work calls to embrace not only strengths
and virtues of a person but also expand its focus to a wider social environment. To
cover the personal, relationship and social components, social support and strengths
perspectives are analysed as some of the possible ways to expand positive approaches
in incorporating them deeper into social work theory and practice.
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spective.

Introduction

A human being naturally strives for a stable environment because it provides
us with a sense of safety and security. Looking back into history, there were different
milieus which acted as supports for individuals and society to lean on to. According to
H. Arendt, in antiquity people found sense of eternity in the tangible world, cosmos,
while with the rise of Christianity religious belief and hope of afterlife became the
pillars for stability (Arendt, 2005). Our current society is submerged in material and
sensory abundance as well as rapid change and often described as being “post-tradi-
tional”, “in crisis” or “at risk”. We live in the world, which has lost the absolution of re-
ligion and neither has regained the tangible stability so important in antiquity. Human
life becomes focused on individual needs and desires, yet the loss of an afterlife has
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not been filled in by material life either (Arendt, 2005). In other words, today people
live in a world devoid of any foundation for stability and must deal with complexity
and uncertainty on a daily basis.

This situation raises significant challenges for social work. To reflect the
changing reality, perspectives of uncertainty and complexity should gradually take
the central position in social work practice. Social workers should not expect that they
will know in advance the results of planned intervention, not every decision made
by social work professional is to be considered as correct and unquestionable. Yet
however, according to S. Witkin (2017), despite presenting itself as a progressive and
adjustable profession, the science and practice of social work is still too often based
on conservative approaches, gathering of factual information with the aim to classify
clients and “cure” their “pathologies”. More so, social work is affected by neoliberal
ideology where social workers and clients become “sellers” and “customers” of social
services thus eliminating the importance of social context and interpersonal relations
(Witkin, 2017, 1-2).

To answer the challenges described above, social work needs to go back to the
essence of human being, focus on revealing hidden self of a client and controversies
of a situation in order to help to form information-based consciousness instead of just
looking for “truth* and/or “facts* and aiming to help client’s adaptation to a situation.
In other words, social work should encourage clients to recognize their situation and
look for means to improve the capacities of vulnerable people to independently plan
and control their lives. In the latter decades the increasingly louder call to move away
from problem and pathologies-oriented model and turn towards solution-oriented
approach is heard across the social work scientific field. It doesn’t surprise, because
without a doubt motivating the client and forming an information-based consciousness
i1s not possible only by seeing problems and applying “medicine”. Thus, positive
approach and focus on strengths and virtues of personality emphasizing the person
instead of a problem is gaining momentum in social work literature. Therefore, the
aim of this article is to discuss the approaches in social work which give priority
to client strengths and are solution-oriented, emphasizing positive attitudes, social
context and interpersonal relationships in a complex reality.

Towards positive approach in social work

Looking from today’s point of view, although clearly defined and modelled,
positive tradition is still lacking in social work research as well as in the ways social
work knowledge is applied to social work practices. Social work from its origin
relates to social support and as such it could, in principal, provide the ground for even
stronger positive approach within social work. However, the lack of positive approach
may be due to historically determined position of social work in the hierarchy of social
sciences. Related to the fields of sociology, psychology, social policy, social pedagogy,
social work has been clearly positioned in the margins where it’s set to deal with
person-related social problems. In the 1930-ies the growing popularity of increasingly
developed methods of psychology and psychoanalysis had a significant influence
on social work. The focus of social work was transferred from social environment,
inequalities and social reform towards a person and family. Such paradigm shift gained
its momentum, was widely established and, under a name of medical model of social
work, has dominated the social work throughout the 20th century (Blundo, 2013, 30).
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Medical model means finding a cause of illness or disorder and prescribing a treatment.
In other words, it is basically what social workers do today — identify a problem and
look for a solution. Such processes facilitated the evolution of the problem-oriented
paradigm of social work, which shaped the professional language and established itself
as a set of rules and arrangements furtherly defining the boundaries of professional
attitudes and contents of professional knowledge.

Naturally, that in the context of changing environment and emerging new
patterns of social problems the search for new alternatives for medical or problem-
oriented social work model is gaining ground. According to M. Herz & T. Johansson
(2011), the increasing amount of scientific research reveal that social work practice
is over-reliant on stereotypic approaches, while social workers too often lean on
psychological methods. Systemic approach, attention to society is abandoned in favour
of attention to a personality, which results in lack of understanding of social context.
Psychologic methods and approaches should yield to process-oriented and dynamic
thinking, because it could facilitate a better understanding of changes, contradictions
and uncertainties within social processes. Some of the possible alternatives might be
solution-focused approach, shifting priority from problem recognition to a change
necessary to solve it; client strengths perspective, emphasizing the mutual social
worker — client relationship; social support paradigm, which professes involvement
of informal network into the process of help, and several other approaches. These
approaches have already been practiced for a reasonable amount of time, they show that
social work means more than just putting a “diagnosis” and finding a right “treatment”
and thus neglecting the uniqueness of a client and his situation. As opposed to a
problem-oriented model, the solution-focused model or client strengths perspective
can be viewed as bearing a positive implication. These models emphasize solutions,
client abilities and strengths, potential for change, cooperation, mutual relationship,
social support, i.e. the features which are commonly seen as positive.

It 1s also noticeable that not only a social work practice, but also a big part of
the research in social work is conducted within the problem-based tradition. Either
it is individual, group or social policy approach. Researchers in their analysis often
pose a question “What is the main issue?”” which also steers toward a problem-based
approach. W. Marshall & L. Marshall (2012) state that problem-based approach is
ineffective because the client lacks motivation and hope. There is a great need
nowadays to shift our look from problem-based social work to strength-based and
solution-focused approaches. Strength perspective and/or positive approach in social
work can be described as final departure for social work from traditional medical and
rehabilitative models of practice (Schatz & Flagler, 2004). Emphasis on client strengths
and solutions first of all means a shift in thinking about client, ability to see client’s
position within a wider social context where he can employ his abilities and efforts to
engage client’s social network in the helping process, not just exploring his personality
features. When the strength is chosen instead of pathology, there opens a space for
situational optimism. Saleebey (2013), Schatz & Flager (2004) write that positivity in
social work means “to be guided first and foremost by a profound awareness of and
respect for client’s positive attributes and abilities, talents, resources, and aspirations”
(p. 6). Therefore, positive approach in social work is a supplement to what social work
traditionally does. Social workers should be just as concerned with making lives of
people fulfilling as they are with solving problems (Seligman, 2010).
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To be relevant in a current social context, positive perspective in social work needs
to embrace not only strengths and virtues of a person but also expand its focus to a
wider social environment. Some authors call this process shifting the emphasis in social
work from “work” to “social”, implying that this would bring the profess-ion to its roots
of social activities (Perttula ez al., 2009; Blundo, 2013). To illustrate such approach the
phrase of J. Morkiiniené, although not very new but still relevant nonetheless, can be
used: the aim of modern humanism is not to explain how a personality could preserve
its own identity, but reveal the ways how a personality must act to preserve humanism
in another person, i.e. preserve the world and humanity (Morktniené, 2002, 10). This
approach is often undermined by social work falling under the influence of neo-liberal
ideology and engaging in practices based on market principles. Neo-liberal ideology
puts the main task of making decisions on a person, maintaining that everyone takes
personal responsibility for creating one’s own well-being utilizing means unharmful
to others. However, all the wrong decisions, inability to achieve a level of well-being
also are considered a personal responsibility. Such ideology shapes an individualistic,
“eye-for-an-eye” society where mutuality, social support and social context are deval-
ued and, in general, contradicts the above given thoughts of J. Morktiniené. According
to J. Ife (2012), rejecting the mutual personal relationships and obligations, nurturing
the rough individualism, which lies in the heart of neo-liberal ideology, is incompatible
with the idea of human rights (Ife, 2012, 220). Furthermore, Z. Bauman argues that
neo-liberalism contradicts the system of personal services, avoids and supresses moral
responsibility before the other (Bauman, 2000, cit. Witkin, 2017, 44).

The component of positivity in social work is inseparable from social context,
nature of relationship, diversity of views as well as recognition and acceptance of so-
cial environment. Positive approach does not provide answers or specific recipes how
to deal with a certain situation, yet it offers the principles of cognition of the situation,
emphasizing the diversity of ideas, values and approaches. Positivity in this uncertain
and complex reality stems from the efforts to create a milieu where differences could
be recognized and discussed rather than from efforts to prove the righteousness of
one’s position; from knowledge of certain geographic and cultural context rather than
from enforcing one way of living upon everyone. One of the main goals in social work
is to start a change. No change is sustainable if it is enforced against one’s will, regard-
less of person’s situation, values and socio-cultural context. Sometimes in social work
change is achieved through punishments and threats, however, as many might have
noticed, change achieved that way tends to be temporary and superficial.

Thus, the positive approach in social work starts from the relationship of a
social worker with another person next to him/her. From accepting different views,
recognizing the context and establishing a mutual bond. From refusing to shape the
other to conform general norms and avoiding to judge him/her according to standard
categories. From abandoning neo-liberal, individualistic views and striving to know
the social context, relationships and networks.

Social support in social work

This article elaborates the approach that positiveness in social work is insepara-
ble from the recognition of the importance of interpersonal relations, knowledge of the
social context and attention to the other, especially the vulnerable one. This requires a
wider presentation of the concept of social support.

Proceedings 6 * 2020 43



Valdas Rimkus (Lithuania)

Modern research on social support date back to the seventies of the last century
when texts by J. Cassel, G. Moss, S. Cobb have been published (Vangelisti, 2009;
Sarason & Sarason, 2009). These authors as well as others concluded that interper-
sonal relations and support they provide have a positive effect on personal health and
wellbeing. It is noted, that social support is difficult to explain within the framework
of one theoretical approach. This phenomenon covers individual’s psychic, cognitive
processes, relationships with other people, attitudes towards them and surrounding
system of social ties. Generally social support is viewed from three perspectives: so-
ciologic, psychologic and communication (Vangelisti, 2009, 40). Sociologic perspec-
tive focuses on integration within social group and the nature of interpersonal rela-
tions, psychologic perspective emphasizes on subjective appraisals of social support,
in other words — perceived support, while communication perspective analyses the
relations of support provider and receiver, verbal and non-verbal behaviour during the
process of support (enacted support) (Ibid., 40). In literature social support is defined
as potentially beneficial efforts carried out by relatives, members of social network or
community which have positive outcomes for person’s health, emotional wellbeing
and behaviour (Pierce et. al., 1996; Cohen et. al., 2000; Barker, 2003).

Supportive transactions vary in their content. Opinions of different authors on
types of social support might also vary, yet most of them agree on the basic division
between social-emotional and practical — material components, or to put it differently
between emotional and tangible support. Emotional support is the broadest and most
inclusive type of support. To support the other emotionally is to show verbally or by
actions that he/she is important and loved, to comfort, hear out, praise and encour-
age, increase his/her self-esteem and self-confidence. In literature we also can find
concepts of appraisal support, esteem support or companionship support, but they
might be considered as integral components of emotional support. Tangible support
is a concrete aid or assistance, which mostly has a certain physical form. Watering
neighbours’ flowers while they are away, giving a ride, offering advice on how to solve
a problem, lending money or a book are the examples of tangible support. As in the
case of emotional support, several variations of tangible support are discussed. Infor-
mational support, physical / practical assistance, guidance etc. might be found in the
literature, but they also can be put under the umbrella of tangible support.

A couple of flaws in understanding social support are quite frequent and thus
need to be mentioned. M. Walker, S. Wasserman & B. Wellman (1994, 54) emphasize
that social support should not be mistakenly identified only with mere transactions be-
tween two individuals. Instead it should be approached as a complex flow of resources
among a wide range of actors in a network seen as a complex and unique entity. Pierce
and his colleagues (1996, 8) argue that an individual in any everyday relationship is
both a source and a recipient of social support, only in scientific studies these roles
should be viewed separately. The same may be said about seeing provision of social
support as a “cost” and reception of it as a “benefit”. In truth, providing social sup-
port also is a “benefit” as it contributes to self-esteem and healthy functioning, more
so, people need to give as well as receive social support to experience higher levels of
satisfaction in their relationships (Pierce et al., 1996, 8).

To define the role of social support in social work process requires putting social
support alongside other types of interventions. Current social work is dominated by
interventions where the dominant source of support are social workers and teams of
professionals. Most of such interventions may be classified as network interventions or
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case managements (Maguire, 1991). In the case of network intervention client and his/
her nearest social network are considered as the sphere for social worker to address in
order to achieve the desired result. Case management means organising and manag-
ing support resources to meet client’s needs. Although in both instances relatives and
members of informal network may be involved in the helping process, yet social worker
and other professionals remain as the dominant actors who shape the direction, nature
and duration of services. Whereas social support belongs to another type of intervention
— system development. In this case the focus is on the client’s informal network (family,
friends, relatives) which becomes the main provider of help and support. Professionals in
this type of intervention take the secondary role. B. H. Gottlieb (1983, 25) advises social
workers to recognize and heed the differences between professional help and informal
social support. Social support intervention for social workers means stepping down
from the leading role and assuming the role of identifier and initiator of relationships,
counsellor for network members. Even non-professionals involved in support process
should avoid acting like experts, because it might create a distance between them and
community. The essential difference between informal support and professional help
lies in the former being naturally accessible, compliant with local traditions and forms
of support and rising from interpersonal relations. On the other hand, it’s important to
remember that social support is unable to outweigh low income, harsh living condi-
tions or unequal opportunities, thus it must be combined with other interventions on
social work.

There are different reasons for insufficient social support. As in many other cases
the problem might lie in internal or external factors. Internal factors for the lack of so-
cial support include personal features or behaviour models, which block the personal
willingness to look for help or reduce the willingness of others to provide support. The
following internal factors for insufficient social support are defined in the literature:

* low self-esteem;

* suspicion and fear of others;

» lack of verbal and non-verbal communication skills;

* manipulative or annoying behaviour;

* shyness or just being different;

* low hygiene or poor looks (Pearson, 1990; Mattson & Gibb Hall, 2011).

The second barrier for social support is external factors. They are formed in the
environment and social network of a person and are not necessarily connected with the
personality of a support receiver. According to R. Pearson (1990, 124) these conditions
of support receiver’s living and relationships should be looked at as being potentially
harmful for social support:

*  physical distance, changes in support provider’s life (change of place of liv-
ing or work, divorce, death of a close person);

* limited resources of a network (low network size, psychological exhaustion
of support providers);

» disruptive behaviour of members of social network (conflict, lack of social
skills, disagreements).
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According to the identified factors behind insufficient social support, the appro-
priate measures should be taken. Depending on the factors, correction of the network
structure or correction of network communication might be chosen. B. H. Gottlieb
(2000, 198) distinguishes certain conditions which indicate what approach — involve-
ment of new network members or correction of the existing network — should be taken.
Involvement of new network members is advised if:

*  existing network is impoverished, ineffective or conflictual,
» existing network reinforces undesirable behaviours or identities;
*  existing network lacks experiential knowledge;

» specialized knowledge or expert opinion is necessary.

While the correction of the existing natural network without involvement of new
members is advised if:

» achievement of goals depends on behaviour of one or more network members;
*  existing network needs strengthening to meet long-term support needs;
* presenting problem or outside intervention is highly stigmatizing;

« there is a cultural gap between support recipient and external providers.

If these rules are applied, the adequately assessed and corrected social network
might become potentially more effective and provide purposeful and situation-corres-
ponding support.

Client strengths perspective

Client strengths perspective is another important aspect of positive approach in
social work. This perspective leans on humanist and constructionist philosophies to
emphasize the importance of positive traits, capacities and strengths of a person in
establishing an individual relationship with environment. Client strengths perspec-
tive in social work originates from the USA as an answer to over-saturation of the
profession with discourses of problems, deficiencies, disorders and pathologies (Healy,
2014, 165). One of the biggest contributions in establishing this perspective belongs
to the professor of Kansas university Dennis Saleebey. He believed to be represent-
ing the better side of social work which reveals immeasurable possibilities of hope
and lifts success above failure, health above illness, resources above shortcomings.
Strengths oriented social work practice implicates a paradigm shift. It includes not
only highlighting strengths, but also changes in worldviews, thinking and means of
language. Seeing strengths is not just one of values in social work — it’s different ap-
proach to social work when the ways how client survived despite pains and hardships
are sought for. However, it’s also important to emphasize that strengths perspective is
not exclusively oriented towards positives, neither avoids negative aspects. Identify-
ing a problem remains important, yet strengths-oriented help offers a different, rather
positive way to solve them.

Social work practice usually is organized according to the basic principles as
defined, for example, by L. Johnson (2001): information gathering and assessment,
problem identification, designing a plan of intervention, carrying out a plan, reviewing
the intervention. Such practice arrangement is not defective in itself, yet it indirectly
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consolidates the dominant position of a social worker as an expert and does not invite
them to shift the sight from problem to the other side of the situation. Usually it’s client
strengths, experiences, skills and capacities which hide on that other side. In other
words, social work is overly oriented towards social services rather than towards client
change. Because to achieve sustainable change, it’s necessary to know the capacities
and potential of a person.

D. Saleebey distinguishes six basic principles of strengths perspective:

*  Every person, family or community has strengths. The task is to identify
these resources and understand their potential in solving client’s problems.
To reveal strengths social worker must look for them and sincerely pay
attention to person’s opinion and experience.

* Trauma, abuse and struggle may be injurious, but they also may become
sources of challenge and opportunity. People suffer, they bear scars, but they
also may acquire life affirming capacities. Dignity and pride may be drawn
from having overcome hardships and obstacles. Quite often spirituality and
spiritual strength become of a great importance in these instances.

* Every environment is full of resources. Usually these resources are
beyond the limits of social welfare system and they are not accumulated or
distributed, but every community has assets to help itself, knows what has
to be done and has energy for it.

* Everyone has a capacity for change. It’s easy to adapt the approach that
diagnosis or social conditions limit client’s capacities for change and growth.
Yet it’s important to take individual and community aspirations seriously
and not establish the upper limits for their growth.

* The best service for clients is to collaborate with them. Assuming the
expert’s role is not the best starting point. Strengths are easier revealed by
counsellor or colleague rather than by dominant expert. Client’s knowledge
and experience are equally important.

»  Caring and context. Social work in its essence is about care and caretaking.
Like social work, strengths perspective emphasizes the potential of hope.
The context here is embodied by the expression of individual and communal
capacities (Saleebey, 2013, 17-21).

It’s difficult to predict whether adopting strengths perspective will result in
professional success of a social worker. However, it will surely provide alternative
approach to the same situation, offer alternative solutions and bring more positive
emotions into social worker’s everyday practice. Yet it also may bring professional
success. According to T. Assay and M. Lambert, belief in person’s capacities and
positive approach are important factors to achieve change (Assay & Lambert, 1999,
cit. Saleebey, 2013, 99). These authors having reviewed the data of several research
distinguished four enduring components for growth and change and proportionally
assessed the importance of each component (see Fig. 1).
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40 0/ ' External factors (resourceswithinthe individual and environment, personal and
. /0 collectivetrams andvirtues)

30 0/0 | Quality of helping relationship (care,empathy, respect, positive regard, belief)
1 5 0/ Hope and positive expectations (optimism, possibiliies, orientation towards future,
o placebo effect)
0 . Technical operations, methods of intervention (type of intervention, theoretical
1 5 /0 approach, professional)

Fig. 1. Four enduring components for growth and change

Thus, quality of social worker — client relationship and positive expectations
make up to about half of change success. Establishing a mutually confident
relationship between a social worker and a client, on one hand, becomes a useful
resource, on the other, it is a necessary, yet not the sole, condition for client
empowerment. Finally, such a relationship allows for the alternative views unto
client’s spiritual and emotional worlds to open up, which, in its own right, helps
to seek for creative and versatile solutions. Let’s think how a client — social worker
communication could develop if it would start not from the usual description of
a problem, but from the following questions: “What works best in your family?”,
“What can you do better than others”. It’s very likely that, as one social worker
recalled after having asked such questions, a client will have nothing to say, being
taken aback by unexpected and previously unheard question. Yet if we continue
asking these questions, eventually different aspects of client life, previously unseen,
will unravel. Strengths oriented questions seek to reveal the skills and capacities
which have helped client to survive up to this moment and, at the same time, to
establish a cooperative relationship.

This adds to the evidence that focusing on a person and on the positive relation-
ships, instead of a problem and services, has a great potential for social work which
is yet underutilized. To change that, positive approach to social work by focusing
on social support and client strengths elaborates on these components and seeks to
incorporate them deeper into everyday social work practice.

Client strengths perspective sometimes is criticized as being rather micro- and
meso- environment-bound and having no potential to change inveterated, long-
term or systemic problems. It may help to mobilise our potential and increase our
self-esteem while facing a sudden or short-term problem but can hardly bring the
same results in the presence of long-term factors which are independent of our will.
To answer this criticism, it’s useful to refer to prof. S. Witkin’s (2017) approach to
strengths perspective. He argues that strengths perspective should not limit itself
to personal traits and features. Expansion of view on strengths as being not only
personal features, but rather involving components of interpersonal relationships,
social status and social ties is necessary. He states that personality is a historic
and cultural accomplishment shaped by social ties and communication, therefore
its strengths and weaknesses are not internal but externally developed in different
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contexts of relationships. Strengths perspective should go beyond just looking for
personal traits and engage itself in positioning a person within a field of community
perspectives as well as encouraging positive evaluations (Witkin, 2017, 114).

Strengths perspective despite its shortcomings, provides an alternative approach
to overly medicalised, individualised, problem-based social work discourse. It gives
space for lexicon of hope, future, capacities and belief. Given that the reality is as we
create it, focus on strengths is a wonderful opportunity to create a more positive world
for us and the people besides us.

Conclusions

Despite focusing exceptionally on positive aspects in social work this article
looks to emphasize an importance of balance in social work theory and practice.
The dominating problem-oriented paradigm of social work, which established itself
as a set of rules and arrangements defining the boundaries of professional attitudes,
needs to be counterbalanced by solution-oriented attitudes. Positive approach does
not reject or neglect problems, it just calls for an expansion of approach in order to
enrich the social work field with alternative ideas. It also strives to achieve a balance
in the very concept of “social work”, seeing the “work” component as currently
dominating with emphasis on putting a diagnosis, applying a treatment, using the
correct intervention methods. At the same time “social” component is underutilized
with a lack of focus on social context, relationships and social justice. Thus, positive
approach encourages to restore a balance by re-discovering social support theory and
client strengths perspective which put priority on a person-in-context, on capacities
of a person and his/her environment, on quality of helping relationship, rather than
on a problem itself. Social support implies a different type of intervention grounded
in systemic and family theories which puts social worker in the backseat, reduces
his role of the decision-making expert and emphasizes the power of informal helping
relationships. While client strengths approach is a perspective which when adapted
might reveal alternative features of a client and the environment thus providing social
worker with tools for establishing an effective relationship with a client and finding the
best possible solution.
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Sociala darba pozitivo aspektu atklaSana no jauna:
socialais atbalsts un klienta spéka perspektivas
Kopsavilkums

Raksts apliiko sociala darba pozitivas puses. Pozitiva pieeja ietver sevi pozitivu
attieksmi, socialo kontekstu, un starppersoniskas attiecibas sarezgita realitate. Pastav
viedoklis, ka uz problému orientétam, medikalizétam metodém un pieejam biitu
japiekapjas uz procesu orientétai, dinamiskai un attiecibas balstitai domasanai, jo ta
var veicinat labaku izpratni par izmainam, pretrunam un neskaidribam socialajos pro-
cesos. Modernaja socialaja konteksta pozitiva pieeja socialaja darba ietver ne tikai
cilveka stipras puses un tikumus, bet arT ietver to plasaka socialas vides konteksta. Lai
aptvertu personiskos, attiecibu un socialos komponentus, sociala atbalsta un spéka
perspektivas raksta tiek analizetas ka vienas no iesp&jamiem veidiem attistit pozitivas
pieejas, ieklaujot tas padzilinata veida sociala darba teorija un prakse.

Atslegas vardi: sociala darba pozitivie aspekti, socialais atbalsts, klineta speka
perspektivas.
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