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PREFACE:
THE EMPOWERMENT MODEL
FOR PRACTICE

The concept of empowerment has gained currency within the past two
decades. The literature in fields as diverse as nursing, education, social
work, and management have proposed that one can use empowerment
methods to increase consumer choice, contain costs, and reengage individ-
uals in the lives of their organizations or communities. This broad applica-
tion of empowerment has led some to question its meaning or to propose
that social workers discontinue its use.

This lack of specificity and broad application of the idea of empower-
ment provided the motivation for developing this book. As practitioners,
teachers, and researchers working from an empowerment perspective, we
believe that the concept has not only meaning, but also a particular rele-
vance in these times of growing inequality, diminishing resources, and
increased intergroup conflict. As a philosophy, approach, or method of
practice, empowerment provides one way to rethink social work practice.

Because of current and emerging social trends, empowerment should
be of particular concern to social workers today and into the future. We
view empowerment as a means to achieve needed social change, personally
and politically, in ways that meet human needs. Given the growing inequal-
ity and intolerance in society that directly affect the communities social
workers serve, such workers need to take a deeper look at empowerment
theory and practice as a tool for individual and social transformation.
Determining how social workers can gain a new consciousness, marshal
their skills, and practice to advance social justice is a helpful path to pursue.

To provide tools for social workers who wish to engage in empower-
ment practice, we offer specific examples of how empowerment can be and
has been conducted in the field. The literature on empowerment has
emphasized the importance of developing and implementing methods spe-
cific to populations, issues, and contexts. Therefore, we asked our contribu-
tors to demonstrate how one can use empowerment practice in the various
situations, groups, and problems addressed by social workers. Each chapter

Xix
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would present a unique perspective on empowerment in order to clarify
how one could implement this perspective in different contexts. In this
way, we could demonstrate both the unity and the diversity of empower-
ment practice as it exists in the field.

In its most basic form, empowerment practice values multicultural
perspectives and recognizes that these different perspectives can strengthen
social work theory and practice. Therefore, we have asked a diverse group
of people to contribute to this book, which includes the perspectives of aca-
demics, practitioners, men, women, gays and lesbians, European Americans,
and people of color. The contributors were to provide in their given chapter
some background on their population or issues, their particular perspective
on empowerment, and ways in which this perspective can be and has been
translated into practice. Within this general framework, contributors wrote
in their own style, interest, and especially voice. Despite a common frame-
work, then, this book offers diverse perspectives in these authors’ descrip-
tions of different practice frameworks, fields of practice, levels of analysis,
and approaches.

Chapter 1 provides a framework for understanding the perspectives
that follow. We focus on the widest view of empowerment and its implica-
tions for social work practice, describing the empowerment perspective, its
assumptions, and its relationship to other forms of practice. Specific exam-
ples illustrate different dimensions or levels of empowerment.

The following section focuses on the implications of empowerment
practice with specific populations often encountered by social workers:
women, people of color, people with disabilities, and gays, lesbians, and
bisexuals. Although one could add other oppressed groups, such as those
with insufficient income, to this list, these groups were selected in part
because the Council on Social Work Education has mandated their inclu-
sion in social work curricula and because much of empowerment practice
has already developed in relation to these groups. Ways in which the
authors focus on these specific groups, however, suggest ways in which
empowerment practice can be tailored to the needs and issues of other pop-
ulation groups.

In the third section of the book, the analytical lens sharpens to focus
on empowerment practice in specific domains of practice: mental health,
housing and homelessness, youth, and families. These domains were select-
ed because they represent issues or levels of practice frequently encountered
by social workers. In these chapters, practitioners and scholars articulate
why empowerment is particularly relevant to their population or service
domain and how this practice has been and can be conducted. They there-
fore help show how empowerment practice can be developed to work
toward individual, family, and community change.



PREFACE xxi

The final four chapters look at ways in which social work administra-
tion and research methods can contribute to empowerment practice. The
focus here is twofold: How can one conduct research and administration
practice from an empowerment perspective, and how can these methods
support the empowerment of clients, workers, and communities? These
chapters mainly provide a holistic vision of how empowerment methods
can influence, through social work practice, the creation of socially just
institutions.

As a whole, this book provides information on the depth and breadth
of empowerment practice and its use in different settings, with different
populations, and in different levels of practice. Taking the long view, one
can see similarities among the methods in various chapters and group them
as participatory, educational, or capacity building in nature. Another simi-
larity is the focus on working within a group context for providing services,
building support systems, or engaging in social change. This closer look
also reveals significant differences in application. For example, the use of
cultural and religious practices with African-American grandparents dif-
fers qualitatively from the use of action research methods with homeless
youth. However, in each example, the principle of tailoring one’s methods
to fit the community through dialogue reflects empowerment practice in
general.

We hope this book will serve as a resource for faculty, students, practi-
tioners, and researchers interested in understanding what empowerment
practice is and how it can be conducted. Through dialogue with our con-
tributors and the communities they represent, we have gained in knowledge
and understanding of this concept.
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