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PREFACE

An increasing number of people are influenced, directly and indirectly, by the deci-
sions and actions of social workers. Working in courts, clinics, hospitals, schools,
businesses, private practice, and a myriad of social agencies, social workers deliver a
wide variety of services directly to clients while they also work toward positive com-
munity and social changes. The whole society benefits from social workers’ activities
because improving the quality of life for an individual, a family, or the people of a
community will ultimately have an impact on the general society and elevate the
health, happiness, safety, and productivity of all its members.

This book is about what social workers actually do when helping their clients
solve problems and/or enhance functioning. Although many excellent books de-
scribe the general principles and theories used by social workers, Techniques and
Guidelines for Social Work Practice, Fifth Edition, focuses on a more concrete level. It
describes many of the basic techniques and guidelines that social workers use in
everyday practice.

Recognizing that this emphasis on techniques and specific guidelines is un-
usual in a social work book, we offer the reader an explanation of why we believe this
collection of practice tools is needed. It is our perception that most social workers
have been exposed to a wide variety of practice theories and conceptual frameworks
reported in the literature and taught in social work education programs.* Although
that knowledge base is essential, practice is much more than a set of ideas. In reality,
practice is a set of actions and behaviors by the social worker. Clients are not directly
affected by theory; rather, they are influenced by what the worker actually does—by
the specific actions taken by the social worker. In the Foreword to the first edition of
this book (1988), Barbara Solomon clearly articulated this point and placed tech-
niques and guidelines into perspective:

It is the utilization of theory to determine practice that distinguishes the professional
from the technician. However, our theoretical framework may provide insights as to
how a problem develops and even in general terms what we ought to do to resolve it, but
rarely will it specify our actions. An ecological systems frame of reference, for example,
might dictate that a particular client should be referred to a community resource. It will
not, however, specify how that referral should be made. Furthermore, no theoretical ori-
entation goes so far as to point out the most effective ways for the social worker to utilize
the telephone, testify in court, write a report, use supervision, or engage in many of the
activities often considered essential to the social work change process and, therefore,
included in this handbook. (p. xi)

* A short synopsis of many of these basic frameworks is included in Chapter 6, "Practice Frameworks for
Social Work."
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Our emphasis is not intended to suggest that attention to the techniques can
or should replace attention to theoretical frameworks. Rather, techniques and spe-
cific guidelines complete the package of knowledge and skills that the social worker

needs.

Plan and Structure

This book has four major parts. Parts I and II describe basic concepts and principles
of practice that lay the foundation for understanding the 160 specific techniques and
guidelines found in Parts III and IV.

Part 1, “Social Work and the Social Worker,” reviews background knowledge
and characteristics we believe a social worker must possess, including the following:

m A clear conception of the domain of social work and the competencies the so-
cial worker is expected to bring to the change process (Chapter 1)

m An understanding of the challenges a social worker faces in merging his or her
personal life with professional roles and responsibilities (Chapter 2)

m The native talents or artistic abilities necessary for perceptively creating and
entering into the interpersonal relations that are at the heart of practice (Chap-
ter 3)

m A commitment to draw on and apply the science of social work, the profes-
sion’s knowledge base, and its ethical principles (Chapter 3)

Part II, “The Building Blocks of Social Work Practice,” stresses the need for the
social worker to understand the roles, principles, theories, and change and decision-
making processes that are the central features of effective helping. To serve clients
ranging from individuals to communities, a social worker must have:

m An understanding of the varied roles performed by social workers in delivering
human services and the specific functions associated with these roles (Chap-
ter 4)

m The ability to apply the fundamental practice principles of social work (Chap-
ter 5)

m A basic knowledge of the various perspectives, theories, and models that have
proven useful in practice (Chapter 6)

m Skill in guiding clients through the change process and helping them make
sound decisions about how to improve their lives (Chapter 7)

From this point to the end of the book, we present specific techniques and
guidelines. Each presentation follows the same format or structure. It begins with a
technique or guideline Number and Name (e.g., 11.3: Making a Referral). In this ex-
ample, 11.3 signifies the third technique or guideline in Chapter 11. This system of
numbering is used to refer the reader to related information in other parts of the
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book. These numbers are also keys to using the Cross-Reference Guide, which is in-
tended to help the reader locate techniques useful when working with specific client
groups.

Following each number and name is a one-sentence description of Purpose.
This very brief statement is intended to help the reader quickly determine if the
technique or guideline is relevant to his or her concern or interest.

Under the heading labeled Discussion, anywhere from a few to many para-
graphs are used to describe the technique or guideline and its application. After the
discussion is completed, we present a Selected Bibliography, which usually lists
three to five books or articles that we consider particularly useful for obtaining addi-
tional information. We have made an effort to identify sources that are current and
available in most university libraries.

In Part III of the book, “Techniques Common to All Social Work Practice,” we
have included techniques that strengthen the social worker’s performance regard-
less of agency setting and independent of whether the client is an individual, family,
group, organization, or community. Underlying our selection was the belief that the
social worker must:

m Have the interpersonal competence to carry out effective communication and
engage in a set of basic helping activities (Chapter 8)

m Be skilled at organizing the details of service delivery and effectively managing
his or her own workload (Chapter 9)

m Be able to maintain a pattern of personal and professional growth and devel-
opment that keeps him or her current, enriched, and energized (Chapter 10)

Part IV, “Techniques and Guidelines for Phases of the Planned Change
Process,” lists techniques and guidelines for both direct and indirect practice in
chapters organized around the five phases of the change process. Although various
authors use differing descriptions of this process, we have elected to use the follow-
ing:

Intake and Engagement (Chapter 11)

Data Collection and Assessment (Chapter 12)
Planning and Contracting (Chapter 13)
Intervention and Monitoring (Chapter 14)
Evaluation and Termination (Chapter 15)

In this edition, we have expanded our descriptions of what should be accom-
plished in these phases in the introduction to each chapter. We then refined the gen-
eral concepts to more clearly describe the direct practice applications (Section A)
and the indirect practice applications (Section B) of those chapters. A worker can
readily examine several suggested techniques or guidelines by identifying the phase
of the change process, determining if the activity is a direct or indirect intervention,
and then locating the appropriate chapter and section.
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Although 160 different techniques and guidelines are described in Parts I and
IV of this book, many more exist. We have selected a sufficient range with the intent
that one or more will be useful in most practice situations. If not, the Suggested
Readings will lead the worker to other approaches. Most of these techniques need
not be applied rigidly. They should be approached with the idea of both adopting
and adapting them for practice.

Definition of Terms

Writing about social work practice inherently presents some language problems.
One has to read only a few social work texts or articles to become at least a little con-
fused with the terminology used to describe practice. Perhaps that is to be expected
in a profession that focuses on complex and dynamic human and social interac-
tions. This book cannot overcome these long-standing problems of terminology, nor
can it present definitions that will be acceptable to every reader. Yet the ideas pre-
sented here will be more readily understood if we make the meanings of three terms
more explicit.

The reader should be alert to the term client. Common usage implies a narrow
view of an individual who is the consumer of services. As used in this book, the term
has a broader connotation. The client of the social worker may be an individual, a
family or another form of household, or even a small group, committee, organiza-
tion, neighborhood, community, or larger social system. Throughout the book, the
term client is occasionally expanded to mention clientele, clients, client groups, or
client systems, reminding the reader that the narrow definition of client is not in-
tended.

A technique is viewed as a circumscribed, goal-oriented behavior performed in
a practice situation by the social worker. It is a planned action deliberately taken by
the practitioner. The application of a simple technique (e.g., using an “I-message”)
may take only a few seconds, whereas more complex techniques (e.g., family sculpt-
ing) may require an hour or more.

Guidelines, by comparison, are a set of directions intended to influence the so-
cial worker’s behavior and decisions. Guidelines are essentially lists of do’s and
don’ts. They might be used when working with a specific type of client (e.g., a child,
a client with a mental illness) or when carrying out workload management tasks
(e.g., recording or writing reports).

Supplements for Instructors

For instructors using this book in their classes, two supportive resources are avail-
able. First, we have placed a document entitled “Ideas for Teaching from Techniques
and Guidelines for Social Work Practice” on Allyn and Bacon’s website (see



Preface xxi

http://www.abacon.com/sheafor). In that material, we describe ways we have used
the materials in this book to help beginning-level students learn to serve clients
using social work’s knowledge, ethical prescriptions, as well as specific techniques
and guidelines that will enhance their practice effectiveness. Second, this Fifth Edi-
tion of Techniques and Guidelines is the first to have an Instructor’s Manual. This
manual can be obtained from your regional Allyn and Bacon representative or by
writing Allyn and Bacon (160 Gould Street, Needham Heights, MA 02494).
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