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Preface

An eighteen-year-old man, who sees no reason to live
anymore, threatens to kill himself. A couple suddenly sep-
arates after twenty-three years of marriage. A young fam-
ily plagued by unemployment is evicted from their
apartment and moves into a tent. A demonstration is staged
because a local factory refuses to hire African American
workers. Why do people do what they do? The main focus
of this text is an assessment; that is, material is presented
to help readers understand the underlying reasons why
people act the way they do and to evaluate the strengths
and deficits in the development of people. A variety of the-
ories and research about human growth and development
are presented. The theories cover both the internal and ex-
ternal variables that influence human behavior.

This text is especially written for undergraduate and
graduate courses in human behavior and the social envi-
ronment (HBSE). The Council on Social Work Educa-
tion (CSWE), the national accrediting body, provides the
following guidelines for HBSE content in its Curriculum
Policy Statement for Baccalaureate Degree Programs:

Programs of social work education must provide content
about theories and knowledge of human bio-psycho-social
development, including theories and knowledge about the
range of social systems in which individuals live (families,
groups, organizations, institutions, and communities). The
human behavior and the social environment curriculum
must provide an understanding of the interactions between
and among human biological, social, psychological, and
cultural systems as they affect and are affected by human
behavior. The impact of social and economic forces on in-
dividuals and social systems must be presented. Content
must be provided about the ways in which systems promote
or deter people in the maintenance or attainment of optimal
health and well-being. Content about values and ethical is-
sues related to bio-psycho-social theories must be included.
Students must be taught to evaluate theory and apply the-
ory to client situations.'

1. Council on Social Work Education, “Curriculum Policy State-
ment for Baccalaureate Degree Programs in Social Work Education,”
in Handbook of Accreditation Standards and Procedures, 4th ed.
(Alexandria, VA: Council on Social Work Education, 1994).

The Curriculum Policy Statements also require that
content on the following be incorporated throughout the
curriculum: social work values and ethics, diversity, pro-
motion of social and economic justice, and populations-
at-risk.

For a number of years social work programs have
struggled to develop a HBSE curriculum that covers the
extensive content mandated in the Curriculum Policy
Statements for HBSE. This text is designed to facilitate
the coverage of such content. The text has the following
thrusts:

e It uses a systems model, entitled the Systems Im-
pact Model (described in chapter 1), which incor-
porates some ecological concepts. This model
allows the authors to present a vast array of theo-
ries and research to explain and describe human de-
velopment and behavior. It focuses on individual
functioning within various size systems (including
families, groups, organizations, and communities).

* It presents substantial information on human diver-
sity and populations at risk, including material on
groups distinguished by gender, culture, class, reli-
gion, sexual orientation, age, physical or mental
ability, and national origin.

* It uses a life span approach that allows for a de-
scription of human growth and development from
conception through adulthood.

« It identifies biological, psychological, and socio-
logical systems that influence development for
each age group.” Interactions among these systems
are discussed in some depth. For many of the bio-
psycho-social theories described, content about
values and ethical issues is included.

2. In some cases the biological, psychological, and sociological

variables overlap. For example, a midlife crisis often involves a com-
bination of biological, psychological, and sociological variables.
Therefore, the authors may, rather arbitrarily, include some material
under one heading (for example, covering biological aspects) when a
strong case can be made that it should be covered under some other
heading (that is, psychological aspects or sociological aspects).
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« It presents material on strategies to promote social
and economic justice.

¢ It describes normal developmental tasks and mile-
stones for each age group.

e It describes the impact of social and economic
forces on individuals and social systems.

* It presents material on the attainment and mainte-
nance of optimal mental and physical health and
well-being. It also describes the ways in which sys-
tems promote or deter health and well-being.

* It presents material using a four-faceted approach
to evaluate theory, and describes how diverse theo-
ries can be applied to client situations.

A major thrust of this text is to present the material in
a readable fashion. Numerous case examples, pho-
tographs, and illustrations are used in presenting
provocative and controversial issues about human be-
havior. As much as possible, jargon-free language is
used so that the reader can readily grasp theory.

It should be noted that the accompanying Student
Manual has been designed to enhance students’ ability to
comprehend and assimilate course content. Use of this
Student Manual also minimizes the need for supplemen-
tary handouts. All chapters are outlined to assist in note-
taking during lectures and while reading the text.
Additionally, a variety of classroom exercises, role
plays, and issues for discussion are included for each
chapter. The authors have found that student involve-
ment through the use of such experiential exercises and
classroom discussion greatly improves both students’
understanding of content and their ability to relate con-
tent to social work practice.

In those instances where the text is used for a one se-
mester course, the authors have found that it is useful to
divide the text into four components for the purpose of
administering examinations. Each component focuses
on one of the four specified phases of the lifespan. These
phases are infancy and childhood (chapters 2 through 4),
adolescence and young adulthood (chapters 6 through
8), middle adulthood (chapters 10 through 12), and later
adulthood (chapters 14 through 16). The text is com-
posed of sixteen chapters. A fourth chapter chosen from
the remaining chapters may be added to each compo-
nent. The remaining four chapters are: chapter 1, Theo-
retical Perspectives on Human Behavior and the Social
Environment; chapter 5, Ethnocentrism and Racism;

chapter 9, Gender Roles and Sexism; and chapter 13,
Sexual Orientation.

In those programs which use the text for more than
one semester (for example, those programs which spend
one semester on each half of the lifespan), the four life-
span phases can be broken down even further in a fash-
ion similar to that mentioned above. The authors have
been asked how so much material can be covered in
such relatively little time. When told the topic of the
text, a friend (who happens to be an accountant) asked,
“Human behavior? Well, isn’t that everything?” Our re-
sponse must be that, yes, it involves everything about
people that social workers need to know. We have found
that we must make choices regarding what content is
most important to cover. Those programs that allow
more time for HBSE can address the significant issues
and topics examined in the text much more thoroughly.
We ourselves have found that requiring prerequisite
courses in biology, psychology, and sociology has al-
lowed us to spend more time focusing on issues critical
to social workers in practice.

Our overall intent is to provide a dynamic, interesting,
and relevant social work perspective on human behavior
and the social environment. We strive to enhance stu-
dents’ understanding of social work values, develop their
ability to empathize with people in situations different
than their own, and help them focus on the need for
changes in the impinging environment and sometimes in
the client. We hope students will be able to relate these
values and this knowledge to how social workers make
assessments in real practice situations. We endeavor to
portray social work as the fascinating, useful field it is.
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CHAPTER 1 / THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON HUMAN BEHAVIOR AND THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

A midwestern farm family goes bankrupt after losing federal financial support and protection.
The family is forced to pack up all of its belongings, leave its home state, and move to Florida,
where they can afford only a canvas tent in which to live.

A two-and-a-half-year-old baby girl has not yet begun to take her first steps or to say more
than the words “mama” and “dada.” She is an only child. Her parents worry that she seems
to be lagging behind other children her age and wonder if something is wrong.

Two teenagers feel they are deeply in love. They struggle with many issues. Should they “make
love”? Should they use some method of birth control? What if pregnancy should occur?
Should they get married?

A seventy-five-year-old widower finds his health failing. He has trouble reading and is be-
ginning to stumble frequently. He has lived alone in his modest home since his wife died
twelve years ago. His two adult children are pressuring him to sell his house and move into
a nursing home. He likes both his home and his independence. What should he do?

Each of these vignettes reflects a real-life situation involving individual persons, each with
unique qualities. Additionally, all of them are addressing issues which are related to their cur-
rent period of life. In each situation people are raising questions, facing crises, or making de-
cisions. Human behavior is often complicated and confusing. Why do people behave the way
they do? The basic task of social work is to “help people meet their needs and carry out their
responsibilities” throughout their life spans (Siporin, 1975, p. 3). In other words, social work-
ers help people enhance their own functioning. Yet, in order to help people do this, social
workers must first understand the process themselves. Only then can they apply techniques
and skills in order to help clients make decisions and solve problems.

@ PERSPECTIVE

The goals of this text are to explore the dynamics of human behavior and prepare a founda-
tion of knowledge upon which to build practice skills. Social workers assist people in mak-
ing decisions and in solving their problems. One of the primary steps in the helping process
is assessment. Assessment involves evaluation of some human condition or situation. It also
involves making decisions about what aspects of the behavior or situation need to be
changed.

Social work is unique in that it emphasizes a focus that stretches far beyond that of the in-
dividual. Assessment in social work addresses all aspects of clients’ situations. Social work-
ers need to concentrate on understanding the many aspects of any particular client problem.
A social worker assesses not only the individual client’s behavior but also aspects of all the
social systems in which the client is involved. These systems include families, work groups
and environments, social agencies, organizations, neighborhoods, communities, and even
local, state, and national government.

In many cases it is not the client’s “fault” that problems exist. Rather, something outside
of the client may be causing the problem. The client’s whole family may not be functioning
well. There may be difficulties beyond the client’s control in his or her workplace. Existing
social service organizations may not be providing what clients need. Resources may be too
difficult to obtain, inadeqaute, or even nonexistent. Organizational policies or laws affecting
the client may be unfair. Thus, assessment in social work targets clients’ relationships with in-
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dividuals, groups, organizations, and communities. Deciding what to do about any specific
problem may directly involve any of these systems.

This chapter will:

« Discuss the importance of foundation knowledge within the purpose and process of so-

cial work.

» Explain the significance of foundation knowledge for assessment.

» Describe general systems theory and its relevance for social work.

¢ Formulate a model for viewing, assessing, and understanding human behavior that con-
centrates on the interactions of micro, mezzo, and macro systems.

* Define organizations as macro systems and explain their involvement with clients.

* Discuss communities as macro systems and examine their impacts on human behavior.

* Describe some of the major roles assumed by social workers as they practice within the
context of micro, mezzo, and macro systems.

Founddation Knowledge and
the Purpose of Social Work

In order to recognize the significance of foundation
knowledge, the purpose and process of social work need
to be understood. Social work may be viewed as having
three major thrusts (Baer and Federico, 1978, p. 68).
First, social workers can help people solve their prob-
lems more effectively and cope with their situations.
Second, social workers can work with systems, such as
social agencies, organizations, communities, and gov-
ernment bureaucracies, so that people can have better
access to the resources and services they need. Third, so-
cial workers can “link people with systems” (Baer and
Federico, 1978, p. 68), so that clients have access to re-
sources and opportunities. Much of social work, then,
involves people’s social functioning.

People interact with other people and with organiza-
tions such as government and social service agencies
and also with small groups such as families and col-
leagues in the workplace. Social work targets not only
how individual persons behave but also how these other
systems and people affect each other.

An example is a family of five in which both parents
work at low-paying jobs in order to make a marginal liv-
ing. The father works at a small, nonunionized leather
processing plant. The mother works as a waitress at a
short-order diner. Suddenly, through no fault of his own,
the father is laid off. For a short time the family survives
on unemployment compensation. When that runs out,
they face a serious financial crisis. Despite great effort,

the father is unable to find another job. In desperation,
the family applies for public assistance. Due to some
unidentified error in the lengthy application process,
which involves much “red tape,” the payments are de-
layed for two months.

Meanwhile, the family is forced to eat poorly and is
unable to pay rent and utility bills. As a result, the phone
is disconnected, the electricity is turned off, and the
landlord threatens to evict them. Reacting to the exter-
nally imposed stress, the parents begin to fight verbally
and physically. The children complain because they are
hungry. This intensifies the parents’ sense of defeat and
disillusionment. Out of stress and frustration, the parents
hit the children to keep them quiet.

Although this example has not been presented in de-
tail, it nonetheless illustrates how people are integrally
involved with other systems in their environment. A so-
cial worker reviewing this case might assess how the
family and other systems in the environment have had
an impact on each other. First, the father’s life is seri-
ously affected by his place of employment, the leather
factory, when he is laid off. He then seeks unemploy-
ment compensation, which affects that system by dip-
ping into its funds. When those benefits cease, the
family goes to the public assistance system for financial
help. The family then affects this system by drawing on
its funds. The public assistance system, in turn, impacts
the family by delaying their payments. The resulting
frustration affects all family members, as the parents are
unable to cope with their stress. The entire situation can
be viewed as a series of dynamic interactions between
people and their environment.
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Social workers today are generalists. A generalist
practitioner is one “whose knowledge and skills encom-
pass a broad spectrum and who assesses problems and
their solutions comprehensively” (Barker, 1991, p. 91).
Social workers must be able to view a problem situation
from multiple perspectives in the context of the entire
social environment. This sets the stage for numerous in-
tervention approaches.

Foundation Knowledge and
the Process of Social Worlk:
The Importance of Assessment

Social work practice usually involves several basic
steps. First, the problem or situation is scrutinized and
understood. In other words, an assessment of the prob-
lematic situation is made. Second, a specific plan of ac-
tion is developed in which goals are carefully selected
and clearly specified. Third, the actual intervention oc-
curs; this is the “doing” part of the process. It may in-

volve providing counseling to an individual, or it may
entail working with a large organization to change its
policies so that the organization better accommodates its
clients’ needs. Fourth, progress toward solving the prob-
lem is subject to evaluation. To what extent have the
goals established with the client been met? Fifth, the so-
cial work process calls for a termination of the interven-
tion. This includes talking about ending the process and
summarizing what has been accomplished (Kirst-Ash-
man and Hull; 1993).

Accurate assessment of the person, problem, and sit-
uation is well documented as a critically important step
in the social work process (Hepworth and Larsen, 1993;
Sheafor, Horejsi, and Horejsi, 1991; Richmond, 1917).
Information about the problem or situation needs to be
gathered, analyzed, and interpreted. Such situations may
involve parents who have difficulty controlling the be-
havior of their children or families not receiving the
public assistance they desperately need for survival. Re-
gardless of the type of situation, careful thought is nec-
essary in order to make effective decisions about how to
proceed.

Working with clients whose racial and ethnic backgrounds differ from yours requires at least general information about clients’

values and potential experience.
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According to Meyer (1995, p. 260), social work prac-
titioners base their interventions on assessments that, in
turn, involve “an understanding of the situation, need, or
problem to be addressed.” This process involves basic
knowledge and assumptions about human behavior.
Knowledge about how people normally function pro-
vides the structure into which bits of information can fit.
Social workers need to have a foundation of information
and understanding about human behavior so that they
can help clients identify and select alternatives.

For example, a social worker who is trying to help a
potentially suicidal adolescent needs certain types of in-
formation. The worker needs to know some of the rea-
sons why people commit suicide so that he or she knows
what questions to ask, how to react to and treat the per-
son, and what alternatives and supports to pursue. Work-
ing with clients whose racial and ethnic backgrounds
differ from the worker’s own provides another example
of the importance of foundation knowledge. The worker
needs to have at least general information about clients’
cultural values and the potentially differential treatment
they have experienced (for example, racial discrimina-
tion). Only then can the worker empathize with a partic-
ular client’s situation and help the client identify realistic
alternatives.

Additionally, the worker must be able to identify
what resources are readily available to suicidal adoles-
cents. How can the crises be addressed immediately,
simply to keep them alive? What supportive resources
are available to keep them from suicidal thoughts in the
future? Where can a social worker refer them to get
help?

Bartlett (1970) calls for a common base of social
work practice. This base involves common values such
as the belief that each individual has the right to make
decisions about what to do in his or her own life. This
base also involves common skills. For example, social
workers need to know how to conduct an interview and
how to help people identify and evaluate their various
alternatives. Finally, social workers need a common
base of knowledge. They must have access to certain
types of information in order to plan effective interven-
tions. They must be educated in the basic knowledge of
human behavior before any skills can be applied.

The text focuses on how people act within the context
of their environments. People are dramatically affected
by the other people, groups, and organizations around
them. A young child may be devastated by a sharp scold-
ing from a parent. The presence or absence of friends
and social supports within office work environments

may determine whether employees love or hate their
jobs. Which candidates are elected to Congress may af-
fect the taxes an individual is required to pay, the types
of freedom a person can enjoy, and the absolute quality
of life itself.

This text aims to clarify some of the reasons why
people behave the way they do. It will present basic con-
cepts in human development and examine normal devel-
opmental life events. It will do so within the context of
the communities and environments in which people live.
It will also concentrate on the impacts that organiza-
tions, policies, and communities have on individuals.

Impacts of Systems in the Environment

Because the environment is so important in the analysis
and understanding of human behavior, the conceptual
perspective must be clearly defined. Social work focuses
on the interactions between individuals and various sys-
tems in the environment. Such a conceptual perspective
provides social workers with a symbolic representation
or picture of how to view the world.

Systems theories make up a broad category of such
symbolic representations. They involve concepts that
emphasize interactions among various systems. They
stress “the relationships among individuals, groups, or-
ganizations, or communities” (Barker, 1995, p. 375).
Systems theories provide a broad approach to under-
standing the world and can be applied to a multitude of
settings. This text assumes a systems theory approach. It
also incorporates some basic concepts from the ecologi-
cal perspective (which will be discussed in the next sec-
tion). Such a perspective provides a way for social
workers to interpret and examine their clients’ situations.
People are thought of as being involved in constant in-
teraction with various systems in the environment.
These include family, friends, work, social service, po-
litical, employment, religious, goods and services, and
educational systems. Systems theory portrays people as
being dynamically involved with each system. Social
work practice is directed at improving the interactions
between clients and systems.

A number of terms are important to an understanding
of general systems theory and its relationship to social
work practice. They include system, boundaries, subsys-
tem, homeostasis, role, relationship, input, output, feed-
back, interface, differentiation, entropy, negative
entropy, and equifinality.



