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Foreword
We read a lot about social work and theorising, and we are taught that theory 

is crucial to social work. Yet applying theory in practice is not always as easy as 

it sounds, particularly for new practitioners. In this expanded examination of 

social work theory and practice, every chapter is replete with descriptions of 

theory, supported by rich case examples that show how theories connect to the 

life challenges faced by real people. The conceptual theory into practice frame-

work is the bridge used by Connolly and Harms to connect the explanations 

about how and why life challenges happen with the practice actions of social 

workers as they work with individuals, families, groups and communities.

A number of years ago, as a student in a social work theory course, I remem-

ber thinking, ‘I don’t get this’. It was also clear from the discussions that fol-

lowed that my classmates felt the same way. We struggled to understand how 

one applied theory to practice. I can remember wondering, from a Pasiika 

point of view, what relevance the theories had to my world. As we progressed 

through our social work degree and experienced the ieldwork practicum, our 

ability to connect theory with practice remained tenuous. Students of social 

work will be relieved to hear that, after a number of years of practice, the con-

nections became clearer. Fast-forward a few years and I found myself teach-

ing social work theory to students at the University of Canterbury in Aotearoa 

New Zealand’s South Island. I recognised the same hesitating attempts to 

understand the theory/practice interface and the confusion that I knew very 

well from my own student experience. Thankfully, however, I had the irst edi-

tion of Social Work: From Theory to Practice to help me. I inally had a textbook 

that enabled us to meaningfully engage with theory and clariied its relation-

ship with the practice of social work. It helped me to purposefully engage stu-

dents and bring theory to life, which is why I am so pleased to be writing the 

foreword to this second edition.

Both clients and social workers come to social work with diverse cultural 

backgrounds and world-views. Perceptions about the relevance or irrelevance 

of theory to lived realities can impede understanding and knowledge-building. 

The inclusion of a Prelude by Shawana Andrews focusing on Indigenous and 

decolonised social work practice is an exciting addition to the text. It brings 

important contexts to social work and highlights the commitment that Connolly 

and Harms have to presenting content about different ways of knowing. The 

Prelude illustrates how non-dominant explanations of the world, and the issues 

faced by families and communities are better understood in the knowledge that 
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viii  FOREWORD

social work has traditionally been dominated by non-Indigenous views of the 

world. Insights from the Prelude are important to the chapters that follow – 

each of which is critically illuminated by a cultural lens, interpreting theories 

and exploring cultural it.

The book provides a systematic way of developing an understanding of 

theory and social work practice. But perhaps even more importantly, it clariies 

the social work contribution to theory development and application. Students 

sometimes ind it dificult to articulate the role and contribution brought to 

practice by the social work profession – the particular disciplinary character 

that we might say is uniquely social work. As Connolly and Harms note, the 

practice theories discussed in this book are not the sole purview of social work. 

Other disciplines use client-centred practices, cognitive behavioural theories 

and narrative ways of working. So what makes these theories social work theo-

ries? It is the infusion of the social work interpretive lenses articulated in Social 

Work: From Theory to Practice, that make them social work practice theories. 

The lenses provide the disciplinary character that distinguishes social work 

practice from other disciplinary applications. This places the social work disci-

plinary stamp on practice – the recognisable commitment to relationship-based 

practice, critical relection, social justice and client-led change. Students using 

this book will come away with a robust understanding of this and the systemic 

disciplinary foundation they bring to practice.

Being able to articulate the connection between theory and practice is fun-

damental to social work. On a daily basis, social workers have to make sound 

professional judgements based on thoughtful consideration of the information 

they have before them and of the theoretical knowledge that informs the work. 

As a social work educator, I am pleased to be able to use a book that helps me 

to engage students in ways that support them to be conident, relective and 

responsive practitioners.

Yvonne Crichton-Hill

Department of Human Services and Social Work

University of Canterbury, New Zealand
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Preface to the 
second edition
As social workers, we continually build understandings of practice that are 

 theoretically and experientially informed. Despite occasional disciplinary 

uncertainty about whether we actually have a theoretical knowledge base 

underpinning our practice, the social work profession enjoys a long tradition 

of theorising. Writers have drawn upon a range of important perspectives, and 

social workers across a range of settings have used them to inform work with 

clients. Even though many of the theories used by social workers did not origi-

nate within the discipline, in applying a social work interpretive lens, we will 

argue that they have become distinctly social work practice theories. How they 

become social work practice theories is an important focus of this book.

Social work is fundamentally concerned with both people and their interac-

tions with their environments, so it involves bringing together theories of the 

inner and outer worlds in which we live. Some social workers will be drawn to 

inner-world theories – such as psychodynamic approaches – that focus on indi-

vidual and familial systems. Others will prefer outer-world theories that inlu-

ence structural inequalities and disadvantage. Whether social workers are drawn 

to inner or outer world theories, our unique disciplinary lens creates theoretical 

responses that reinforce key disciplinary concerns so that theories are responsive 

to the needs of the people we work with and address broader social justice issues.

While social workers draw upon a range of theoretical perspectives, in this 

book our focus is on practice theories – theories that have both explanatory power 

that helps us to gain insight into the causes of distress, and practical direction 

and technique. We will use an integrated framework, adapted from Connolly 

and Healy (2013), to illustrate the way in which theory translates into practice, 

where theoretical explanations logically suggest practice approaches, then a set 

of techniques (see Figure 1.2 in Chapter 1). This process of unfolding from the-

ory to practice is important, because it illustrates internal logic and theoretical 

consistency, and highlights in a relatively straightforward way how theories dif-

fer from one another. For this reason, we will use the framework consistently as 

we explore each of the theoretical perspectives presented in this book.

In talking to social work students and practitioners over a number of years, 

we have come to appreciate many of the challenges faced in translating  theory 

into practice. We nevertheless see theories as important conceptual tools that can 
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xiv  PREFACE TO THE SECOND ED IT ION

help us to navigate our way through complex human troubles. So, in addition to 

providing the theory/practice integrated framework explaining the unfolding of 

theory into practice, we have also invited experienced practitioners to relect upon 

how they have used theory in their own work. These case studies, which are scat-

tered through the chapters that follow, provide rich examples of ways in which 

theory is translated into practice across a range of contemporary practice settings.

In bringing together this second edition, we are delighted to have our col-

leagues Yvonne Crichton-Hill from the University of Canterbury write the 

Foreword and Shawana Andrews from the University of Melbourne write a 

Prelude to this edition. These are important contributions, which speak from 

different cultural perspectives about the ways in which social work practice can 

be more responsive to cultural need. Ma‐ori and Pasiika people in Aotearoa 

New Zealand and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia 

continue to confront disadvantage and inequity, often inding themselves at the 

front-end of service delivery. Yvonne and Shawana share their ideas with us, 

providing important insights into how we might use social work theory – and 

how we might strive to be more culturally responsive in practice.

In this book, we capture key international perspectives in the development 

of social work theory and some of the unique cultural practices of Australia and 

Aotearoa New Zealand. Social work can be seen as a global endeavour, in that 

there is coherence in terms of disciplinary vision, values and concerns. Yet it is 

also intensely local in its application, responding necessarily to unique cultural 

contexts. Attention to culture and diversity is critically important when think-

ing about the application of theory in practice. In the chapters that follow, we 

invite the challenging of theoretical constructs in ways that respond to cultural 

context. Theories can be used positively to increase understanding and to help 

people work through dificulties in their lives. They can also be used to impose 

professional ideas in ways that are prejudicial to the interests of clients or lack 

synchronicity with their concerns.

In Chapter 1, we look speciically at the ways in which social work’s inter-

pretive lens helps us to interrogate theory so that it responds to the concerns 

of the people with whom we work. In fact, we look at four interpretive lenses, 

each of which relects important disciplinary concerns: the relational lens, which 

highlights the importance of relationship-based practice; the social justice lens, 

which reinforces core disciplinary concerns relating to social reform; the relec-

tive lens, which interrogates the power of cultural thinking and the ways in which 

culture shapes professional responses; and the lens of change, which informs the 

ways in which we understand the nature of change in human systems. As we 
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explore the different theoretical perspectives, we come back to these lenses as 

important disciplinary inluences that shape the application of theoretical ideas 

in practice. In Chapter 1, we also scaffold ideas that support the understanding 

of theory: what a theory is and what has inluenced theory development over 

time. Then, in Chapter 2, we look at the ways in which models of practice have 

emerged from theoretical ideas. Social work has pioneered the development of 

models and frameworks that help to bridge theoretical ideas and intervention 

strategies within daily practice. One of the most enduringly inluential frame-

works developed by social work theorists has been Reid and Epstein’s (1972) 

landmark task-centred casework model. We also look at models that explore 

dimensions of culture, providing important knowledge that can be incorpo-

rated into assessment processes and intervention practices. We argue that when 

theory, knowledge and practice come together in this way, it builds the fabric of 

a rich and continually evolving intellectual tradition within social work.

We then begin an exploration of key theoretical perspectives that have 

informed social work thinking and practice over time. Chapter 3 begins with 

an examination of systems theory, arguably one of the most inluential sets of 

ideas to shape social work practice. Drawing upon the work of key writers, we 

explore the ways in which systems theories help us to think about interactions 

between people and their social and physical environments, how they help us 

to understand change and the range of ecosystem interventions. In Chapters 

4, 5, 6 and 7, we draw upon the work of Connolly and Healy (2013) and group 

theories metaphorically in ways that we hope will be memorable. Our meta-

phorical distinctions are intended to capture the essential character of each 

group; hence onion-peeling theories in Chapter 4 describe theories that seek 

to peel back the layers of experience so that people can gain insight into what 

prevents them from moving forward in their lives. These inner world theories 

include psychodynamic approaches and person-centred practices. In Chapter 

5, we use the faulty-engine metaphor to describe behaviourism and cognitive-

behaviourism. Challenging the perceived limitations of insight-focused theo-

ries, these theories bring with them ideas and techniques that they thought 

would shift practice attention to the present and to more concrete evidence of 

change. The most evaluated and empirically supported of social work theories, 

the faulty-engine group, actively focuses on changing thoughts and behaviours 

in the here and now. Despite their history of success, they have struggled to 

gain traction in mainstream practice. In Chapter 5, we also look at mindfulness 

approaches, which are increasingly being used by practitioners in a range of 

practice settings.
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Chapter 6 describes our story-telling theories, a group of theoretical 

approaches that explore narratives of strength and resilience in ways that can 

inluence how we think, feel and act. Most fully articulated in narrative ways of 

working, story-telling theories are critically interested in the ways in which sto-

ries can be reinterpreted to enable more positive and rewarding life outcomes. 

Building on notions of strengths-based practice, they focus on externalising 

problems and inding narrative solutions that lead to a greater sense of well-

being and freedom. Originating from post-structural and social construction-

ist traditions, these story-telling approaches also resonate with the last of our 

metaphorical distinctions, mountain-moving theories, presented in Chapter 7. 

This group of perspectives, which includes human rights-based approaches, 

seeks to eliminate disadvantage and empower people to realise their hopes for 

themselves, their families and their communities. These theories provide social 

work with an important critical edge, connecting the personal with the political 

and shifting focus from individual blame to collective solutions across social, 

economic and political domains. Social work theories evolve to respond to 

contemporary issues. Also in Chapter 7, we discuss the development of green 

social work approaches, which challenge us to address issues of environmental 

vulnerability and sustainability.

In our concluding chapter, we look at how the integration of theory and 

practice is an ongoing professional process for social workers. Integrating 

theory and practice in ways that respond to the unique needs of social work 

clients is a complex process, both intellectually and practically. In Chapter 

8,we return to our earlier discussion of the disciplinary lenses that social work 

brings to practice and the ways in which they can help us to critically relect on 

how we perceive our professional role and how we give effect to it in practice. 

Considering the circular process of relection and relexive practice, we look at 

both the dynamics of power and critical thought. We examine models of super-

vision as an important means of supporting good practice, providing a support-

ive professional space where we can critically relect on practice thinking and 

action, and better understand the various domains of practice and how we can 

be most effective in our professional responses.

In presenting these theoretical perspectives, we seek to capture the essence 

of what makes the application of practice theory a uniquely social work inter-

vention. In doing so, we hope we have demonstrated at least some of the 

vibrancy of social work thinking and the rich disciplinary tapestry that repre-

sents contemporary social work theorising.

Marie Connolly and Louise Harms
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