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Foreword
I am delighted to write the foreword for the third edition of Social Work: From 

 heory to Practice by Louise Harms and Marie Connolly. he irst edition was pub-

lished in 2012 and in the preface to that book the authors highlighted how theories 

from other disciplines, used by social workers, actually then become social work 

practice theories (Connolly & Harms, 2012).

he teaching of social work theory is a requirement of social work degree pro-

grams around the world. For a number of years I have taught a theory into practice 

class and I have experienced irst-hand how students struggle with theory. It is as if 

students hear the word ‘theory’ and all their assumptions about how hard ‘theory’ 

is to understand and work with jump to the forefront. Additionally, sometimes stu-

dents recognise theory as belonging to other disciplines but do not associate that 

theory as being relevant to social work. I have found, through using the irst and 

then second edition of Social Work: From heory to Practice in my teaching and in 

particular the theory into practice framework promoted by Connolly and Harms, 

that students are able to understand how theory informs the ‘doing’ of social work. 

I have found that when students understand how theory connects with social work 

practice they are more able to think creatively about how to work with people and 

systems. hey learn that theory can explain and predict and thus help social work-

ers to recognise patterns in behaviour and organise complex information. hey 

learn that theory can also help social workers to understand new situations and 

plan the work we do with service users but also enhance the work social workers do 

with other professionals; this is because the theories used by social workers are also 

used by others. How the same theory used by other professionals becomes theory 

speciically designed for the practice of social work is, argue Harms and Connolly, 

related to the various interpretive lenses that social work brings to theory. hese 

interpretive lenses inluence how social workers apply theory.

his new edition of Social Work: From heory to Practice builds on previous 

editions by bringing together up-to-date content throughout the book to enhance 

our understanding of how theory informs social work practice. Chapters 2 and 7 

have been signiicantly revised. he inclusion of trauma-informed practice to the 

social work frameworks and models discussion in Chapter 2 pays recognition to 

the development of late about the impact of trauma and adversity on well-being. 

Trauma-informed practice has particularly been debated and implemented in 

mental health, health and child protection ields. A superb addition to Chapter 

2 is the discussion on how research and practice knowledge can be combined to 
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Preface
As social workers, we continually build understandings of practice that are theo-

retically 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 originate within the discipline, in apply-

ing 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 individual 

and familial systems. Others will prefer outer-world theories that inluence struc-

tural 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 

(2018), to illustrate the way in which theory translates into practice, where theoreti-

cal explanations logically suggest practice approaches, then a set of techniques (see 

Figure 1.2). his process of unfolding from theory to practice is important, because 

it illustrates internal logic and theoretical consistency, and highlights in a relatively 

straightforward way how theories difer 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 the-

ory into practice. We nevertheless see theories as important conceptual tools 

that can 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 
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