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Part A - Introduction  

 
The degree of higher doctorate is perhaps less well known in academic circles. In my own 

case, I became aware of its existence when fulfilling the role of Director of Postgraduate 

Studies in the School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work (QUB). I subsequently 

checked other universities’ regulations and noted that both Trinity College Dublin and Ulster 

University (two previous employers) both offered similar degrees with comparable criteria of 

attainment. To enrol in Queen’s was a natural choice, though, given my past employment 

there, and the fact I had attained previous postgraduate qualifications from this institution.  

 

But why entertain the prospect of further intellectual endeavour and assessment in this 

specific direction? A central reason can be put forward: as I write this introduction, my 

retirement is imminent. I have worked for 44 years, roughly half of which were spent as a 

social worker in the profession (in child and family social work in Belfast), the other half in 

academia. Retirement, at least for me, is about resolution, reflecting back in order to move 

forward, and to be honest, seeking recognition for past scholarship, which has been the 

driving force of my academic career to date, an activity that has generated endless frustration, 

but also total absorption. This absorption is tantamount to a ‘flow experience’: a zone of ego-

detached focus, one highly stimulating and efficacious.  

 

More than that, to attain this high-level award represents a counter-narrative to the one that 

has plagued my psycho-biography since childhood: that I lack essential academic capabilities. 

Most likely, the school-system, as I experienced it, particularly as an adolescent, was a major 

factor in reinforcing this inner perception. I do not think I am alone in carrying this ‘albatross’ 

disposition: I have encountered a significant number of mature postgraduates who were trying 

to ‘undo’ the legacy of past educational experience, some connected with the perfidious 11 

plus examination.  

 

Coming back to the reality of retirement, like many individuals, I need a modus operandi and 

after much reflection, I believe this can be taken forward through continued scholarship. It is 

an irony that some academics are most creative, prolific, and industrious when freed of the 

daily need to attend to administration, teaching, and research-oriented key performance 

indicators. The current project, consequently, is the beginning of this post-work phase. So, 

this is my rationale for embarking on this further journey of intellectual inquiry. So much of 

inner motivation is based upon the struggle for personal recognition. 

 

This submission, I contend, builds on my PhD in 2004, where a number of published works 

capturing the ‘sociological imagination’ were submitted for consideration. A unifying theme 

within this oeuvre was the application of critical social theory to social work, with the aim of 

developing social work interventions. Much of the submitted work embraced social justice as 

a governing principle. Essentially, the corpus attempted to restore the ‘social’ into social work 

and, in doing so, to link private troubles with public issues.  

 

Building on this first submission, the present application takes forward the project of applying 

critical social theory to social work research and practice. However, there is a difference 

between the two bodies of work. This current submission attempts to offer a deeper, more 

probing account of the social world, by delving more into philosophy and meta-theory. 

Hence, attention was given to areas such as ‘ontology’, ‘epistemology’, and axiology’ (ethics) 



 

 

and how premises derived from them moulded and problematised social work. The 

commentary section of this submission will go into much greater detail on these themes 

addressing attempted theoretical alignments, critiques, and the development of extant 

concepts. 

 

A unifying theme, nevertheless, connects the two doctoral submissions. This theme reflects 

the fact that I have always felt, strongly, that theoretical inquiry should have ramifications for 

‘hands-on’ practice. In this regard, I not only write for an academic audience, but also 

practitioners at the front line and, most likely, I privilege the latter cohort. Abstruse, high-

level theory must resonate for, and be comprehensible, for social workers involved in real life 

social work. Theory must animate the ‘tool-kit’ bag which social workers feel is essential in 

their day-to-day work. Here, theory is evaluated by pragmatism: if it is helpful in the ‘hustle 

and bustle’ of everyday social work, it has relevance and utilitarian credence. 

 

As for the structure of the submission, and in line with the University’s Regulations for this 

degree, this submission comprises the following parts: 

 

1. The presentation of required statements (Part B) 

2. Setting out the applicant’s curriculum vitae (Part C) 

3. Listing the publications that form the basis of the submission for the degree (Part D) 

4. Including letters of verification from co-authors (Part E) 

5. A commentary showing evidence of how the publications meet the designated academic 

criteria for the award of the degree (Part F) 

6. The selected publications, reproduced (Part G). 

  

I would like to end this introductory section with a quotation from C. Wright Mills. This 

quote captures the essence of the sociological imagination: an imagination stimulating this 

body of work: 

 

‘Neither the life of an individual nor the history of a society can be 

understood without understanding both’. 

 

The Sociological Imagination 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Part B: Required Statements 

 
Statement Outlining Proposed Title 

 
‘Philosophical and Sociological Perspectives on Social Work: Towards Some New 

Understandings of Research and Practice’ 

 

Statement of the Intended Award 

 
Doctorate of Social Sciences (DSSc), Queen’s University Belfast 

 

Statement Confirming No Previous Submissions 

 

There were no previous submissions of the published works included in this application for a 

previous degree from this or any other university. 

 

Statement Confirming Applicant’s Link to the University 

 

The applicant has four significant links with the university: 

 

a) He was employed as a member of academic staff from 1998-2015 

b) Upon retiring from the university, he was awarded the honorary title, Emeritus Professor 

c) He graduated from the university with a PhD in 2004 

d) He was awarded a post-graduate Certificate in Advanced Child-Care from the university 

in 1987  
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k) The Queen’s University of Belfast – Professor of Social Theory and Social Work; (2012 - 
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movement in mental health: A critical reflection on meta-theory shaping the inquiry. Irish 

Journal of Applied Social Studies, Winter Edition. 

Accepted Peer-Reviewed Articles Due to be Published 

Birbeck, A. & Houston, S. (2021). ‘Intersectionality’: An Indispensable Theory for Social 

Workers Promoting Social Justice in Ireland. Irish Social Worker. (In Press) 

Swords, C. & Houston, S. (2021). The ‘Social’ can really work in Mental Health Social 

Work: A Critical Review of how the understanding of recovery has evolved and converged 

towards the skillset of Social Work. Irish Social Worker. (In Press) 

Articles Under Review 

Houston, S. (2022). Dialectical Critical Realism, Transformative Change, and Social Work. 

Critical and Radical Social Work. 

 



 

 

Wolniak, M. & Houston, S. (2022). A Sociologist in the Field of Social Work: Pierre 

Bourdieu’s Theory and its Relevance for Social Work Practice. Critical and Radical Social 

Work. 

 

Coffey, K. & Houston, S. (2022). Socially aware ‘life-politics’ and social work in Ireland. 

Irish Social Worker. 

 

 Other Publications 

Houston, S. (1995). Setting quality standards for social work practice in residential child-

care. Belfast: Eastern Health & Social Services Board. (Policy Publication). 

 

Titterton, M., Donaldson, T., Kavanagh, A., Houston, S. & Stirling, C. (1996). Theirs by 

right: An introduction to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Belfast: Child-Care 

Northern Ireland. (Resource Pack). 

 

Houston, S. (2007). Foreword, Child Care in Practice. Child Care in Practice, 165-165. 

 

MacDonald, M., Hayes, D., & Houston, S. (2014). Informal kinship care: A review of the 

research literature. Belfast: BAAF. (Commissioned Report). 

 

Houston, S., Hayes, D., & MacDonald, M. (2014). Hearing the voice of the kinship carer in 

Northern Ireland: An investigation into needs and experience. Belfast: Fostering Network. 

(Commissioned Report). 

 

Houston, S., & Butler, M. (2015) ‘More than just a number’: Hearing the views of vulnerable 

adults in the criminal justice system in Northern Ireland. Belfast: Department of Justice. 

(Commissioned Report). 

 

Wilson, G., Montgomery, L., Houston, S., & Davidson, G. (2015). Regress, react, resolve: An 

evaluation of mental health service provision – a summary. Belfast: Action Mental Health 

(Commissioned Report). 

 

Houston, S. (2016). Working ethically in child protection (by Lonne, B., Harries, M., 

Featherstone, B., & Gray, M.). Book Review. 

 

Publication Highlights 

 

Total number of publications as of 20/11/2021 = 122 

 

Total citations for publications as of 22/11/2021 = 2187 (Google Scholar) 

 

14 publications in The British Journal of Social Work, Impact Factor – 1.884; 5 Year Impact 

– 2.685 

 

7 publications in The Journal of Social Work, Impact 2.292; 5 Year Impact – 2.240 

 

Top 3 cited article for 2017: Houston, S. (2017). Towards a critical ecology of child 

development in social work: Aligning the theories of Bronfenbrenner and Bourdieu. Families, 

Relationships and Societies, 6(1), 53-69. 9,714 downloads (Pure, QUB) 



 

 

 

Breakdown: 75 peer-reviewed articles; 12 chapters; 9 peer-reviewed chapters; 8 scholarly 

editions (books/monographs); 19 other. 

 

Contribution to Social Work Education at QUB 

 

a) Developed the Postgraduate Diploma/Masters in Child-Care (1999) 

 

b) Course Director of the Postgraduate Diploma/Masters in Child-Care (2000-2008) 

 

c) Chair of School Post-Qualifying Social Work Committee (1998-2006) 

 

d) Course Director of the MSc in Advanced Social Work (1998-2006) 

 

e) Chair of project group managing the development and validation of the MSc in Applied 

Social Studies (2007) 

 

f) Course Director of the MSc in Applied Social Studies (2007-2009) 

 

g) Examination officer (2006/9) 

 

h) Advisor of Studies (1999-2005; 2007-2009) 

 

i) Admissions Officer for the Bachelor’s in Social Work (2009/10) 

 

j) Member of various professional social work post-qualifying education and training 

committees in Northern Ireland (1997 to present) 

 

k) Delivered several commissioned short courses on risk in child protection to a range of 

statutory agencies in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland (2000 to 2005) 

 

l) External Reviewer for validation of postgraduate social work programme at Durham 

University (2007) 

 

m) External Examiner for the BSc in Childhood and Family Studies, National University of 

Ireland, Galway (2006 to 2010) 

 

n) External reviewer for 5 year periodic review of MA programme in University of East 

Anglia (2008) 

 

o) External reviewer for the validation of the MSc in Cognitive Behaviour Therapy in the 

University of Ulster (2006) 

 

Contribution to Social Work Education at Trinity College Dublin 

 

a) School Director of Undergraduate Teaching and Learning (2019 to 2021) 

b) Course Director for Bachelor’s in Social Studies (2019) 

 

 



 

 

Research Funding 

 

a) £5,000 (with McCullough and Spratt) from Barnardos to carry out an evaluation of a 

family centre in the southern area (1997) (CI)  

 

b) £ 14,000 from the Social Care Institute to investigate user involvement in statutory bodies 

as part of a team led by Duffy (2007) (CI) 

 

c) £8,000 from Southern Trust for researching resilience in residential children’s homes 

(2008) (PI) 

 

d) £261,571 from the Research and Development Office, Department of Health and Social 

Services to evaluate social work assessment in care proceedings in Northern Ireland 

(2008) (CI) 

 

e) £5,000 from the Higher Education Academy to evaluate teaching and learning in higher 

education in Northern Ireland on the inquiries and case management reviews (2010) (PI) 

 

f) £10,000 from Southern Health & Social Services Board to compile a literature review and 

provide research consultancy on effective services in family support. Grant funded by 

Southern HSC Trust and Atlantic Philantrophies (2006) (PI) 

 

g) £8,000 from NISCC to Develop a Model of Reflection in Social Work through a 

Qualitative Research Approach (2013) (PI) 

 

h) £12,000 from Fostering Network to carry out a survey on kinship foster carers (2013) (PI) 

 

i) £9,200 from EHSSB to carry out a systematic study on private kinship care (2013) (CI) 

 

j) £4,000 from Department of Justice (Northern Ireland) to carry out a study on vulnerable 

adults in the criminal justice system (2015) (PI) 

 

k) £98,000 from Early Intervention Transformation Project & Atlantic Philantrophies to 

carry out a research evaluation on a model of parenting assessment (2016 - 2020) (PI) 

 

 

Consultancy Funding 

 

a) £30,000 from Department of Health and Social Services to develop the PG Diploma in 

Child Care (1999) 

 

b) £60,000 from the Northern Ireland Social Care Council to lead the development of the 

MSc in Applied Social Studies (shared with colleagues; £18,000 to Houston) (2008) 

 

c) £5,000 from the Northern Ireland Guardian ad Litem Agency to enhance critical thinking 

skills (2010) (with Professor Geraldine Macdonald) 

 

d) £1,200 from RQIA for carrying out an independent inspection of Lakewood Secure Unit 

 



 

 

 

Measures of Esteem 

 

a) Visiting Professor at Newcastle University (Australia) – May 2009 

 

b) Visiting Fellow at Newcastle University (Australia) – 2014 

 

c) Visiting Research Fellow, Trinity College Dublin - 2015 

 

d) Emeritus Professor of Social Theory and Social Work, QUB - 2015 

 

Journal Activity 

 

a) Member of editorial and management board – Child Care in Practice Journal (2005-2007) 

 

b) Peer-reviewer for the following journals:  

 

Child Care in Practice 

Social Work and Social Services Review 

Journal of Social Work  

Australian Social Work 

Practice 

Child and Family Social Work 

The British Journal of Social Work 

International Journal of Social Welfare 

 

 

Other Forms of Recognition 

 

a) Achieved the Advanced Award in Social Work (Awarded by the Northern Ireland 

Partnership for Education and Training) 

 

b) Member of the Academic Council (QUB) (2008 - 2013) 

 

c) Member of the Department of Health and Social Services’ Advisory Committee on health 

and social care in Northern Ireland (2005-2007). This committee provided advice to civil 

servants and the minister on social welfare policy 

 

d) Completion of the QUB Leadership and Excellence Course (2011) 

 

Conference/ Symposium Papers  

 

a) Presentation at Post Qualifying Social Work Conference in Belfast on ‘New 

developments in Post Qualifying Social Work at QUB’ (2008) 

 

b) Presentation at IFSW Conference in Lodz, Poland in 2000 on ‘Habermasian insights on 

social work in Northern Ireland’ 

 



 

 

c) Presentation at Queen’s University Conference in Belfast in March 2008 on 

‘Hyperationality and child protection error’, School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social 

Work 

 

d) Joint presentation with Davidson on ‘How does childhood trauma impact on outcomes in 

adulthood? Exploring an integrated, explanatory theoretical framework’, QUB 

Conference on: ‘Healing from Traumatic Relationships: psychological and Societal 

Perspectives’, April 2010 

 

e) Joint Presentation with Davidson on ‘Later Effects of Early Deprivation in Children’, 

QUB Conference on Trauma, 2010 

 

f) Presentation on Critical Realism and Social Work, University of Southern California 2011 

(invited speaker) 

 

g) Key-note address on Critical Social Theory and Reflection in Social Work, Belfast 

(hosted by the NI Degree Partnership) 2011 

 

h) BASCPAN Conference (April, 2012) – ‘Evaluating the Delivery and Impact of Social 

Work Teaching on the Child and Adult Abuse Inquiries: A Northern Perspective’ QUB 

 

i) Decisions, Assessment, Risk and Evidence in Social Work, Paper on Holiistic Rationality 

in Child Protection, University of Ulster, 2-3rd July 2012 

 

j) Opening presentation at Conference on ‘Risk Paradigms in Social Work’, Prato, Italy, 

2012 (invited speaker) 

 

k) Zagreb University Conference on ‘Developing Resilience in Young People in Residential 

Care’, 2012 (invited speaker) 

 

l) University of Lancashire, ‘Developing Honneth’s Theory of Recognition for Social Work 

Symposium (key-note address) – November 2012 

 

m) NSPCC Symposium (October 2012) Action Research as a Tool for Developing Resilience 

 

n) University of Sussex, paper on ‘Honneth’s Theory of Recognition for Social Work’, 

Symposium) (invited speaker) (May 2013) 

 

o) NISCC Conference on ‘Developing Social Work Leadership through Theories of Depth’) 

(February 2013) (invited speaker) 

 

p) QUB Symposium on Reflexive Practice in Practice Learning in Social Work: A Model 

(invited speaker) (9th September 2014) 

 

q) NISCC Seminar on Reflexive Practice in Social Work: A Model (23rd September) (invited 

speaker) 

 

r) Health and Social Care Board Conference on Reflection as an act of Leadership in Social 

Work (November 2014) (invited speaker) 



 

 

 

s) NISCC Conference on Launch of Reflexive Practice Framework (June 2015) (invited 

speaker) 

 

t) Fostering Network and HSC Board Symposium on Launch of Research on Kinship Foster 

Carers in Northern Ireland (2015) (key-note address) 

 

u) International Federation of Social Work Conference in Ljubljana. Paper on ‘Critical 

Realist Social Work Research’ (2015) 

 

v) Conference hosted by the Irish Association of Social Workers (2017) Introduction to a 

Model of Reflexivity for Social Workers (key-note address); 

 

w) Symposium on ‘New Perspectives on Theory and Method in the Social Sciences’. Paper 

delivered on Bronfenbrenner and Bourdieu. Trinity College Dublin (2017) 

 

x) Seminar presentation on ‘Building Better Futures’, Malone House, Belfast (2019) 

 

y) Conference on Early Intervention Projects, presentation on ‘Building Better Futures’, 

Templeton Hotel, Dunadry (2019)  

 

 

Higher Degree Supervision/ Doctoral Examination 

 

a) Successfully supervised PhD theses to completion: 

      PhD – 8 (6 first supervisor, 2 second), all on time 

 

b) Successfully supervised Master’s theses: 

     M Phil – 1, on time 

      

Final year master’s dissertations – 26 

 

(c) Chaired 15 PhD vivas, been appointed as an external and internal examiner for 8 PhD 

theses and have been an internal examiner for doctoral differentiation panels. 

 

International Work 

 

a) Participated in Socrates Exchange with Munster University, Germany (2009) 

 

b) Participated in Socrates arrangement with Helsinki University and Jyvskyla Universities, 

Finland (2009/10) 

 

c) Visiting Professor in Newcastle University (Australia) (2009) 

 

d) Awarded a Visiting Fellowship with Newcastle University (Australia) (2014) 

 

e) Invited Guest Lecturer at University of Southern California (2011) 

 

f) Member of International Network on Critical Realism in Social Work (2014-15) 



 

 

 

g) Involved in Intensive Programme on diversity and ethnicity for social work students in 

various European countries funded by the EU, in Austria/ Belfast (2011/12) 

 

h) Participating in Erasmus Exchange with Stockholm University (2020) 

 

Community Outreach 

 

a) Member on Post-Qualifying Social Work Partnership Committees 

 

b) Board Director of Quaker Service 

 

c) Member of DHSS Strategic Policy Group 

 

Societal Impact 

 

In the past three years, I have been involved in four impact case studies involving the social 

work profession: 

 

a) The development of a model of reflexivity in social work. The model is being 

mainstreamed throughout social work in Northern Ireland (statutory, voluntary and private 

sectors). It has also been shared with social work regulators in the other countries in the 

UK and in North America 

 

b) Research into the needs and experiences of adults with special needs in the criminal 

justice system in Northern Ireland. The research report has been shared with the relevant 

Stormont minister in order shape regional policy within the criminal justice system in 

relation to vulnerable adults 

 

c) Research into the mental health needs of service users in Northern Ireland. This research 

has attracted media interest and has been shared with ministers at Stormont 

 

d) The development of a practitioner manual for assessing parenting capacity in child 

protection. The manual has been rolled out across Northern Ireland 

 

Inter-Disciplinary Work 

 

a) Applied Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed to teaching and research. Link with Drama 

Studies. 

 

b) Co-ordinated and taught module on Comparative Social Welfare on the MSc in Advanced 

Social Work. Link with Social Policy. 

 

c) Published a model for comparing welfare states in the International Journal of Social 

Welfare. Link with Social Policy. 

 

d) Co-supervised a PhD student with academic psychologists. Link with Psychology. 

 



 

 

e) Participation in an Arts and Humanities research bid to the AHRC. Link with 

Humanities. 

 

f) Developed, applied and published a model for evaluating child welfare social policies. 

Link with Social Policy. 

 

g) Applied critical social theory and sociology in teaching and research. Link with Critical 

Social Theory and Sociology. 

 

h) Conducted research into the criminal justice system with a criminology colleague. Link 

with Criminology. 

 

i) Applied critical realism in teaching and scholarship. Link with Philosophy. 

 

Leadership 

 

a) Director of Postgraduate Research in the School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social 

Work (2012 - 2015) 

 

b) Postgraduate tutor in the School of Social Work (2005-2006) 

 

c) Postgraduate Tutor/Director in the School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work 

(2010-2012) 

 

d) Course Director for 4 programmes: (a) Diploma/Masters in Applied Social Studies QUB, 

(b) the Postgraduate Child Care Award QUB, (c) the MSc in Advanced Social Work QUB 

(d) BSS Social Studies, TCD. 

 

e) Member of School Senior Management Board, QUB (2010-2015) 

 

f) Acting Head of School for three short periods (2012 onwards) 

 

g) School Director of Undergraduate Teaching and Learning, Trinity College Dublin 

 

h) Joint chair of Athena Swan, School of Social Work and Social Policy, Trinity College 

Dublin. 

 

 

 



 

 

Part D: Selected Works to be Submitted for the Doctorate in Social Science 

 
Each of the submissions presented below has been independently peer-reviewed by at 

least two experts including the book chapter in submission 11.  

 

I have submitted 22 outputs to meet the requirements for depth, range, breadth, and 

substance in the corpus. A higher doctorate, as I understand it, must reflect a 

substantive career dedicated to scholarship over a significant period of time. 

 

Submission 1: 

 

Houston, S. (2005). Philosophy, theory and method in social work: Challenging empiricism’s 

claim on evidence-based practice. Journal of Social Work, 5, 7-20. 

 

Submission 2: 

 

Hayes, D., & Houston, S. (2007). Lifeworld, system and family group conferences: 

Habermas’ contribution to discourse in child protection. British Journal of Social Work, 

37(6), 987-1006. 

 

Submission 3: 

 

Houston, S., & Dolan, P. (2008). Conceptualising family support: Honneth’s theory of 

recognition. Children & Society, 22(6), 458-469. 

 

Submission 4: 

 

Houston, S. (2009). Communication, recognition and social work: Aligning the ethical 

theories of Habermas and Honneth. British Journal of Social Work, 39(7), 1274-1290. 

 

Submission 5: 

 

Houston, S. (2009). Beyond homo economicus: Recognition and social work. British Journal 

of Social Work, 41, 841-857. 

 

Submission 6: 

 

Houston, S. (2010). Prising open the black box: Critical realism, action research and social 

work. Qualitative Social Work, 9(1), 73-91. 

 

Submission 7:  

 

Houston, S. (2010). Further reflections on Habermas’ contribution to discourse in child 

protection: An exploration of power in social life. British Journal of Social Work, 40, 1736-

1753. 

 

 

 



 

 

Submission 8:  

 

Houston, S. (2012). Engaging with the crooked timbre of humanity: Value pluralism and 

social work. British Journal of Social Work, 42(2), 652-668. 

 

Submission 9: 

 

Houston, S., & Mullan-Jensen, C. (2012). Towards depth and width in qualitative social 

work: Aligning interpretive phenomenological analysis with the theory of social domains. 

Qualitative Social Work, 4, 22-32. 

 

Submission 10: 

 

Houston, S. (2014). Meta-theoretical paradigms underpinning risk in child welfare: Towards a 

position of methodological pragmatism. Children and Youth Services Review, 47, 55-60.  

 

Submission 11: 

 

Houston, S. (2014). ‘Getting back to the things themselves’: Strengthening phenomenology in 

social work. In T. Harrikari, P. Rauhala, & E. Virokannas (Eds.), Social change and social 

work. London: Ashgate. 

 

Submission 12:  

 

Houston, S. (2015). ‘When I look I am seen, so I exist’: Supplementing Honneth’s 

recognition model for social work. Social Work and Society, 13(2),1-17. 

 

Submission 13: 

 

Houston, S. (2015). Enabling others in social work: Reflexivity and the theory of social 

domains. Critical and Radical Social Work, 3(2), 245-260. 

 

Submission 14: 

 

Houston, S. (2016). Beyond individualism: Social work and social identity. British Journal of 

Social Work, 46, 532-548. 

 

Submission 15: 

 

Houston, S. (2016). Empowering the shamed ‘self’: Recognition and critical social work. 

Journal of Social Work, 16, 3-21. 

 

Submission 16: 

 

Houston, S. (2017). Towards a critical ecology of child development in social work: Aligning 

the theories of Bronfenbrenner and Bourdieu. Families, Relationships and Societies, 6(1), 53-

69. 

 

 



 

 

Submission 17: 

 

Houston, S., & Montgomery, L. (2017). Reflecting critically on contemporary social 

pathologies: Social work and the ‘good life’. Critical and Radical Social Work, 5(2), 181-

196. 

 

 

Submission 18: 

 

Hughes, M., & Houston, S. (2019). ‘It’s kafkaesque’: Newspaper coverage of social work’s 

role in the ‘Grace case’ in the Republic of Ireland. British Journal of Social Work, 49(5), 

1376-1394. 

 

Submission 19: 

 

Houston, S. & Swords, C. (2021). Critical realism, mimetic theory and social work, Journal 

of Social Work, Advanced Access 

 

Submission 20: 

 

Houston, S. (2021) & Swords, C. (2021). Responding to the weight of the world: Unveiling 

the ‘feeling’ Bourdieu, British Journal of Social Work, Advanced Access 

 

Submission 21: 

 

Houston, S. (2015). Reducing child protection error: Towards a holistic-rational perspective. 

Journal of Social Work Practice, 29(4), 379-393. 

 

Submission 22: 

 

Houston, S. & Butler, M. (2019). ‘More than just a number: Meeting the needs of those with 

mental illness, learning difficulties and speech and language difficulties in the criminal justice 

system. Irish Probation Journal, 16, 22-41. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 

 

Part E: Letters of Confirmation from Co-Authors 
 

 

Confirmation from Hayes 

 

Confirmation from Montgomery 

 

Confirmation from Dolan 

 

Confirmation from Butler 

 

Confirmation from Mullen-Jensen 

 

Confirmation from Hughes 

 

Confirmation from Swords  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Letter of Confirmation to Examiners 

 

 

Dear Examiner, 

 

Re: Emeritus Professor Stan Houston, applicant for Higher Doctorate, Queen’s University Belfast 

 

Article: Hayes, D. & Houston, S. (2007). ‘Lifeworld’, ‘System’ and Family Group Conferences: 

Habermas’s Contribution to Discourse in Child Protection. British Journal of Social Work, 37(6), 

987-1006. 

 

I confirm that Professor Houston contributed as follows to the article highlighted above: 

 

 Developed the original idea for the paper and discussed the application of Habermas’s critical 

social theory to Family Group Conferencing with me given my interest in this model. 

 

 Wrote the sections of the paper which summarise the key aspects of Habermas’s critical social 

theory and his mediation thesis (substantially the introduction to the paper and the section entitled 

‘The changing relationship of ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’ in Habermas thought’). 

 

 Wrote a substantial proportion of the concluding sections of the paper, in conjunction with me as 

co-author (the sections entitled ‘Discourse ethics and FGCs’ and ‘Conclusion’). 

 

 Read and commented on drafts of the paper with me as co-author and the made revisions in 

response to the peer review process. 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Name:   Dr David Hayes 
 

 

Signature: 

 

Designation: Senior Lecturer in Social Work 
 

Date: 28th October 2020 

 

 



 

 

  
 

 

 
 



 

 

 

 

Letter of Confirmation to Examiners 

 

 

Dear Examiner, 

 

 

Re: Emeritus Professor Stan Houston, applicant for Higher Doctorate, Queen’s University Belfast 

 

 

Article: Houston, S. & Butler, M. (2019). ‘More than just a number’: Meeting the needs of those with 

mental illness, learning difficulties and speech and language difficulties in the criminal justice 

system. Irish Probation Journal, 16, 22-41. 

  

I confirm that Professor Houston contributed as follows to the article highlighted above: 

 He provided the theoretical framing for the article. 

 He wrote up the bulk of the article content. 

 

If you require any further information, please just let me know. 

 

 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Name: Dr. Michelle Butler 

Signature:  

Designation: Senior Lecturer in Criminology 

Date: 17 October 2020 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Letter of Confirmation to Examiners 

 

 
Dear Examiner, 

 

 
Re: Emeritus Professor Stan Houston, applicant for Higher Doctorate, Queen’s University Belfast 

 

 
Article: Houston, S. & Mullan-Jensen, C. (2011) Towards depth and width in Qualitative Social 

Work: Aligning interpretative phenomenological analysis with the theory of social domains. 

Qualitative Social Work, 11(3), 266-281. 

 

 
Stan stands out in my career as my strongest mentor and I regard him as a scholar in the classic and 

truest sense. He did not impose his style or ideas on me but channelled them into elevating my 

knowledge, thinking and writing style. I now approach a mentorship role with kindness and 

authenticity; a direct sign of his legacy. It is against this backdrop that this paper was written. 

 

 
I confirm that Professor Houston contributed to the article highlighted above as follows: 
 

 
1) Subject expertise: Stan helped me understand Social Work in its historical context. I had read his 

own literature before he became my supervisor and he was the clear expert in the field. A body of 

Stan's own work was crucial reading for the paper. In later versions of the manuscript I even 

highlighted pieces of his own work that we should reference. 

 

 

2) Theoretical thinking: Stan helped me develop my theoretical understanding of Layder, IPA and 

Critical Social Work through supervision, recommended reading as well as lively and thoughtful 

discussions. I learned critical reasoning in a more disciplined manner where he helped me critique the 

reading. Most of the sources in this paper involved us discussing our theoretical understanding and 

then applying it to the written document. In the latter stages of the writing process, I too had evolved 

in my thinking. Looking back, I am struck by how comfortable I was in the exchange of ideas back 

and forth despite the supervisor/supervisee structure. The paper was a co-creation of a new theoretical 

stance based on our two different approaches. It was certainly based on Stan’s knowledge as well as 

openness to new ideas or standpoints. 

Writing style: Stan helped me to find my writing voice, creating a bridge for me to a more academic style. 

He taught me how to set out a clear and logical structure for a piece of writing. The way he
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approached the paper was as a prime example of creating a publishable piece of work which 

would stand up to peer-review. We drafted this paper over 9 iterations and it was the 

movement between the 4th and 5th draft that proved most substantial. Stan’s written prose 

brought my less well-crafted early drafts to a new level. In the latter stages, it was about 

refinement and a fair exchange of viewpoints to create a shared piece. 

 

 

4) Critical argument. I credit Stan with helping me hone my skills in setting up an 

argument. Quite simply, I have learned to make a claim and justify it. Every sentence in the 

paper had a reason to be there and Stan helped me eradicate any gaps. When Stan revised the 

draft directly, he crafted the narrative more clearly and created a clearer argumentative 

structure. He did so while adhering to the main points in the paper but using his experience in 

writing as well as the subject area to elevate the paper to a higher level. 

 

 

In conclusion, I hope these points demonstrate Stan’s role in the paper as well as his legacy 

as a scholar. 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 
 

 

Name: Christine Mullan-Jensen 
 
 

Designation: Dr 
 

Date: 17th Oct 2020 
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Date: 30/09/2021 

 

RE: Emeritus Professor Stan Houston, applicant for Higher Doctorate, Queen’s 

University Belfast 

 

Dear Examiner,  

 

I am writing to you in relation to the above-named applicant for Higher Doctorate. I 

participated in the process in relation to the below titled article,   

 

Houston, S. & Swords, C., (2021) Empowering Scapegoated Groups in Society: 

Critical Realism, Mimetic Theory and Social Work, Journal of Social Work, p.1-

19. 

 

I confirm that Professor Houston contributed to the article highlighted above as 

follows: 

Stan Houston conceived and wrote the first draft of the article. I subsequently 

critically commented on it with these comments being added in a final draft.   

 

If there any further questions, please do not hesitate in contacting me.  

 

 

 
Calvin Swords, 

PhD Student  

School of Social Work and Social Policy 

Trinity College Dublin 
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Date: 30/09/2021 

 

RE: Emeritus Professor Stan Houston, applicant for Higher Doctorate, Queen’s 

University Belfast 

 

Dear Examiner,  

 

I am writing to you in relation to the above-named applicant for Higher Doctorate. I 

participated in the process in relation to the below titled article,   

 

Houston, S. & Swords, C. (2021) 'Responding to the 'Weight of the World': 

Unveiling the 'Feeling' Bourdieu in Social Work', The British Journal of Social 

Work, p.1-18. 
 

I confirm that Professor Houston contributed to the article highlighted above as 

follows: 

Stan Houston conceived and wrote the first draft of the article. I subsequently 

critically commented on it with these comments being added in a final draft.   

 

If there any further questions, please do not hesitate in contacting me.  

Calvin Swords, 

PhD Student  

School of Social Work and Social Policy 

Trinity College Dublin 
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14th Oct 2020  

 

Letter of Confirmation to Examiners 

 

Dear Examiner, 

 

Re: Emeritus Professor Stan Houston, applicant for Higher Doctorate, Queen’s University Belfast 

 

Article: Houston, S. & Dolan, P. (2008). Conceptualising Child and Family Support: The Contribution 

of Honneth’s Critical Theory of Recognition. Children & Society, 22, 458-469. 

  

I confirm that Professor Houston contributed as follows to the article highlighted above: 

 

Prof Houston was first and main author and in completing the underpinning review of the literature 

extracted a composite model of Axel Honneth’s recognition theory.  Whereas I led on its connectivity 

to social support theory, in the main Prof Houston contributed to the substantial discussion section of 

the paper.  

 

Name: Dr. Pat Dolan 

 

Signature: 

 

Designation: UNESCO and University Professor 

 

Date: 14/10/2020 

Yours Sincerely, 

Professor Pat Dolan, M. Litt. PhD 

UNESCO Chair and Director  

UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre and Institute for Lifecourse and Society 

School of Political Science and Sociology, National University of Ireland, Galway, Ireland 
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Part F: Commentary on Submission of Published Works 
 

According to the QUB Regulations, the submission for a Higher Doctorate must 

demonstrate: (a) originality and merit to the field of study; (b) a sustained, consistent, 

and substantial contribution to the advancement of knowledge over a number of years; 

(c) an authoritative standing in the field of study; and (d) seminal publications leading 

to the development of knowledge by others. Table 1 (below) summarizes how the 

published works meet these criteria. 

 

Table 1: Meeting the Requirements of the Award 

                          Requirements  

Submitted 

Publications  

(Abbreviated title and 

Journal) 

 

Originality & 

Merit 

Knowledge 

Contribution 

Authoritative 

Standing  

(No. of 

citations & 

downloads) 

Knowledge 

Development 

(Selected authors 

applying output) 

 

Submission 1: 

‘Philosophy, theory 

and method’, Journal 

of Social Work 

Unique 

application of 

critical realism to 

inform debates on 

evidence-based 

social work 

Evidence-based 

social work can draw 

on, not only empirical 

research, but also a 

critical realist 

understanding of 

deep causality  

61 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

12/08/2021) 

Craig & Bigby (2014); 

Longhofer & Floersch 

(2013); 

Barak & Brekke 

(2014); 

McNeill & Nicholas 

(2019) 

 

 

Submission 2:  

‘Lifeworld, system 

and family group 

conferences’, British 

Journal of Social 

Work 

 

Distinctive 

application of 

Habermas’ critical 

theory to family 

engagement in 

child protection 

The acknowledged 

helpfulness of family 

group conferences 

can be augmented by 

Habermas’ 

articulation of 

communicative action 

 

 

 

84 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

12/08/2021) 

Turney (2012); 

Healy & Darlington 

(2012); 

De Jong & Schout 

(2011) 

Submission 3: 

‘Conceptualising 

Original 

application of 

Vulnerable families 

can benefit from 

76 citations 

(Google 

Turney (2012); 

Garrett (2010); 
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family support’, 

Children & Society 

recognition theory 

to the theory and 

practice of family 

support 

family support 

practices 

incorporating 

Honneth’s 3 forms of 

recognition 

Scholar, 

17/08/2021) 

Emond (2014) 

Submission 4: 

‘Communication, 

recognition and social 

work’, British Journal 

of Social Work 

 

Unique synthesis 

of Habermas’ and 

Honneth’s 

theories and 

application to 

social work 

Discourse ethics and 

the theory of 

recognition were 

aligned to enhance 

ethical decision-

making in social work 

56 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

18/08/2021) 

Morrow (2011); 

Hansen (2018); 

Shaw (2018) 

Submission 5: 

‘Beyond homo 

economicus’, British 

Journal of Social 

Work 

Singular critique 

of personalisation 

and 

individualisation 

in social work 

through 

application of 

critical social 

theory 

Honneth’s critique of 

individualisation is 

articulated and its 

implications for 

social work 

delineated. 

128 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

18/08/2021) 

Dawson (2012); 

Garrett (2010); 

Lymbery (2012) 

Submission 6: 

‘Prising open the 

black box’, Qualitative 

Social Work 

First known 

application of 

critical realism to 

action research in 

social work 

The article articulates 

the processes, 

mechanisms and 

structures shaping 

programme 

evaluations in social 

work 

153 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

19/08/2021) 

Ram, Jones & Edwards 

(2013); 

Branom (2012); 

Craig & Bigby (2015) 

Submission 7: 

‘Further reflections 

on Habermas’ 

contribution to 

discourse in child 

protection’, British 

Journal of Social 

Work 

New conceptual 

framework 

developed (based 

on Habermas’s 

conception of 

power) and 

applied to child 

protection 

Habermas’s 

conception of human 

agency is articulated 

and applied to child 

protection and 

emancipatory social 

work 

 

43 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

20/08/2021) 

Parcell, Eggins & 

Marston (2017); 

Hyslop (2017); 

Garrett (2010) 

Submission 8: 

‘Engaging with the 

crooked timbre of 

humanity’, British 

Novel application 

of Isaiah Berlin’s 

philosophical 

ideas on value 

Berlin’s notion of 

value pluralism is 

used to integrate 

rational, emotive, and 

30 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

22/08/2021) 

Ingram (2013); 

Holmstrom (2014); 

Evans & Hardy (2017) 
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Journal of Social 

Work 

pluralism in social 

work 

practical approaches 

to ethical decision-

making in social work 

Submission 9: 

‘Towards depth and 

width in qualitative 

social work’, 

Qualitative Social 

Work 

Original 

integration of IPA 

and the theory of 

social domains 

The integration of 

IPA and the theory of 

social domains 

provides coverage of 

psychological and 

sociological 

perspectives when 

conducting anti-

oppressive social 

work research 

76 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

23/08/2021) 

Selected publications 

citing and applying 

output: 

Vicary, Young & Hicks 

(2017); 

Schmidt & Rautenbach 

(2016); 

Munford & Sanders 

(2019) 

Submission 10: 

‘Meta-theoretical 

paradigms 

underpinning risk in 

child welfare’, 

Children and Youth 

Services Review 

Novel review of 

the meta-theory 

underpinning 

different 

approaches to risk 

assessment in 

child welfare 

The article argues for 

an amalgamation of 

the different 

approaches to risk 

assessment in child 

welfare 

17 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

23/08/2021) 

226 downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 

Kendell (2014); 

Hicks (2016); 

Serbati (2017) 

Submission 11: 

‘Getting back to the 

things themselves’, 

Social Change and 

Social Work 

Distinctive 

appraisal of the 

relevance of 

social 

phenomenology 

for social work 

Berger and 

Luckmann’s use of 

phenomenology in 

their social 

construction thesis is 

delineated and 

applied to aspects of 

social work including 

narrative social work 

 

 

 

 

4 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

27/08/2021) 

 

Submission 12: 

‘When I look I am 

seen, so I exist’, Social 

Work and Society 

Original critique 

of Honneth’s 

concept of 

identity-formation 

A fourth dimension of 

identity-formation is 

added to Honneth’s 

tripartite model 

12 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

28/08/2021) 

324 downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 

Marshall, Winter & 

Turney (2020); 

Mitchell (2020); 

McCafferty (2021) 
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Submission 13: 

‘Enabling others in 

social work’, 

Critical and Radical 

Social Work 

Novel 

development of a 

model of 

reflexivity for 

social workers 

Layder’s domain 

social theory is re-

worked to develop 

different dimensions 

of reflexive 

understanding 

15 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

29/08/2021) 

16,296 

downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 

Layder (2018); 

Thorpe (2017); 

Larkin & Lefevre 

(2020) 

Submission 14:  

‘Beyond 

individualism’, British 

Journal of Social 

Work 

Innovative 

development of 

Jenkins’ model of 

social identity 

The augmented 

model is applied to 

social work and used 

as a critique of 

individualism 

37 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

30/08/2021) 

3144 downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 

Garrett (2016); 

Woodthorpe (2017); 

Roscoe & Pithouse 

(2018) 

Submission 15: 

‘Empowering the 

shamed self’, 

Journal of Social 

Work 

Original critique 

of Honneth’s view 

of the role of 

shame in 

emancipatory 

politics  

A novel therapeutic 

model for addressing 

shame in social work 

is articulated 

63 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

01/09/2021) 

1,902 

downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 

Frost (2016);  

Hansen (2018); 

Gibson (2020) 

Submission 16: 

‘Towards a critical 

ecology of child 

development’, 

Families, 

Relationships and 

Society 

New alignment of 

Bronfenbrenner’s 

and Bourdieu’s 

theories forging 

ecological theory 

with critical social 

theory 

The alignment is 

proffered as a way of 

addressing the role of 

power and social 

structure in child 

development 

38 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

01/09/2021) 

Top 3 cited 

article in journal 

for 2017 

9,714 

downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 

Fearnley (2020); 

Flynn (2021); 

Liang & Chew (2021) 

Submission 17: 

‘Reflecting critically 

on contemporary 

social pathologies’, 

Critical and Radical 

Social Work 

Not previously 

covered 

application of 

Honneth’s social 

philosophy to 

social work 

A number of 

contemporary social 

pathologies are 

delineated and the 

social work response 

discussed 

8 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

02/09/2021) 

422 downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 

Smith, Cameron & 

Reimer (2017); 

Niemi (2020); 

McCafferty (2021) 

Submission 18: 

‘It’s kafkaesque’, 

British Journal of 

Unprecedented 

review of news 

paper reporting of 

Social 

constructionism is 

applied through 

4 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

Leedham (2021); 

O’Sullivan & Cooper 

(2021); 
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Social Work the Grace case qualitative research to 

enumerate themes 

indicating how social 

work has been framed 

02/09/2021) Byrne, Holt & Kirwan 

(2020) 

Submission 19: 

‘Critical realism, 

mimetic theory’, 

Journal of Social 

Work 

Innovative 

integration of 

critical realism 

and mimetic 

theory to inform 

anti-oppressive 

practice 

Bhaskar’s main meta-

theoretical precepts 

are connected with 

Girard’s mimetic 

theory addressing the 

pervasive 

scapegoating 

mechanism 

No citations so 

far (Google 

Scholar) as only 

recently 

published 

14 downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 

No authors applying 

output as only recently 

published 

Submission 20: 

‘Responding to the 

weight of the world’, 

British Journal of 

Social Work 

The lack of 

attention to 

emotion in 

Bourdieu’s work 

is explored and a 

new set of 

constructs 

developed for 

social work 

The article considers 

the nature of 

emotional, habitus, 

capital and field and 

their implications for 

social work practice 

No citations so 

far (Google 

Scholar) as only 

recently 

published 

No authors applying 

output as only recently 

published 

Submission 21: 

‘Reducing child 

protection error’, 

Journal of Social 

Work Practice 

A new framework 

for reducing child 

protection error is 

set out based on a 

synthesis of 

different 

theoretical 

perspectives 

Different forms of 

rationality, drawn 

from psychology, 

ethics, and critical 

social theory are 

synthesised to 

mitigate risk in child 

protection 

17 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

20/11/2021) 

614 downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 

Busch (2017); 

Killick & Taylor 

(2020); 

Bullock, Young & 

Wang (2020) 

Submission 22: 

‘More than just a 

number’, 

Irish Probation 

Journal 

Original research 

focusing on the 

prison system in 

Northern Ireland 

The special needs of 

the populations in the 

prisons were 

interpreted through 

Honneth’s 

recognition lens 

3 citations 

(Google 

Scholar, 

20/11/2021 

34 downloads 

(Pure, QUB) 
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Common threads 

In the above body of work, several binding, inter-linked themes emerge showing 

coherence, integration, continuity, and connectedness within the oeuvre such as the: 

 emphasis on meta-theory and its relevance for social work research and 

practice. See submissions 1, 2, 5, 10, 11, 12, 14, 16, 18 

 alignment of different social theories to illuminate and enhance different 

aspects of social work. See submissions 3, 4, 8, 9, 10, 13, 16, 19, 21 

 identification of gaps within a major social theorist’s work and an attempt to 

remedy them before applying this re-worked understanding to social work. See 

submissions 4, 12, 14, 15, 16, 20 

 consideration of philosophy and its branches of ontology, epistemology, and 

ethics and how these dimensions function as an under labourer for resolving 

issues in social work research and practice. See submissions 1, 8, 11 

 application of a particular facet of a social theory or a social theorist’s thinking 

to social work research and practice. See submissions 2, 3, 5, 7, 12, 14, 15, 17, 

20, 22 

Limitations and future directions 

There are some notable gaps in the submitted body of work and the wider caché of 

publications listed in the author’s curriculum vitae, namely: 

 I have concentrated mainly on European social theory while affording little 

attention to the work of social theorists on the American continent, such as 

Christopher Lasch, Jeffrey Alexander, and George Ritzer. Similarly, the work 

of American critical realists (eg Mario Bunge) could open up new horizons. 

 In addition, I have not fully considered Southern Theory or theory arising from 

Indigenous sources [apart from a co-authored article with Mel Gray (see cv)]. 

Linked with this gap, there is a need to publish more on anti-colonial social 

work embracing the foundational work of Edward Said and Franz Fanon. 

 The work of feminist scholars incorporating psychodynamic concepts – such 

Julia Kristeva and Jessica Benjamin - has only been touched upon lightly. The 

influence of Lacanian insights upon these theorists is evident and compelling. 

Kristeva’s thought has much to say about disability and social work responses 

to it. 
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 Girard’s mimetic theory has now come under my radar (see submission 19) but 

his work has been largely neglected by the English-speaking social work 

academy despite its huge relevance and meta-theoretical profundity. It 

therefore deserves much greater exposure and exegesis.  

 Tying together psychological theories with broader sociological perspectives is 

a huge gap, not only evident in my own work but also within the wider social 

sciences academy. However, submission 13 makes a start. My work on 

Honneth, in addition, marries object-relations theory with wider societal 

perspectives (see submissions 15 and 17). 

 I have only written one article on Bhaskar’s dialectical critical realism which 

is under review by the journal, Critical and Radical Social Work. Interpreting 

Bhaskar’s opaque renderings on this dense, philosophical topic is a challenge. 

Hardly anything has been written about this ground-breaking development of 

critical realism, relating it to social work practice; yet it has so much to say 

about change. 

 Applying critical realism to the growing, and essentially pertinent, literature on 

environmental social work, is much needed as we must identify the causes of 

climate change – one being neo-liberal acquisitiveness. Critical realism can 

fruitfully combine with a commensurate orientation, complexity theory, to 

elucidate a more percipient understanding of the intricacies of causation in 

social life. 

 Arguably, there is a need to integrate ideas from the humanities into the social 

work discourse. The linkage of fiction-based literature with social work and 

social theory, is a ripe area of inquiry. For example, Dostoevsky’s Crime and 

Punishment has many insights into the moral considerations of the human 

condition and has many implications for criminal justice approaches in social 

work.  

 Thinking more widely, social geography is another germane source. David 

Harvey’s Marxist theory is emblematic of this orientation and has much to say 

about contemporary economic modes of production and their effects on social 

environments. 
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 While I have addressed the phenomenological work of Edmund Husserl, I 

have only lightly considered Alfred Shutz’ social phenomenology with its 

insights into human narrative (see submission 11). In addition, Heidegger’s 

hermeneutic approach has applications for social work’s understanding of the 

human condition. 

 Bourdieu’s meta-theory needs to be aligned with critical realism to afford 

insights into causality in the social sphere. The former theory has been argued 

to be compatible with critical realist meta-theory. 

 The interface between neuroscience and the social sciences, and what this 

means for child and family social work and human attachment in particular, is 

a compelling area of inquiry. Here, there appears to be a paradigm war 

between radical, social constructionist and feminist stances and empirically-

driven social work. 

 I contend that the important restoration of relationship-based social work 

practice has been under-theorised and in need of broader sociological 

perspectives. 

 

The list could ‘go on’. Clearly, prioritization is required. But this is an exciting, 

fecund time. Marx’s rejoinder is timely though: that the philosopher should not only 

attempt to understand the world, but also to change it. 

 

Conclusion 

A snapshot of my corpus of scholarship over my academic career – 22 publications - 

has been presented for consideration. The project is timely and related to my stage in 

the life course. Looking back to look forward has been the motivating rationale for 

this project and I am deeply thankful to the university, my advisor, and examiners for 

affording me the opportunity to engage with it. 

Stan Houston PhD, Emeritus Professor of Social Theory and Social Work 

01/12/2021 
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 Part G: Reproduced Publications 



 

Submission 1 
 



Philosophy, Theory and
Method in Social Work
Challenging Empiricism’s Claim on
Evidence-based Practice

S TA N L E Y  H O U S T O N
Queen’s University, Northern Ireland

Abstract
• Summary: For quite some time the evidence-based practice discourse in

social work has been influential. While this may be viewed as a positive
development, problems arise when some of the proponents of the
discourse deride other approaches in social work as unscientific. In
particular, it is of concern that those who embrace a psychodynamic
perspective have been corralled into a ‘mentalist’ enclosure which, it is
argued, lacks scientific rigour. By way of rebuttal, this paper argues that
approaches promoting an understanding of ‘deep structure’ have a
legitimate place within the evidence-based discourse in social work.
Bhaskar’s critical realism is adopted to make the case.

• Findings: The retroductive method, as articulated by Bhaskar, can be
extrapolated to social workers’ assessments of complex situations. This
method provides a way of generating and testing hypotheses and
evidence by drawing on realist, explanatory theories to gain
understanding of the deep, causal mechanisms at play in social life.

• Applications: This paper makes a contribution to the continuing
discussion about the nature of evidence, and how it is acquired, in social
work. Critically, it argues that the pursuit of evidence is central not only
to the intimate, micro-domain of face-to-face interaction but also to the
macro-domain of oppressive social structure.

Keywords evidence-based practice object relations theory critical
realism

Introduction
For a number of years there has been a call for evidence-based practice in social
work (Sheldon and Chilvers, 2000; Sheldon and Macdonald, 1999). Supporters
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of the call make their case as follows: if social work has any part to play in
today’s world of cost-efficiency and -effectiveness, then it must adopt inter-
ventions that are helpful to service users. For certain proponents of this
discourse, there are two foundational pillars of social thought which need much
greater emphasis in social work. The first of these, positivism, sets the study of
social life on a scientific basis by extrapolating methods applied in the natural
sciences to social investigation. The second, empiricism, claims that all
knowledge is acquired through experience. These philosophical leanings
have found a natural outlet in the randomized control trial (Macdonald, 1997)
and in behavioural interventions with families in need (Dillenburger and
Keenan, 2000).

No one should doubt or even question the efficacy of such approaches.
Clearly, the logic behind the controlled trial is unassailable because the vari-
ables under review are so intelligently isolated. Moreover, behavioural treat-
ments come with an impressive track record in many areas (compared to other
methods) (Gough, 1993). That said, the problem arises when evangelical
proponents of these approaches begin to deride other perspectives as unscien-
tific. Thus, evidence derived from qualitative sources, from local context and
professional experience is sometimes accorded a low rank in the notional hier-
archy of esteemed research measures.

Moreover, it is of particular concern that those utilizing theories of deep
structure to determine what works have been charged by some protagonists
with the cardinal sin of ‘mentalism’ (Skinner, 1974). Mentalism is defined as the
misguided search for hidden essences to explain human behaviour. For
instance, the idea that we can explain a person’s actions with reference to
unseen mechanisms, say in the person’s unconscious mind, is seen to be
misleading because there is no way of proving their existence. Moreover, the
argument goes on to assert that once these speculative constructs are given an
explanatory role, they then become reified.

Consequently, clinicians falling into the mentalist trap invite ‘the barren
method of reclassifying phenomena to fit a dogmatic system of ideas instead of
the harder discipline of modifying theory in the light of fresh evidence’ (Rustin,
1991: 139). Our only way out of this discursive minefield, say the critics, is to
examine systematically what is real and tangible: human behaviour. Thus, a
psychodynamic approach to the human personality is seen as automatically
falling outside a scientific paradigm.

Contra the charge of mentalism, the aim of this paper is to argue that
theories and methods promoting an understanding of ‘deep structure’ (for
example, the object relations approach (McCallum and Piper, 1997)) have a
legitimate place in scientific investigation in the helping professions (Rustin,
1991; Will, 1986). This is not to de-value the role of positivistic interventions
in the ‘what works’ debate but to challenge a one-sided, exclusionary argument
that conflates effectiveness with the randomized controlled trial. In this
context, Qureshi’s advice is timely and reminds us about the need to forge a

Journal of Social Work 5(1)

8

02 JSW 051242 (to/d)  24/2/05  9:39 am  Page 8



rapprochement between those involved in the continuing internecine war of
words concerning what works:

Many practitioners and some academics involved in health care research are carrying
the cultural baggage of over-generalization of the applicability of the clinical effec-
tiveness hierarchy, and a mistaken belief that it alone constitutes ‘science’. This is
particularly unhelpful when it comes into conflict with the contrasting cultural baggage
in social care which rejects a ‘straw man’ concept of positivism, and unthinkingly
favours qualitative approaches over quantitative. The issues to be dealt with in making
judgements about the value and application of research are complex and taxing
enough without being distracted up these particular blind alleys. (Qureshi 2004: 20)

To progress this argument I will turn to the critical realist philosophy of Roy
Bhaskar (1978, 1986, 1989). For Bhaskar, it is certainly logical and scientific to
draw on theories that rely on transcendental arguments. A transcendental
argument is one that starts with an agreed description of an event and then goes
on to ask what mechanisms might exist for that event to be possible. The
mechanisms in question might not be open to empirical observation but are
nevertheless real and influential. Moreover, they can be subjected to critical,
investigative inquiry. Thus, it is perfectly permissible to hypothesize that the
mechanism of attachment is fundamental to human experience even though it
is not a physical entity that we can see under a microscope. It is real because
we can measure its effects. It follows, therefore, that if we can hypothesize about
the presence and nature of these mechanisms and subsequently test their exist-
ence, then we have the basis of a scientific method – albeit one that differs from
the traditional form of positivistic investigation.

Having set out the basic tenets of critical realism, I will then examine how
Bhaskar’s ideas can be extrapolated to social work. In particular, two areas will
be explored. The first addresses the link between realist investigation and
evidence-based practice while the second concentrates on mapping out a realist
approach to emancipatory practice.

Bhaskar and Critical Realism
Bhaskar’s first major work – A Realist Theory of Science (1978) – was greeted
as a ‘Copernican Revolution’ in the study of the philosophy of science because
it fundamentally challenged and transcended the assumptions which underpin
empiricism and rationalism. Since then, Bhaskar’s work has extended beyond
radical philosophy and the social sciences into areas such as economics
(Lawson, 1989), psychoanalysis (Will, 1986) and linguistics (Pateman, 1987),
becoming a fully international and multi-disciplinary movement.

It is necessary to start with Bhaskar’s premises about the natural and social
worlds. In this context, his adoption of ‘realism’ as a perspective relates to his
conviction that there is a reality out there independent of our thoughts or
impressions and that it can be differentiated into three levels: the empirical

Houston: Philosophy, Theory and Method
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level, consisting of experienced events; the actual level, comprising all events
whether experienced or not; and, lastly, the causal level, embracing the
‘mechanisms’ which generate events. It is this last level which has a central and
unique importance in Bhaskar’s work. Even though the causal level of reality
may not be open to direct perception, it is still viewed by Bhaskar as in some
way real: ‘The domain of the real is distinct from and greater than the domain
of the empirical’ (Bhaskar, 1998: xii). It is real because it causes events to occur.
A good example of this point can be found in experiments using magnetism and
iron filings. The empirical level will register when we see the filings arrange into
a discernible pattern. However, in order to provide a satisfactory explanation
of why this phenomenon occurs we must accept that there is some unseen causal
mechanism operating – in other words, magnetism.

A second key idea relating to the operation of such causal mechanisms in
the natural world is that they occur in ‘open systems’. In other words, critical
realism argues that the natural world comprises a range of heterogeneous
systems each with its own distinct mechanisms. The combined effects of such
countervailing (and sometimes complementary) mechanisms ensure that we
can never predict the outcome of any intervention. Thus, it can be seen that
critical realism does not promote a hard determinism; rather, it posits that
mechanisms produce ‘tendencies’. In doing so, it (re)directs our attention to an
understanding and explanation of those tendencies.

An example from the ‘real’ world will hopefully add some clarity to these
points. A determinist will argue that ingestion of an infectious agent, say tuber-
culosis, will cause disease in the subject. In this sense, he or she is arguing that
simple cause–effect relationships exist in the natural world which can be tested
and verified through experiment. However, such simple conjunctions of events
(that is, ‘A’ gives rise to ‘B’) rarely occur in the real world. For the subject in
our example, it is entirely possible to be infected and yet to remain healthy. This
set of events may occur because of the subject’s inherent resilience or, indeed,
the ameliorating effects of his or her social conditions. In other words, the
example shows that we must be receptive to the idea of open systems in the
natural world where more than one mechanism will operate at any one time.
As such, ‘causal laws must be analysed as the tendencies of things, which may
be possessed unexercised and exercised unrealised, just as they may of course
be realised unperceived’ (Bhaskar, 1989: 9–10).

Bhaskar (1989) applies a similar analysis to the social world. In this context,
people’s actions will be influenced by innate psychological mechanisms as well
as wider social mechanisms. Various theorists have made it their life’s work to
illustrate the nature of these mechanisms. Freud, for example, understood
human behaviour in terms of the interface between conscious and unconscious
mechanisms in the personality. On another level, Marx explained the basis of
society in terms of the determining – and deleterious – effects of economic
mechanisms. We can also point to the effects of other societal mechanisms, such
as patriarchy and racism, in determining a person’s life opportunities. Although

Journal of Social Work 5(1)
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such examples are rooted in the social and behavioural sciences, the idea that
inherent mechanisms are foundational to existence has been recognized philo-
sophically. Thus, Kant argued that sensory experience was processed by innate
categories of space and time.

It can be seen then that society, even more than the natural world, comprises
a range of systems ‘in which there are many structures operating simultaneously,
some reinforcing and some contradicting each other’ (Porter, 1998: 173). It is for
this reason that firm prediction in the social sciences has to be jettisoned in
favour of an approach centred on the identification, analysis and explanation of
psychological and societal mechanisms and their causal tendencies.

However, Bhaskar does not conceive of the person as a mere automaton
who is at the mercy of these mechanisms; rather, the person can actively trans-
form his or her social world and is, in turn, transformed by it. Thus, to echo
Marx’s famous dictum (quoted in Kamenka, 1983: 287), ‘Men [sic] make their
own history, but not spontaneously, under conditions they have chosen for
themselves; rather on terms immediately existing, given and handed to them’.
It is in this conception that Bhaskar acknowledges the constructivist’s insight
that people can transform their everyday worlds, and yet the theory provides a
more adequate account of social life by also acknowledging the role of struc-
tural factors. But unlike Giddens’s elisionist account (Giddens, 1984), which
collapses agency and structure together, Bhaskar maintains that these onto-
logical domains are distinct.

This emphasis on human agency means that the ‘actor’s accounts form the
indispensable starting point of social enquiry’ (Bhaskar, 1998: xvi). But unlike
constructivist approaches which accept all accounts as equally valid (Kenwood,
1999), critical realism is open to the possibility of distorted perception. This is
because the human subject, including the social researcher, can never fully gain
a totally accurate picture of the social world (contrary to the ‘correspondence
theory of truth’ within positivism). In this line of argument, we can only ever
have a transitive view of the world: that is, a view which is tainted by innate
constraints or the disabling effects of ideology within society – even though this
view may come closer to the true reality of things (that is, the intransitive world)
over time. It is for this reason that we must adopt positions of fallibility and
skepticism within the social sciences on the basis that accounts are inevitably
theory-laden and mediated by the lenses of language, culture and experience.

We can now turn to the centrepiece of Bhaskar’s work: his view that the
social sciences cannot be value-free. In effect, the role of critical realism is not
only to uncover psychological and structural mechanisms, but to challenge their
existence where they lead to human oppression:

If one is in the possession of a theory that explains why false consciousness is neces-
sary, then one can pass immediately, without the addition of any extraneous value
judgement, to a negative evaluation on the object that makes such consciousness
necessary and to a positive evaluation on action rationally directed at removing it.
(Bhaskar, 1991: 473)
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Such a move requires social scientists to adopt a critical, methodical and
systematic approach whereby they identify patterns of unmet need in the
person or in society; develop ‘a priori’ hypotheses (using appropriate explana-
tory theory and metaphorical thinking) about the underlying mechanisms
generating these patterns; analyse whether the hypotheses formulated provide
adequate explanations of the phenomena under scrutiny; formulate and test
new hypotheses if required; and, where it appears that oppressive mechanisms
have been identified, attempt to expose their influence. However, to outline this
retroductive process in such a linear way does a disservice to the complexity of
the task. For critical realists, causality is inherently multi-faceted and complex
because we are dealing with the juxtaposition of numerous mechanisms within
the open systems which make up society – some of which act together, some in
opposition.

An interesting example of how the process was applied is provided by
Porter (1998). Using a critical realist ethnographic approach, he set out to test
whether structural racism would to some degree inform relationships between
white health workers and those belonging to ‘racialized groups’. One of his
preliminary findings was that white nurses did not overtly show racist behav-
iour to Asian doctors even though other studies had shown this to be the case.
In order to explain this ‘lacuna’, Porter turned to critical realist ideas, particu-
larly the notion that social behaviour occurs in ‘open systems’ where there may
be countervailing mechanisms at work. On the basis of further detailed ethno-
graphic observation, Porter became aware that, while structural racism existed
amongst the nurses, its expression was modified by another countervailing
tendency: that of ‘professionalism’. In other words, the nurses under study
concealed their racist positions because of strong professional ideologies
constraining the possibilities of overtly racist remarks. By adopting a critical
realist perspective Porter was able to show the nuanced, complex nature of
racism and how there were other mechanisms curtailing its expression.

In conclusion, as a consequence of its philosophical premises and retroduc-
tive method, critical realism’s scientific credentials differ radically from the
traditional hypothetico-deductive approach. For arch-empiricists in social work
this heretical departure from canonical purity is to be frowned on. For example,
Mattaini and Thyer (1996: 4) argue for an approach that is ‘deeply empirical
(and) avoids the use of unobservable constructs that cannot be tested’. Yet,
critical realism exposes weaknesses in the empiricist and positivistic approaches
to social reality. By disavowing the reality of unseen causal mechanisms, both
approaches fall prey to a narrow behavioural particularism. Put more simply,
they can only investigate and intervene in terms of what is sensed, seen or
heard. Thus, a child presenting with intractable enuresis can often be cured of
the offending symptoms by rigorous assessment schedules and behavioural
programmes tailored to the exigencies and contingencies in the child’s social
world. However, there may be a deeper tendency influencing the child’s
propensity to wet the bed. Indeed, the child may be experiencing an attachment
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disorder following a period of early separation from his or her mother. Without
attending to this deeper level, the child may develop other symptoms. Critical
realism, by targeting both the empirical and the deep, causal domains,
addresses not only surface behaviour but also the intrinsic dimensions of human
experience.

Object Relations Theory, Critical Realism and Social Work
If critical realism provides a credible alternative to positivism and empiricism
in the social and behavioural sciences, then we must ask whether it has a role
to play in furthering evidence-based practice. To answer this question we must
return to the retroductive method outlined earlier, for here we discover a way
of generating and testing hypotheses and evidence that can be adopted by social
workers when they carry out their assessments of complex social situations
(Sheppard, 1995, 1998).

Let us consider this last point more closely. Social work assessment is a
structured process of acquiring information, analysing and testing it to reach
credible formulations on risk and need (Hardiker and Curnock, 1979). The
retroductive method similarly seeks to follow these steps but, in addition, aims
to enhance the inquiry by moving beyond the empirical realm of seen and felt
reality to the underpinning domain of causal mechanisms. Thus, considerable
emphasis is placed on generating hypotheses that take account of reality as
deeply stratified and it is here that realist explanatory theories (theories of deep
structure as I have termed them earlier) become so important.

Take a social worker, for example, who has observed that a child presents
with frequent tantrums when alone with her mother (utilizing the first stage of
retroduction where inquirers seek to establish observable patterns in the social
world). For the social worker to move the process onto the second retroductive
stage, that of generating hypotheses, he or she will need to appropriate a
relevant explanatory framework to help clarify why the child’s behaviour is
occurring.

At this juncture, the social worker might possibly turn to object relations
theory (although it must be said there are other equally valid theories of human
development which could be drawn on (see, for example, Vygotsky, cited by
van der Veer and Valsiner, 1991). The choice should come as no surprise as the
theory has made a considerable contribution to the understanding of deep
structures within the human personality (McCallum and Piper, 1997) and offers
social workers an explanatory framework within which to make sense of both
the personal and the social domains of life. In particular, it stresses the dual
world of internal and external relationship, dimensions of experience which
social work is inevitably embroiled in given its mandate to work with the
person-in-society.

In this school of thought, Klein’s and Winnicott’s ideas are seminal. For
these theorists the emotional domain of life lies in the unconscious object
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relations and defence mechanisms that influence early and subsequent develop-
ment. More specifically, they argued that the child’s emotional life operates,
inter alia, according to the mechanisms of splitting, projection and projective
identification. To explain further, infants deal with anxiety by splitting their
social worlds into the good and the bad. Once accomplished, the good feelings
are introjected (internalized) whereas the bad feelings are projected onto an
outside object. By way of contrast, projective identification occurs when the
infant transfers his or her feelings onto a significant other (usually the mother)
so that she experiences similar feelings and deals with them on the child’s
behalf. However, if the social worker in question was dealing with adolescent
acting out in a group care setting, Klein’s and Winnicott’s theories may need to
be complemented by Bion’s insightful views on how object relations transfer to
group dynamics (Bion, 1961; Klein, 1946; Winnicott, 1947).

However, for the social worker enacting this second stage, it is important to
avoid simplistic explanations. So, while it may be the case that mechanisms
pertaining to object relations have been activated in a child’s life, critical
realism tells us that other mechanisms from different levels of stratified reality
(biological, social, existential) are also involved. This is because the social world
comprises open systems – to use critical realist terminology – where numerous
mechanisms act together in synergy or else in dialectical opposition. In addition,
internal, intra-psychic mechanisms do not operate independently of situational
events; rather, it is likely that they are triggered by them. To compound the
matter even more, the social worker should also take account of the role of
creative human agents involved in the situation; that is, clients, as actors, inter-
pret their social worlds and are not ‘cultural dopes’. As Bhaskar stressed in his
transformational model of social action, meaning shapes action and, ultimately,
social structure. So, for the social worker concerned, the key actors’ views of
the presenting behaviour are imperative to obtain; and, while it may be diffi-
cult to ascertain a young child’s views on the presenting problems, there are
methods such as child observation that can be employed to form an impression
of needs. All in all, this second stage of retroductive assessment is complex but
that is because social reality itself is complex.

A third stage now emerges: the need to analyse whether the hypotheses
formulated under the preceding stage provide adequate explanations of the
phenomena under scrutiny. This entails the search for evidence. Just as, in the
physical sciences, the pattern formed by iron filings demonstrates the presence
of unseen magnetism, so, in the social world, the observed ‘frozen awareness’
of a disturbed child over time points to a credible hypothesis that suggests an
avoidant attachment style. However, we must keep in mind the critical realist
distinction between the transitive and intransitive dimensions. To reiterate, the
former relates to the subjective and therefore fallibilist perception of the human
inquirer as she attempts to explain the social world; the latter refers to the social
world itself. The former will always be incomplete because of perceptual limi-
tations: bias, ideology, cognitive distortion, self-interest and so on. Hence, social
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workers, like all good investigators, need to be critically reflexive to compen-
sate for possible blind-spots or errors in thinking. That is, they need to take
themselves as objects of knowledge and critical inquiry.

Of course, the investigations described in the preceding paragraph may
negate the hypothesis formed in stage two. Consequently, alternative ideas on
the causative factors at work may need to be formed and tested before a
programme of therapeutic work can be planned and implemented. As can be
seen, such work is undeniably evidence-based.

One other significant point needs to be made about the retroductive method
and its application to social work assessment: the stages that have been outlined
should be enacted dialogically. Put more simply, we create and sustain meaning
through language and interaction (Habermas, 1987). So, a social worker should
not attempt to think his way through these stages alone; to do so would be to
enhance the risk of cognitive bias. Rather, the retroductive sequence must be
carried out with other committed inquirers (say from a multi-disciplinary team)
to arrive at consensual formulations founded on communicative reason.

To conclude this section, it can be seen that theories of deep structure fit
comfortably with a scientific approach known as retroduction. Like all system-
atic methods in the social sciences, retroduction relies on philosophical
premises about human ontology and epistemology that seem to be borne out
by many investigators, not only in the human sciences, but also in the natural
sciences:

Modern science not only tells us of the existence of this unsuspected ‘deep’ structure
in the world, but it also uses this to explain those aspects of the world which we do
experience and acknowledge – such as the changes in the properties of foods when we
cook them, the symptoms of illness we have, the similarities between parents and
children and so on. Strict versions of empiricism have difficulty in accepting this as the
core of scientific knowledge, since so many of these theoretical entities are not access-
ible to direct observation. (Benton and Craib, 2001: 121)

Conclusion: Object Relations Theory, Critical Realism and
Emancipatory Practice

As indicated earlier, Bhaskar underscores the importance of emancipatory
action and consequently his ideas should be of interest to social workers
committed to the personal and political in social work. In effect, he suggests
that we can have knowledge, not only of what appears to be oppressive (at an
experiential level), but also of the underlying mechanisms that generate such
appearances in the person, the cultural sphere and wider society. To gain an
awareness of these mechanisms, which, to repeat, is the second stage of retro-
duction, social workers need to draw on realist theories that help them under-
stand the complex interplay between human agency, on the one hand, and
social structure, on the other (Houston, 2002). Unfortunately, some theories of
agency and structure have tilted towards philosophical idealism (for example,
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Berger and Luckmann’s theory (1967)); that is, they emphasize the view that
the social world is encountered mainly through the construction of ideas.
Consequently, the effects of real structure have been under-emphasized or
missed completely. Other theorists of agency and structure make the mistake
of presenting an overly cognitive view of human action that neglects emotion-
ality (for example, Bourdieu, 1984; Hall, 1992; Woodward, 1997) while a signifi-
cant number reduce self-identity to social process (see Hochschild, 1983 and
Jenkins, 1996).

By way of contrast, Layder’s (1997) theory of social domains offers a way
forward for the committed realist investigator even though his focus on deep
structure is not as strong as it could be. For Layder, agency and structure can
be mapped onto four interlocking and mutually dependent domains of life. The
first of these, psychobiography, requires an exegesis into depth psychology for
it is concerned with the internal mechanisms shaping the personality. Layder
gives the example of people who have suffered broken attachments in early life.
The inner distress that is created by the previous trauma seeps into daily inter-
action. Although Layder does not specifically develop the link with object
relations theory, his presentation of this domain allows for such a move:

As both the psychoanalytic and psychotherapeutic traditions have emphasised, child-
hood experiences are of key moment here since they contain primary experiential
material acquired during our earliest and perhaps most formative years of life . . . In
short this storehouse of emotionally charged memories, basic feelings and primary
attachments plays a critical role in shaping our dispositions and orientations to the
social world. I think that the term ‘psychobiography’ aptly conveys the sense in which
the unfolding of an individual’s life provides a recurrent source of feedback that adds
to and modifies the ballast of emotional energies that fuels our social responses and
attitudes. (Layder, 1997: 25)

The second domain focuses on social interaction or the impact of the face-
to-face in social life, while the third addresses human action within social
settings. The latter may range from ‘highly formalised organizational environ-
ments to the more informal settings of personal or family life’, and the behav-
iours that occur within them are shaped by elaborate social rules and
taken-for-granted routines (Layder, 1997). The brief references to the theories
of Klein and Winnicott set out earlier help us understand the workings of the
second domain from a realist point of view while the ideas of Bion and Foulkes
serve a similar function in relation to the third.

The fourth and final domain, that of the society-wide distribution and
ownership of resources, equates with the impact of social structure on social
life. For Layder, this domain ‘is characterized by its focus on power and domi-
nation and the discourses and practices that undergird various forms of hier-
archy and inequality on a society wide basis’ (1997: 4). Once again, we can
explore this domain by drawing on relevant theory. Although Habermas (1987)
can hardly be classified as a realist thinker (his grasp of psychoanalytic theory
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is hermeneutically grounded), he nevertheless points to the role of two core,
systemic mechanisms in modern capitalist societies that have a bearing on this
fourth domain: commodification and juridification. The former refers to the
widespread use of money and power to achieve profit and instrumental goals
while the latter highlights how the state exercises hegemonic control through
bureaucracy and the law.

For Layder, these systemic mechanisms ‘directly enter into the constitution
of social settings and the social encounters that take place within them. They
also play a significant role in the structuring of self-identities through individual
psychobiographies’ (1997: 4). Hence, by furthering capitalistic norms in society,
commodification and juridification do not create the conditions for loving and
trusting relationships which the object relations school tells us are the life-blood
of healthy emotional development (Rustin, 1991). This is because the system is
not geared to humanitarian ends; rather, its priority is capital accumulation.

This inter-connection between social structure and psychobiography has
been widely recognized elsewhere. Craib (1998) suggested that an individual’s
psychic experience is affected by societal forces. Chodorow (1978) argued that
mothering is socially (re)produced by cultural norms and psychologically
induced through innate object-relations. In a Lacanian moment, Althusser
(1977) explored how ideology was transmitted through language to shape
identity and intra-psychic processes. Bowlby’s initial work on the importance
of the mother–child relationship has now been considerably broadened by
attachment theorists to include ecological perspectives on human development
(Howe, 1995). Closer to home, in the professional sense, Valentine (1994)
surmised that social workers dealing with child abuse had become bad objects
as a result of moral panics over dangerousness in society.

Applying all of this to social work practice means that we must identify
those mechanisms which are enabling and seek to strengthen their influence.
Enhancing the quality of a child’s familial and social networks is therefore of
fundamental importance because:

Human powers and capacities are developed principally through relationships with
others. In childhood, in creative work, in the attempted repair of personal damage,
development is sustained by relationships which can recognise and absorb pain, and
thus make possible growth and integration . . . The object-relations tradition in
psychoanalysis offers a theorized view of these preconditions for human development,
based on its particular understanding of infancy. (Rustin, 1991: 37)

This activity, important as it is, must be complemented by interventions
that tackle disabling mechanisms head-on. Furthermore, it is only when people
become conscious of these mechanisms that meaningful change can take place.
It must be remembered that Bhaskar and Layder highlight the transformative
potential of human agency. So, social work methods that promote conscious-
ness-raising should be employed and we can look to ‘self-directed groupwork’
(Mullender and Ward, 1991) as a model for such work. This approach is
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particularly relevant for taking forward critical realist ideas because it is
attentive to user empowerment while, at the same time, it focuses on the deep
mechanisms generating oppression. As Mullender and Ward explain:

Working with group members to analyse why the issues they have identified exist is the
distinctive feature of practice which seeks to achieve empowerment. Without it, there
can be no awareness of wider-scale oppression, no moving beyond blaming oneself for
one’s problems into greater awareness and the pursuit of social change. (1991: 91)

To conclude this paper, it is important to reiterate one final point: social
workers who are committed to the object-relations approach and the retro-
ductive method have just as much right to claim that their work is evidence-
based as their empiricist colleagues. Moreover, they are in a primary position
to tailor their evidenced-based interventions to various levels of social life –
from the intimate, personal domain to the macro-domain of oppressive social
structure.
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Summary

Habermas’s critical social theory has been challenged on a range of fronts. However,
the authors see merit in his mediation thesis as set out in the seminal text, Between
Facts and Norms (1996). Adopting a pragmatist defence of the thesis, we review and
demonstrate the effectiveness of what we believe is a coincidental expression of some
of its main tenets—The Family Group Conference in Child Protection. Drawing further
on Habermas’s work, we then proceed to re-work aspects of the conference’s core
processes, thereby accentuating the possibility of empowering dialogue between its
key participants: the families (who embody the ‘lifeworld’) and the social work profes-
sionals (who represent the ‘system’). In the final section, we argue that moral practice
in child protection must be safeguarded by communicational procedures that explic-
itly address issues relating to the use of power and the need for ‘recognition’ between
subjects.

Keywords:  habermas, family group conferences, empowerment, child protection

Introduction

Jurgen Habermas’s wide-ranging approach—drawing on philosophy, epistemol-
ogy, linguistics and social and political theory—has few parallels elsewhere.
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Yet, within his significant corpus of work, there is a unifying thread centring on
the power of unconstrained dialogue. That is, when people seek to establish
genuine understanding and consensus, in conditions where power is held in
check, then moral communication is supposed to unfold. Importantly, Haber-
mas argues that such communication is context-transcending. In other words, it
establishes what is true and ethical in a post-traditional social world which chal-
lenges traditional forms of authority that flow from religion and culture. Specif-
ically, it moves us to a position described by the British philosopher, Iris
Murdoch, as the ‘sovereignty of good’ (1971).

Moreover, this emphasis on language as a unifying motif has led Habermas
to formulate ideas on: (i) the form and content of emancipatory knowledge
(1968); (ii) the rise of the public sphere as a forum for unfettered debate within
civil society (1989); (iii) the nature of the contradictions that have plagued cap-
italist countries; and (iv) the role of radical forms of democracy in re-fashioning
the modern, pluralistic state (1996).

However, Habermas’s thinking has altered course when it has come to the
issue of the interrelationship between key societal systems. Earlier on, his
celebrated work, The Theory of Communicative Action (1984, 1987), empha-
sized the polarized relationship between the state and civil society under
advanced capitalism; yet, he subsequently called for mediation between
these two spheres in his later work, Between Facts and Norms (1996)
(Delanty, 1999). Some commentators (e.g. Cook, 2001) have argued that this
apparent shift in his thinking represented a significant departure from his
earlier allegiance to critical social theory towards more of a liberal-reformist
position.

For us, however, the central issue is whether Habermas’s mature thesis,
as set out in Between Facts and Norms, has merit from a pragmatist point
of view. Essentially, when his arguments are applied in the real world, do
they produce beneficial outcomes for those involved? To re-state the point
in a different way, although there have been many attacks on Habermas’s
work in the past, challenging the truth of his ideas, less attention has been
paid to their practical value. If concrete expressions of these ideas can be
identified, the question remains as to whether they reap benefits for those
engaged in the practices. This paper attempts to address this question in
an affirmative manner by first outlining the substance of Habermas’s the-
sis in Between Facts and Norms, addressing, in particular, its essential call
for mediation between civil society (the ‘lifeworld’) and the state (the
‘system’).

Following this presentation, we go on to argue that the Family Group Con-
ference Model—which has been adopted in some child protection management
systems in the Western world—presents a concrete expression of many aspects
of the thesis. This is the case even though its origins lie in a cultural setting (see
below) far removed from the mainly Continental philosophical tradition that
has shaped Habermas’s thinking. In other words, it is a coincidental expression
but one testifying to the universality of truth.
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Having established this supportive scaffolding, the pragmatist defence of
Habermas’s thesis begins to take hold as we review key research findings on
the model’s effectiveness. It is in this context that we present the voices from
the ‘lifeworld’ (the families engaged in the process) and the ‘system’ (repre-
sented by the social workers mandated to protect vulnerable children) to estab-
lish the model’s value in negotiating the fraught world of decision making in
child protection.

This fit between Habermas’s political theory and a model that coinciden-
tally grounds it in the real social world paves the way for the final section of
the paper. Here, we attempt to enhance the model’s potential as a tool for
empowerment by introducing Habermas’s ideas on moral thinking and
decision making (Habermas, 1990) and applying them to the conference’s
core processes.

In taking this overall stance, we do not mean to imply that Habermas’s ideas
can be easily applied to practical action in human welfare. Clearly, his distinc-
tive focus seems to be most at home in higher-order abstraction. That said,
Habermas viewed theory as a medium for potentiating practice by establishing
ideal standards that could be applied, as a moral yardstick, to everyday situa-
tions. In effect, he wanted to highlight distortions within human communica-
tion in order to promote and safeguard what he saw as a natural human
tendency to forge co-operation, understanding and consensus. Thus, in his
early treatise on how knowledge is produced (1968), the psychoanalytic
method was heralded as an exemplar of critical inquiry against which other
modes of discourse could be evaluated. Another example that comes to mind
was his elevation of the new social movement as a model of social critique.
More fundamentally, Habermas envisioned something akin to Kant’s ideal
kingdom of ends where trust is established and reason governs moral thinking.

Central to our argument in all of this is the value of Habermas’s ideas in
Between Facts and Norms which we support through the philosophical lens of
pragmatism. However, in taking this stance, we wish to sidestep some of prag-
matism’s contemporary expressions (rooted as they are in relativistic postmod-
ernism) (see Rorty, 1991) and return to the early, seminal ideas of the founders
of the movement, Pierce and James. These thinkers advised that there was
value in assessing first things, principles, categories and supposed necessities by
looking towards last things, fruits, consequences and facts. Put in another way,
pragmatism was founded on the notion that the truth of a proposition or an
idea related merely to its practical effects.

In adopting this philosophical stance and applying it to some aspects of the
thesis set out in Between Facts and Norms, we also seek to avoid the trappings
of vulgar pragmatism that is so rife in neo-liberal welfare regimes, i.e. a stance
which is satisfied by crude economic performance indicators as measures of
success (Cherryholmes, 1988). In the context of a humanized pragmatism,
which we wish to endorse, a positive outcome must derive from the views of
those most affected by an intervention: in this case, the recipients of welfare
services, which we outline later.
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The changing relationship of ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’ in 
Habermas thought

Habermas refers to two primary conceptual domains in modern society: the
‘lifeworld’ and the ‘system’. The former, following Schutz (1972), constitutes
the background reservoir of shared, and often taken-for-granted, meanings
which, through language, shape our personalities and group identities. As part
of the ‘lifeworld’, people meet and interact on the basis of shared definitions of
tasks, duties and expectations. Most of these encounters are unproblematic and
are approached without conscious deliberation. Family reunions, for example,
often start with shared rituals. Greetings may be intimate; and conversations
might commence with a review of what had occurred since the last meeting and
so on. Other cultures might follow different scripts but whatever happens,
events are likely to be predictable for the actors concerned. Furthermore, this
common-sense knowledge is reproduced when children are socialized and
encouraged to adopt commonly held rituals.

The ‘system’, by way of contrast, refers to areas of life that are organized and
controlled by the state. Formative here are the political and economic sub-
systems that govern important aspects of our lives. Whereas the ‘lifeworld’ is
chiefly concerned with cultural integration and socialization, the ‘system’
focuses on material reproduction. Here, the pursuit of money and power
through deliberative, strategic action reaches its highest point in the modern-
world system of capital accumulation (Wallerstein, 1979).

In the ‘Theory of Communicative Action’, Habermas pits the ‘system’ against
the ‘lifeworld’ by resorting to dramatic imagery: 

When stripped of their ideological veils, the imperatives of autonomous
subsystems make their way into the lifeworld from outside—like colonial
masters coming into a tribal society—and force a process of assimilation on
it (p. 85).

What Habermas is saying here is that instrumentality, rationality, money,
bureaucracy and power—the trappings of the ‘system’—usurp the time-hon-
oured processes of consensual communication that exist in the ‘lifeworld’. A
colonization of social life has taken place in modern society bringing with it all
manner of social problems including: (i) a decrease in shared meanings; (ii) the
erosion of social bonds; (iii) a lack of belonging; (iv) a sense of demoralization;
and (v) the destabilization of social order (Finlayson, 2005).

To take this line of argument further, Habermas explores the role of the
modern welfare state, viewing it as a key arm of the state’s colonization of the
‘lifeworld’. In other words, by offering a raft of bureaucratized interventions to
people in need, bureau-professionals erode earlier traditions of care, such as
are found in neighbourhoods and social networks. But, more than this, the ‘sys-
tem’ uses social welfare as a protective mechanism to ward off discontent in the
‘lifeworld’. This occurs mainly when there are crises in the economy and the
disparities between rich and poor become unsustainable. To offset the crisis,
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and appease discontent, the welfare state provides social assistance and other
benefits: 

Welfare-State mass democracy is an arrangement that renders the class
antagonism still built into the economic system innocuous, under the condi-
tion, however, that the capitalist dynamics of growth, protected by mea-
sures of state intervention do not grow weak. Only then is there a mass of
compensation available that can be distributed according to implicit agreed
upon criteria in ritualized confrontations, and channelled into the roles of
consumer and client in such a way that the structure of alienated labour and
alienated political participation develop no explosive power (Habermas,
1987, pp. 350–1).

Based on this analysis, it is difficult to see how state-organized social welfare
could ever free itself from its position with the ‘system’. Being cast into the role
of an ideological vehicle of the modern state and performing functions such as
pacifying undercurrents of dissatisfaction leave little opportunity for emancipa-
tory practice. Any attempts at human betterment are at best piecemeal or at
worst ill-disguised compensations.

However, in his later work, Between Facts and Norms, Habermas refines his
views on the interrelationship between ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’. What is
depicted forcibly in this re-worked position is the need for a constructive medi-
ation or conciliation between the two spheres. This is arrived at, somewhat con-
volutedly, by centring on the role and function of law in society.

Tracing the contours of this argument, it is suggested that modern law com-
prises two competing paradigms: liberal, bourgeois law and social welfare law.
The former emphasizes the rights of the individual (e.g. rights to equality and
liberty); the latter concentrates on collective rights and the common good. The
former is partial, suggests Habermas, because of its limited focus on the indi-
vidual citizen; the latter, too, is incomplete because it has led to paternalism in
welfare.

Habermas, showing a characteristic preference for synthesis, proposes a
third paradigm that builds on the strengths of the liberal and welfare
approaches while going beyond what is untenable in both. This is referred to as
the procedural paradigm of law. Here, citizens use their communicative power
to debate their legal entitlements, needs and obligations and hence influence
law-making. This really amounts to law-making through democratic, popular
assent, making it ‘possible for issues and contributions, information and rea-
sons to float freely’ (Habermas, 1996, p. 448). This should lead to law that has
greater legitimacy for people. In other words, citizens are committed to the law
because they think it is just and they have had a role in shaping it. This is differ-
ent from a situation in which people adhere to the law only because they fear
its power of veto.

For Habermas, we can no longer justify law produced solely by centralized
decree. Living in a pluralistic world, with many perspectives on social life,
requires a mechanism for hearing grassroots opinion. Diverse constituences
within the ‘lifeworld’ (and its more specialized public sphere) must be afforded
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the opportunity to voice their needs and interests and thereby attain consensus
on differing points of view. The state is meant, in turn, to respond to the per-
spectives emanating from the lifeworld. In this way, a complementary, rather
than adversarial, relationship between ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’ begins to
unfold. What we see, then, is a retreat from the older colonization thesis to a
more affirmative sense of the possibilities of mediation between the two
spheres (Delanty, 1999). In relation to this relationship, Habermas says: 

I have described the political public sphere as a sounding board that must
be processed by the political system because they cannot be solved else-
where. To this extent, the public sphere is a warning system with sensors
that, though unspecialised, are sensitive throughout society. From the per-
spective of democratic theory, the public sphere must, in addition, amplify
the pressure of problems, that is, not only detect and amplify problems but
also convincingly and influentially thematise them in such a way that they
are taken up and dealt with by parliamentary complexes (Habermas, 1996,
p. 359).

The same pattern of active public involvement is meant to extend beyond the
formal domain of the law to the depoliticized realms of social life including the
household, family and gender roles (Delanty, 1999, p. 75). Here, Habermas
embraces what has been termed as deliberative democracy. This ‘is a proce-
dural model of politics that favours universal and unconstrained deliberation
about issues of public concern, rather than the mere collection of independent
opinions through voting’ (Weinshall, 2003, p. 24). Importantly, for Habermas,
deliberative democracy has a keen purchase on social welfare insofar as recipi-
ents of welfare are encouraged to become active agents in constructing their
needs, interests and viewpoints. They are not to be shoehorned into plans
developed by paternalistically minded social care professionals. Rather, the
relationship should be characterized by exchange, negotiation and consensus.

Habermas’s ideas on these important themes have attracted much critical
comment. The emphasis on deliberative democracy, it is argued, appears
naive. For instance, Cook (2001, p. 138) astringently suggests that ‘we obvi-
ously do not live in the best of all Habermasian worlds. Many citizens are not
even sufficiently motivated to put a mark on a ballot paper every five years, let
alone to engage in sustained, reasoned discussion in public affairs’. In a similar
vein, Salam (2003) points out that Habermas overlooks the opaque nature of
human interests under complex modern conditions. Moreover, Habermas’s
stress on reason in public life has been attacked by postmodernists who see it
as the progenitor of genocide. Yet, in spite of all the criticism, we might ask
whether Habermas’s ideas have value in terms of their practical conse-
quences—their pragmatic value? The next section addresses this question
through an examination of the nature and value of the Family Group Confer-
ence Model in child protection. This model appears to exemplify many of the
requirements of Habermas’s mediation thesis, despite the fact that its theoret-
ical and philosophical moorings are not sourced, in any sense, by Habermas’s
ideas.
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The Family Group Conference Model

By way of definition, a Family Group Conference (FGC) is a formal meeting
involving the family of a child deemed to be in need of care or protection, its
surrounding social networks and the investigating social work professionals.
(In Habermasian terms, familial networks constitute a particular constellation
emerging from the ‘lifeworld’ whereas the social work professionals are repre-
sentatives of the ‘system’.) The aims of the meeting are, first, to empower fam-
ily members to make decisions addressing the needs of their child and, second,
to enable them to work in partnership with the professionals who have statu-
tory responsibilities for child welfare.

Consequently, at the outset, we see the mediation thesis at work in the com-
ing together of both ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’ enclaves to negotiate, understand
the other’s position and eventually attempt to reach a putative consensus on
the best way forward for the child. This process, even though it takes place
under the formal aegis of children’s law, is in marked contrast to adversarial
approaches in child protection which pit families against professionals. Such
encounters often result in acrimonious and intransigent exchanges (Corby
et al., 1996).

Historically, FGCs originated in New Zealand. Although based on the tradi-
tional Maori ‘whanau hui’ (family meeting) and Maori cultural values (Hamill,
1996), the model has been applied not only to Maori children and their famil-
ies, but to all children in need of care or protection. (For a detailed account of
the origins and development of FGCs in New Zealand, see Wilcox et al., 1991;
Connolly, 1994; Hassall, 1996.)

International interest in FGCs has been widespread (Hudson et al., 1996;
Burford and Hudson, 2000) even though their use has remained on the margins
of child protection practice (Merkel-Holguin et al., 2003). Different models have
been developed to reflect domestic law and practice and to meet local needs.
However, there are three defining characteristics which make this particular
decision-making process distinctive (Tunnard, 1994). In terms of the first char-
acteristic, the term ‘family’ is interpreted widely to include relatives, friends and
other significant people in the child’s life. Thus, the model recognizes the
importance of social ecology in shaping desired outcomes for children.

In relation to the second characteristic, the family always has the opportunity
to consider, in private, what is best for the child free from professional interfer-
ence. In Habermasian terms, this aspect of the conference provides a worthy
example of how the ‘lifeworld’ requires a discursive space within which it can
understand, negotiate and problem-solve through the exchange of different
meanings.

With reference to the last characteristic, the family and professional enclaves
come together to arrive at a consensus as to what is best for the child. This forg-
ing of a consensus strongly reverberates with Habermas’s ideas on communica-
tive action. That said, when consensus cannot be achieved in the meeting, a
right of veto can be applied by the social work professionals but only as a last
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resort. It is vital to remember, here, that social work, as a profession, is ulti-
mately defined by a legal mandate.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a number of projects developed across the
USA using some of the principles of the FGC. In Oregon, for example, the
‘Family Unity Meeting’ was developed in 1989 and, although it pursued similar
aims to the FGC, it differed in that the family were not left to plan in private.
However, the full version was subsequently developed in this (Graber et al.,
1996) and other jurisdictions in the United States (Immarigeon, 1996; Merkel-
Holguin, 2000) although they were referred to by other names such as ‘family
decision meetings’ or ‘family conferences’.

Within the UK, interest in FGCs began in 1990 when the Family Rights
Group, a charity providing advocacy to parents (http://www.frg.org.uk/),
invited a group of New Zealand practitioners to discuss their experiences of the
model (Rickford, 1991). Following this event, a number of local authority
Social Services Departments piloted and evaluated the model (Marsh and
Crow, 1998; Thomas, 1994; Rosen, 1994; Barker and Barker, 1995; Lupton
et al., 1995). Similarly, in Northern Ireland, an interest group was formed in
1997 which then established pilot projects (Crozier, 2000).

As Figure 1 indicates, the FGC differs significantly from traditional child
protection case conferences in the UK and case review meetings held in the
USA (Waldfogel, 1998). These meetings are dominated, or colonized (to use
the Habermasian term), by the voice of the ‘system’ with social work profes-
sionals chairing and minuting the meetings, and largely taking responsibility for
making and implementing the decisions. In such fora, family participation is
often tokenistic (O’Hagan and Dillenburger, 1995; Corby et al., 1996) and for
family members, there is a strong sense that the social work professionals have
all the power.

A Family Group Conference, on the other hand, will only proceed once an
initial agreement has been reached between the family and the professionals
that decisions and plans need to be made for the child or young person con-
cerned. Once this has been established, an Independent Coordinator is
appointed to work with the family to set up the conference (stage 1—referral).
We can envisage the Coordinator as a kind of invigilator patrolling the bound-
ary between the ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’ domains, harnessing their respective
perspectives and encouraging collaboration.

More specifically, in the preparation phase (stage 2), the Coordinator, in
conjunction with the child or young person and immediate carers, identifies the
family and other supportive networks surrounding the child and contacts them
to prepare them for the conference. The Coordinator also sends out invitations
and agrees the venue, date and time for the conference.

In the third stage, in which the focus is on the actual meeting, the roles of the
professionals and family participants differ substantially from those imposed
by the traditional case conference in a number of ways (Campbell, 1997;
Lupton and Stevens, 1997). First, the professionals provide the ‘family’ with the
information they have collected about the child or young person, including a
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statement of their concerns, as well as information about services, resources
and supports that may be available. This section of the conference is chaired by
the Coordinator who mediates between the ‘lifeworld’ of the family and the
professional representatives of the ‘system’ with an independent and objective

Figure 1 The Family Group Conference Model

 

STAGE 1: 
 

REFERRAL 

 

STAGE 2: 
 

PREPARATION 

 
STAGE 3: 

 
THE CONFERENCE 

 
a. Information Giving 

 
b. Private Family Time 

 
c. Agreeing the Plan 

 
STAGE 4: 

 
MONITORING & 

REVIEWING THE PLAN 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/article/37/6/987/1728859 by Library,Q
ueen's U

niversity,Belfast user on 26 N
ovem

ber 2021



996 David Hayes and Stan Houston

focus. The role of professionals within the FGC is not, therefore, to make deci-
sions but to facilitate family decision making by providing information,
resources and expertise.

Second, the family are invited to draw up a plan for the care or protection of
the child using the advice and information provided by the professionals. They
undertake this task in private, free from professional scrutiny. Finally, the fam-
ily and professionals meet again to agree the plan. This stage of the proceed-
ings mirrors closely Habermas’s plea for mediation between the ‘lifeworld’ and
‘system’. Critically, though, the plan must aim to be acceptable to both parties.
At this stage, any services or support required to implement the plan are dis-
cussed and decisions are made as to how the plan will be monitored and
reviewed.

In summary, FGCs value the experience and commitment of families while
attempting to harness the knowledge and skills of the professionals who are
mandated to intervene in their lives. In doing so, this unique decision-making
process represents a primary example of mediation between the ‘lifeworld’ and
‘system’ and we provide evidence for this claim below. More specifically, the
model empowers families to engage with the legal process surrounding child
protection, to challenge professionals’ interpretations of legal statute and to
make a plea for state resources to improve their situation. As such, FGCs are a
microcosm of exchange within the ‘lifeworld’—of ‘will formation’ (to use the
Habermasian term) that produces a communicative power to influence the
enactment of statutory processes within formal child protection. It is within this
context that the law acts a medium to link ‘lifeworld and ‘system’ and to chan-
nel the expression of families’ interests and needs.

‘Lifeworld’ and ‘system’ perspectives on the FGC

This section sets out to consider the effectiveness of the FGC from the perspec-
tives of its key participants. The aim here is not to provide a comprehensive
review of the literature but rather to draw on a number of recent research and
evaluation reports from both the UK and the USA in order to access and hear
the voices of the ‘lifeworld’ and the ‘system’.

We acknowledge that the views of the participants represent only one form
of evidence regarding the effectiveness of FGCs. In this regard, Hudson et al.
(1996) identified a number of levels of FGC outcomes which might be the focus
of evaluation. These levels were subsequently adapted by Lupton and Nixon
(1999) and are presented in Figure 2.

Moreover, the majority of research evidence regarding FGCs to date comes
from data relating to process, outputs and short-term outcomes as opposed to
longer-term outcomes (Sundell and Vinnerljung, 2004). However, the evidence
that is available suggests that they are more successful than traditional forms of
decision making in terms of mobilizing family support and maintaining chil-
dren within their families (Lupton and Nixon, 1999; Holland et al., 2005) and
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that there are generally more positive outcomes compared with traditional
decision-making groups (Sundell and Vinnerljung, 2004).

Thus, there is, undoubtedly, a need for more robust evidence regarding the
longer-term outcomes of FGCs. However, we cannot ignore the substantial
body of evidence of the satisfaction of both family members and professionals
with the FGC model as an indicator of its effectiveness. It is to the voices of the
‘lifeworld’ (children, young people and adult family members) and the ‘system’

Figure 2 Family Group Conference outcome measures (source: Lupton and Nixon, 1999, p. 159)
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(professionals) that the paper now turns through a summary of the findings of
several recent research and evaluation reports from both the UK and the USA.

The research evidence regarding the views of children and young people about
FGCs is limited compared with that in relation to the views of adult family mem-
bers and professionals. Thomas (2004) noted that much of the research and evalu-
ation literature tended to discuss ‘families’ experiences’ and ‘families’ views’, with
the views of children and young people either not being included at all or not
being separated out from the views of other family members. However, where
their views and opinions had been elicited, they have tended to be positive. Ham-
ilton (2005), for example, reported that, in general, the responses received from
103 children and young people through an evaluation questionnaire: 

. . . demonstrated their clear appreciation of seeing their family gathered
together to consider their own personal well-being, and that they particu-
larly valued the private family time, seeing this as a definite and positive
departure from the norm (Hamilton, 2005, p. 40).

The conclusion from this study was that FGCs enabled children and young
people to be more involved in decisions that affected their lives than other
more formal meetings. Similarly, Holland et al. (2003) found that the majority
of the twenty-five children they interviewed felt that they had a say in their
FGC and that, generally, children appeared to be given a voice as they
reported that they were listened to or were given the opportunity to express
their views: 

It would have been worse if we wasn’t at the meeting because it wouldn’t
have been what we wanted . . . and we had to be there to make sure it was
what we wanted (Eleven-year-old boy quoted in Holland et al., 2003, p. 15).

Thomas (2004) also reported that the young people who participated in her
study, through five focus groups and fourteen individual interviews, were over-
whelmingly positive about their experience of FGCs with the majority report-
ing that they had been given the opportunity to participate in the meeting.
Perhaps the most telling finding was that all of the children and young people
interviewed said that they would recommend the FGC approach to a friend: 

I would be happy to tell a friend or anyone that it is a good way of solving
problems (Young person quoted in Thomas, 2004, p. 23).

Similarly, Stephens et al. (2002), who interviewed six young people, reported
that all of them felt that FGCs were a good idea and that they would all recom-
mend an FGC to a friend who was in a similar situation to themselves: 

It brings people together and makes you say what you feel (Fifteen-year-
old girl quoted in Stephens et al., 2002, p. 27).

It sorts things out quicker and you know what all the people think and that
they want the best for you and are not against you. It shows how much they
do care about you for them to turn up and say what they think would be
best for you (Fourteen-year-old boy quoted in Stephens et al., 2002, p. 27).
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The views and opinions of adult family members and professionals have been
sought in virtually all of the studies of FGCs to date and the overwhelming
message is that both have positive views of the FGC process and compared it
favourably to traditional decision-making meetings. Baumann et al. (2005), for
example, compared satisfaction survey responses received from parents and
relatives who had attended a FGC (n = 443) with those who had attended a tra-
ditional decision-making meeting (n = 264). They found that parents and rela-
tives were more satisfied with FGCs than traditional meetings, the FGC
scoring higher on scales measuring empowerment. FGCs were also viewed as
meeting more needs and producing more satisfaction with the amount of sup-
port received than traditional meetings and parents who attended an FGC
were described as feeling more confident in their ability to help their children
grow and develop.

Sandau-Beckler (2003) similarly found very high levels of satisfaction on a
range of measures amongst both professionals and family members who had
participated in a FGC. All of the family members (n = 143) felt that they were
listened to, 99 per cent felt that the family and its decisions were respected, and
all found the conference to have been helpful. Importantly, professional partic-
ipants reported that communication and co-operation increased as a result of
the FGC: 

FGC proved to be the mechanism by which intra-family communication
and family–agency communication improved (Sandau-Beckler, 2003, p. 3).

Titcomb (2003) reported that 94 per cent of family members and 96 per cent of
professional participants were satisfied overall with the Family Group Decision
Making programme. Ninety-four per cent of family members reported feeling
that they had fully participated in the process and 96 per cent felt that the fam-
ily had an equal part or main role in decision making about the development of
a plan for the care or protection needs of the child(ren).

Similar positive attitudes have been found amongst family members and pro-
fessionals in studies conducted in the UK. Holland et al. (2003), for example,
reported that twenty-eight of the thirty-one family members they interviewed
were positive about the FGC and that their responses, when comparing FGCs
with traditional forms of decision making and traditional social work meetings,
suggested broad satisfaction with and preference for FGCs: 

If you are in the social services office, the mediator is a senior and there’s
also a senior care officer, plus two other care officers there, and unless
you’ve got people from all walks, from all your family, then you haven’t got
much chance. When its 90% social workers you’ve got no chance (A father
quoted in Holland et al., 2003, p. 26).

Stephens et al. (2002) found that 70 per cent of the twenty-three family mem-
bers who responded to their survey felt that the FGC was a very good method
of sorting out family difficulties and again compared it favourably to traditional
social work decision-making meetings. The professionals surveyed (n = 17)
were also very positive about the process, with all of them stating that they
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would recommend it to others. Similarly, Hamilton (2005) found that 90 per
cent of participants (family members and professionals) were positive about
the FGC, describing it as useful, caring and an ‘equalizing’ improvement on
more traditional styles of formal decision making: 

I’m a good dad but I don’t do meetings. This though wasn’t like the social
work stuff. It was okay (A father quoted in Hamilton, 2005, appendix 1).

Excellent practice—whole ethos of FGC demonstrated—family empowered.
Good for us as workers to see we do not always know best—working along-
side is good practice (A professional quoted in Hamilton, 2005, appendix 1).

The conclusion reached in the above study is a fitting way to end this brief
review of the evidence from research and evaluation reports: 

Whilst not a panacea, it can be safely concluded that the FGC works, and is
largely a positive experience for many of those involved. It certainly is
appropriate and if the will is there, can be made available across all health,
education and social spectra (Hamilton, 2005, p. 45, our emphasis).

Discourse ethics and FGCs

The findings cited above demonstrate that instances of mediation between the
‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’, when they occur under the right conditions, appear to
have a notable value. That said, we believe there is a significant gap in the FGC
process relating to the absence of explicit, moral rules for reaching agreement
over the welfare plan for the child. In other words, while the conference pro-
vides an overarching format for deliberation, the precise moral standards gov-
erning what is said and by whom, are less clear. What is central here is the need
to regulate power on the basis of formally agreed procedures that can be
adopted by all those participating in a dialogue over matters of moral concern.

But are such standards necessary? Is it not the case that the FGC, by its very
nature, enables its participants to co-operate, democratize relations and level
out disparities in power? While these questions should give rise to an affirma-
tive response at one level, we believe that participants within the FGC are still
not completely immune to the kinds of ideological distortion described by
Habermas and outlined earlier in this paper. For instance, various theorists
(Carter, 1974; Parton, 1985; Spratt and Houston, 1999) have pointed to the
range of pervasive, systemically driven ideologies shaping professionals’ prac-
tice in the arena of child protection. In particular, Sinclair (2005), drawing on
Habermas’s work, expands on two of these ideologies in child protection:
bureaucratic ideologies where professionals are governed by instrumental
practices; and penal ideologies where professionals draw on legal discourses to
control aberrant behaviours. Cleaver and Freeman (1995) also point to the ten-
dency for some professionals to drift towards a forensic approach within initial
interventions with families. Given the under-cutting, pervasive and subliminal
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effects of ideology (Gramsci, 1971), and of the exercise of power itself (Lukes,
1974), it should come as no surprise that professionals cannot simply detach
themselves from these dimensions of their experience once they enter the
FGC. Indeed, Holland et al. (2005), while concluding on an optimistic note on
the empowering potential of the FCG, were quick to raise some caveats about
the model: 

We noted that children felt listened to but not necessarily influential in the
family meetings. We also noted that some professionals retained some of
their traditional roles and powers by continuing to retain control over
meetings through indirect means. Participative strategies can be simple
devices to encourage involvement, or even to manipulate, if those with con-
trol are not prepared to share their power (p. 75).

Elsewhere, the same authors reported that: 

Despite the professionals expressing strong beliefs in family empowerment
and the FGC philosophy, a close examination of the conferences in this
study revealed that professionals in practice retained some control over the
decision-making process. Professionalisation of meetings can be seen to
occur in the following ways: by the bringing to the meeting of pre-prepared
written statements or lists; by setting the agenda and giving tasks for the
private family time; by helping to formulate the plan, and by changing the
plan after the meeting (p. 67).

What is more, intra-familial dialogue during the conference should not be con-
sidered as completely free from the influence of power, competing interests
and structural allegiances (Maxwell and Morris, 1992). Dalrymple (2002,
p. 289) observed in this context that the ‘empowerment of the family may still
be experienced as exclusion by the child’. More specifically, within this adult-
oriented decision-making framework, children may need the added protection
of an advocate to represent their views fairly.

At this juncture, it seems fitting to turn to Habermas’s ideas on what consti-
tutes moral communication and decision making within groups (1990). Such
ideas have been a dominant feature of his philosophical work and are
grounded in his tacit assumptions concerning the role of communicative action
in everyday life. Briefly stated, the substance of his thought here can be encap-
sulated in six imperatives which collectively summarize his programme of ‘dis-
course ethics’:

1 everyone affected by the issue in question is included in the dialogue provided
they have the communicative ability to converse meaningfully with others;

2 each of the participants is allowed to introduce, question and criticize any
assertion whatsoever;

3 participants are permitted to express their attitudes, desires and needs
without restriction;

4 participants must have genuine empathy for others’ perspectives, claims
and frames of reference;
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5 power must be in check so that the only legitimate force is the force of bet-
ter argument;

6 participants must (a) strive to achieve consensus in relation to the matters
under discussion based on reasoned argumentation and (b) abandon stra-
tegic forms of communication where there is a lack of transparency in
articulated goals and coercion is present.

In addition to these six imperatives, we would seek to add a seventh drawn
from Honneth’s (2004) elaboration of Habermas’s work in this area. This is
because we believe Honneth has highlighted some important psychoanalytical,
existential and social insights that are missing from Habermas’s discourse eth-
ics and which, in themselves, provide a vital context for empowering communi-
cation to take hold. It can be summarized thus:

7 participants must confirm each other’s identity through different forms of
recognition that (a) demonstrate positive regard, (b) acknowledge the other’s
individual and social rights and (c) value the other’s abilities and traits.

As can be seen, the above procedures are an attempt to democratize speech
and decision making in a radical and exacting way. Moreover, they require
speakers to role-take, to put themselves in the shoes of the ‘other’ so that at the
end of the discussion, all can agree to the conclusions proposed having made
the attempt to empathize with perspectives that may, at first glance, diverge
from their own. This process is in line with Kant’s imperative that moral deci-
sions, if they are to have legitimacy, must have universal appeal. At the heart of
this process is a fundamental recognition of the other’s worth which Honneth
sees as the overarching, moral grammar driving all attempts at social justice.

It is our contention that all of the participants in the FGC must agree to follow
these requirements viewing them as a moral benchmark against which self-criti-
cism can be fostered and ideological distortion revealed. Moreover, independent
co-ordinators should play a pivotal role in this extrapolation by introducing and
agreeing the requirements at the outset. Critically, they are in a primary position
to monitor and regulate the subsequent dialogue between the family and the pro-
fessionals. This is a matter of them policing the boundary of the ‘lifeworld’ and
‘system’ assiduously, protecting and nurturing power-free communication and
unrestrained argumentation. In doing so, co-ordinators might act as mediators,
spanning the different interests and needs of each of the parties.

If these actions were undertaken, then episodes of strategic action could be
more easily identified and expunged, steering the discourse back to under-
standing, agreement and consensus. Applied as suggested, the rules could
enhance the positive outcomes referred to earlier by unleashing the family’s
communicative power, i.e. their capacity to counter the norm-free administra-
tive power emanating from the ‘system’. We also believe that the explicit refer-
ence in the seventh procedure to participants’ entitlements to a wide-ranging
form of recognition builds the conditions for self-confidence, self-respect and
self-esteem that are so necessary in child protection work.
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Conclusion

In this paper, we have argued that Habermas’s later work, as set out in Between
Facts and Norms, has merit from a pragmatist point of view. His central idea
that the ‘system’ and ‘lifeworld’ must come together in a collaborative set of
exchanges finds a practical, if coincidental, expression in the FGC. Through
this mode of engagement, we see an idealized model for how statutory social
work (representing the ‘system’) should interface with the family and its social
networks (representing the ‘lifeworld’) not just in the sphere of child protec-
tion, but also in other human welfare contexts. From the research evidence,
those most affected by the conference’s processes viewed their experiences in a
positive light, even if the longer-term outcomes were more ambiguous.

However, we have also highlighted that FGCs are not immune to insidious
power plays governed by professional ideologies, on the one hand, and
familial entanglements, on the other. It is here that Habermas’s programme
of discourse ethics, and Honneth’s plea for ‘recognition’ as a universal
stance, have a particular purchase in establishing the conditions for moral
decision making. In this connection, what we find is a procedural model that
underscores reason, universalization and democratic sentiments allowing all
to participate free from the constraining effects of power. This particular dir-
ection is exacting in its demands. It alerts us to the many ways in which com-
munication becomes distorted and ridden with strategic influence. In the
context of the FGC, it lays bare key structural constraints, such as the time
available for discussion and the nature of the accommodation within which
meetings are held. Privileged professional and expert roles hold no particu-
lar authority in these deliberations. Differences in personalities, disposi-
tions, skills and motivations are countenanced only insofar as they do not
interfere with participative rights. Attention to detail in all of this is realized
in the way the content of the agenda is set; the way introductions have been
facilitated; the manner in which institutional affiliations are transcended in
the interests of consensus; and in the attempts to ensure that agreed plans
are properly resourced.

The FCG establishes a form of intervention in child protection that chal-
lenges a preoccupation with risk-laden discourses in human welfare throughout
the Western world (Webb, 2006). However, it should not be assumed that the
good intentions, lying at the heart of the model, are sufficient to ward off the
disabling effects of ideology; nor can the attempt to build virtue within oneself
be enough to safeguard moral practice within this or any forum, for the human
subject can fall prey to all manner of inner bias (Festinger, 1957). It is to the
sphere of communicational procedures that we must turn to ensure that ethical
decision making takes place against the backdrop of a pluralistic world where
former certainties have been eclipsed by novel expressions of doubt (Giddens,
1990).
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Conceptualising Child and Family Support:
The Contribution of Honneth’s Critical
Theory of Recognition
Stan Houston* and Pat Dolan
School of Sociology, Queen’s University of Belfast, Belfast

The role of social support in child welfare policy and practice continues to engender wide-

spread debate. Yet the moral and philosophical underpinnings of this topical area have

received less attention in the literature. This is of concern, not least because academic debates

on the ‘politics of identity’ have a significant contribution to make to our understanding of

self-development and social justice. In this article the authors show how Axel Honneth’s

account of the ‘struggle for recognition’ can be adapted to invigorate theories of social sup-

port. The result is a conceptual framework for reflective practice that can illuminate, and

interrogate, the moral and operational dimensions of preventative work with children and

families. � 2007 The Author(s). Journal compilation � 2007 National Children’s Bureau.

Introduction

The theme of social support for families ‘in need’ continues to have a wide currency in aca-
demic and professional discourses. Thus, Spratt (2000, 2001) explored the fraught interface
between social support for families and child protection while Jack (2006a) focused on the
inter-relationship between early prevention, a community orientation and child well-being.
Taking a different turn, Katz and Pinkerton (2006) considered the issues pertaining to the
evaluation of family support schemes while Buchanan (2002) summarised a range of preven-
tative interventions with proven efficacy. These are just some of the diverse contributions to
what is a central theme in neo-liberal welfare regimes.

Yet, while the tensions, contradictions and possibilities within social support have been deftly
scrutinised (Parton, 1997), a more philosophically attuned examination of the area has received
less attention in the literature. Philosophy, as we understand the term, is an activity which
attempts to understand the general principles that lie behind various aspects of life (Thompson,
2000). Put in another way, it probes the fundamental questions concerning human existence.

In this article, we approach the theme of social support for children and families through the
lens of moral and political philosophy, looking in particular at the work of Honneth (1995)
and his contribution to the debates concerning ‘identity’ and social justice in the (late)mod-
ern world. We show how Honneth’s ideas can be re-worked and linked to theories of social
support, invigorating the latter while grounding the former. Our intention here is to contrib-
ute to the theorisation of this area, enabling social work practitioners to approach the needs
of children and families with a renewed understanding of identity formation, the dynamics
of self-realisation and the material basis of existence.
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In the next section we begin our enquiry with a review of Honneth’s work on the seminal
importance of human recognition. An intermediate section then follows summarising some
of the main themes arising out of theories of social support and how they add substance to
Honneth’s thesis. Finally, we argue that this synthesis of moral philosophy and theory forms
into a conceptual framework for reflective practice (Dolan and others, 2006). The purpose of
this framework, we conclude, is to illuminate and critically interrogate the moral and opera-
tional dimensions of preventative work with children and families in a manner that promotes
professional self-criticism and heightens ethical sensitivity to need. This is an important
endeavour because child and family welfare in the United Kingdom has been inextricably
woven into social policy initiatives that increasingly commodify children and instrumentalise
service provision according to the dictates of a global market (Hendrick, 2003). Practitioners
need to be ever wary of these structural trends by enhancing their reflective capacity and it
is here that Honneth’s tenets come to the fore.

Honneth, recognition and the struggle for identity

In the past, ‘identity’ was one of the most glibly appraised terms in the lexicon of the human
and social sciences. More recently, though, it has been the subject of a new and vibrant
interest with contributions on the subject emanating from a range of different perspectives
(Benjamin, 1988; Elias, 1978; Hall, 1996; Winnicott, 1971) including critical approaches to
social work practice (Frogett, 2004; Garrett, 2005; Webb, 2006).

What concerns the authors here, though, is a key strand of enquiry within this corpus that
links an appreciation of identity with ‘theories of recognition’ (Fraser, 1995; Honneth, 1995;
Taylor, 1992). Put simply, such theories maintain that identity formation hinges irrevocably
on social relations that acknowledge and validate personal existence; and that respect and
understanding should be at the forefront of our relationships with others.

In this section, we will outline and critically appraise the work of Honneth (1995, Honneth
and Fraser, 2003), a leading proponent of the ‘recognition theoretic’ and contributor to new
left thinking. For Honneth, ‘recognition’ of the ‘other’ is the axial principle around which the
‘politics of identity’ and social justice turn. Moreover, he contends that it has become a key-
word of our time and one that constitutes the fundamental, overarching moral category
guiding theory building and praxis in social justice.

It is perhaps useful, at this point, to understand that Honneth is attempting to reconstruct a
systematic social theory on recognition borrowing from Hegel (1977) and Mead’s (1967) ori-
ginal ideas on the subject. Hegel’s thinking revealed, for Honneth, a fundamental tension: on
the one hand, his early, elusive Jena writings (Hegel, 1979) focused on recognition as a
social phenomenon involving concrete relations between actors, whereas, on the other, his
later writings (Hegel, 1977) had taken a more metaphysical, speculative turn seeing recogni-
tion as an abstract idea shaping historical events. For Honneth, this latter turn, by focusing
on a heightened form of idealism, had led to theoretical obfuscation, taking the enquirer
away from real-life experiences of humiliation, disrespect, love and the ethical life.

But, to repeat, it was Hegel’s early work on the subject of recognition that provided Honneth
with an embryonic platform to launch his empirical and historical investigations. In particu-
lar, it allowed him to make a connection with the thinking of the pragmatist philosopher,
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Mead (1967) and his contribution to the theory of symbolic interactionism. For Honneth,
Mead’s ideas provided the natural complement or follow on from Hegel’s early notion that
our relationship to ourselves is not a solitary matter but rather an inter-subjective process.
What Honneth discovered in Mead’s thinking was an articulation of how the child’s self
formed over time by taking the perspectives of significant others and, in so doing, interna-
lised societal expectations and rules.

Honneth’s intention in all of this was to build on the philosophical and observational
hypotheses coming out of Hegel and Mead’s work, to search for empirical and historical sup-
port for their cardinal idea that human identity was irrefutably intertwined with everyday
social recognition. Moreover, from this lead idea, Honneth developed the premise that strug-
gles for recognition became the structuring force through which social change occurred; in
effect, they were at the heart of all programmes concerned with social justice. With this
foundation firmly established, Honneth (1995) proceeded to set out the centrepiece of his
philosophical–empirical programme. Critically, it posited that the conditions for self-realisa-
tion rested on three forms of recognition within day-to-day relationships: (1) recognition of
the subject’s right to be treated with positive regard or affectionate care; (2) recognition of
the subject’s entitlement to a wide-ranging body of legal rights; and (3) recognition of the
subject’s attributes or strengths by a community of interest. Table 1 sets out the conceptual
framework underpinning this argument. Let us examine each of these three forms of recogni-
tion in greater depth.

Primary relationships of positive regard

According to Honneth (1995, p. 95), positive regard, or love, ‘represents the first stage of
reciprocal recognition, because in it subjects mutually confirm each other with regard to the
concrete nature of their needs and thereby recognise each other as needy creatures’. Put
more simply, emotional needs are satiated through relationships forged out of love, respect
and understanding. Honneth derives empirical support for this idea from the British, object-
relations theorist, Winnicott (1971). In particular, he is attracted by Winnicott’s idea that the
developing infant is subject to two primary impulses: to individuate, on the one hand, and

Table 1: Honneth’s three forms of recognition

Forms of
recognition

(1) Primary relationships
of positive regard (2) Legal rights

(3) Acknowledgement by
the community

Mode of
recognition

Providing emotional care
through friendship or
supportive relationships

Granting and upholding
a person’s legal rights

Social validation of a
person’s talents, interests,
strengths and contribution
to the community

Potential outcomes Enhanced resilience and
self-confidence

Rights can be developed
and universalised in
law enhancing a
person’s self-respect

Enhanced self-efficacy
and self-esteem

Forms of
misrecognition

All forms of abuse:
physical, emotional,
sexual

Denial of rights and
exclusion

Denigration and insult

Threats to self from
misrecognition

Threat to physical and
emotional integrity

Threat to social integrity Threat to social standing
and dignity amongst peers
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to forge a symbiotic union with the mother, on the other. The key challenge for the infant,
according to Winnicott, is to successfully emerge from the symbiosis with her mother in
order to become an independent, confident self — but a self that had nevertheless retained a
deep sense of its indelible union with the mother figure.

If these developmental challenges are successfully met, then basic self-confidence emerges.
By way of contrast, when unloving responses occur, say through acts of child abuse, then
the infant’s physical and emotional integrity is jeopardised. This sense of self-confidence, or
lack of it, is brought later on into relationships between adults either affirming mutual love
or wreaking mutual mistrust.

Legal rights

This second form of recognition, according to Honneth, pivots on the need for mutual
respect between actors. The argument proceeds as follows: if optimal identity-formation rests
on inter-personal validation, then integral to these relations is an agreed body of rights. This
notion closely mirrors the Kantian imperative (Kant, 1964) to see a person as an ‘end’ and
not a ‘means’ to an ‘end’; of conveying dignity to all irrespective of their attributes or social
position. It is a moral responsibility that progresses through a cognitive recognition of the
other’s existential status. Moreover, he (sic) who is respected can have self-respect and
respect others. When respect is given, personal rights are being acknowledged. I am worthy
because I hold these rights to be acknowledged as do you. Having rights allows one to stand
up and look another in the eye and to feel in a basic way that one is equal to everyone else.

Honneth is keen, here, to interpret the notion of rights in the widest possible sense so that
the citizen is entitled to live a life free from the effects of misogyny, sectarianism, racial pre-
judice and material inequities. By embracing this latter materialist dimension, he is stressing
the importance of re-distributive policies in politics.

Acknowledgement by the community

The third and final form of recognition takes a communitarian turn (Putnam, 2000). Here,
Honneth adopts Hegel and Mead’s assertion that identity-formation — and that feeling of
being unique within the social group — builds from a recognition of the other’s attributes,
strengths and achievements, by the community of which one is a part.

Honneth extends his argument, here, by saying that social groups or social movements
attempt, ‘by means of symbolic force and with reference to general goals, to raise the value
of the abilities associated with their way of life’ (p. 127). Defining what is to be esteemed or
otherwise, from a cultural perspective amidst other competing perspectives, is the piston in
the engine propelling the ‘politics of difference’ in modern social life. Yet, in all of this Hon-
neth sees the possibility of value—consensus, of solidarity amongst social groups as to what
counts as a laudable characteristic or contribution to the community. Solidarity arises as part
of a ‘felt concern’ for the other’s value. However, the converse — where insult and denigra-
tion feature — leads to an impairment of the self, to a feeling that one’s dignity has been
transgressed.
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Social support as a practical expression of recognition

By way of comment, what is appealing about Honneth’s approach to the ‘politics of identity’
is its philosophical and political comprehensiveness. In other words, Honneth approaches the
subject of recognition by synthesising a range of perspectives — sociological, psychological
and philosophical. This integration is convincing in that empirical and historical evidence is
presented for his claims. Moreover, by embracing the domains of the ‘self’, inter-subjectivity
and culture, he takes account of the delicate interplay between ‘human agency’ and wider
cultural forces — a theme which has exercised the minds of many sociological enquirers
(Archer, 1988; Bourdieu, 1977; Douglas, 1992).

However, the question should be posed as to whether this formulation has any practical
application to concrete social situations where self-realisation and identity are under threat?
In particular, in what sense might it guide social interventions with children and families ‘in
need’, families who require social support on a periodic or long-term basis? This section
addresses this question by exploring how ideas on the nature of social support add substance
to Honneth’s philosophical tenets. In other words, we are saying that social support consti-
tutes a practical means of expressing the re-worked Honneth model in concrete situations
involving vulnerable children and families. If recognition constitutes the naked form of the
argument, social support is the garment which clothes it.

Taking this further, Weiss (1974) categorised eight types of support but in the main, four
forms have most currency in the literature (Eckenrode and Hamilton, 2000) and are better
known in policy and practice contexts (DePanfilis, 1996; Hill, 2002). These include:

d Concrete support, e.g. offering to child mind for a neighbour so he/she can go
shopping.

d Emotional support, e.g. providing a listening ear to a friend who is upset after
experiencing the bereavement of a close love one.

d Advice support, e.g. helping a sister to make a major decision in respect of her future
career.

d Esteem support, e.g. assuring a teenage relative that he/she has studied hard and should
do well in a forthcoming examination.

Cutrona suggested that one of the core benefits of the support that families and friends
offer is their capacity to match the type of support needed to that offered. She refers to
this as ‘optimal matching’ of social support (Cutrona, 1996, 2000). Ironically, professionals
are less likely to operate this principle either in child health or child welfare contexts
(Dolan & Holt, 2002). It is also noteworthy that whereas all forms of support have spe-
cific value, emotional support has a wider currency for people. This is particularly impor-
tant for families in that they tend to be the greatest source of emotional support which,
when offered, is almost always acceptable — even sometimes in place of other forms of
help (Gottlieb, 2000).

Thus, to summarise, social ties and networks of social support represent the ‘human playing
pitch’, or material ground, on which Honneth’s ideas on recognition are played out. When
one marries these core elements of social support theory to the re-worked Honneth model,
praxis materialises from moral intention. This inter-relationship between these elements is
examined more closely below (see Table 2, bottom row).
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Social support and primary relationships of positive regard

Inherent within human existence, suggests Honneth, lies the possibility of supportive rela-
tionships operated on the basis of mutual respect, closeness, reciprocity and durable ties
established through kinship affiliations. It is such primary relationships that one turns to in
times of personal crisis. For example, at the time of a loved one dying, it is to those whom
we feel closest and to whom we perceive as caring most about us that we turn to for comfort
and emotional support. This specific feature of the closeness and warmth of social network
relationships is frequently described as ‘the core element’ in social support theory (Veiel and
Baumann, 1992; Whittaker, 1999). Moreover, it is clear from the research evidence that
recipients of social support services value a warm approach from service providers from the
outset (Bilson, 2001; Quinton, 2004).

Within this context, what Honneth emphasises is the importance of care as a form of recog-
nition in social relationships. This principle is contained within the ‘ethics of care’ — a nor-
mative, moral theory (Held, 2005). It also chimes with Featherstone’s (2004) feminist analysis
of social support for families when she states:

Interdependence is the basis of human interaction and is expected and recognised rather than indi-
vidual self-sufficiency. Moral worth is attributed to the fostering of dignity and good quality human
interactions and the fostering of such dimensions can occur in a variety of arrangements whether
based upon blood, kinship, sexual intimacy, friendship, collegiality, contract or service. The social
process of care can therefore encompass plurality and diversity and this should be both respected
and valued (p. 186)

A primary example of care and support that is sensitive to the needs of women is the exem-
plary initiative know as the Community Mothers Programme. The programme was started in
Dublin in 1983 and subsequently evaluated by Johnston and others (1993) using a rando-
mised controlled trial. It used experienced mothers to befriend, support and respond in a

Table 2: Re-worked model of recognition with linked aspects of social support

Forms of
recognition

(1) Primary relationships
of positive regard (2) Legal rights

(3) Acknowledgement by
the community

Mode of
recognition

Providing emotional
care through friendship
or supportive
relationships

Granting and upholding
a person’s legal rights

Social validation of a
person’s talents, interests,
strengths and contribution
to the community

Potential
outcomes

Enhanced resilience and
self-confidence

Rights can be developed
and universalised in
law enhancing a person’s
self-respect

Enhanced self-efficacy
and self-esteem

Forms of
misrecognition

All forms of abuse:
physical, emotional,
sexual

Denial of rights and
exclusion

Denigration and insult

Threats to self
from
misrecognition

Threat to physical and
emotional integrity

Threat to social integrity Threat to social standing
and dignity amongst peers

Linked aspect of
social support

Perceived and available
emotional and
therapeutic support

Perceived and available
concrete, material and
advice support

Perceived and available
esteem support
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caring manner to other mothers in disadvantaged areas, particularly those who were first
time carers. The volunteers underwent a preliminary induction and were supported by health
professionals who acted as mentors. The research showed that the intervention group were
more likely to demonstrate a number of benefits in contrast to the control group including:
children having received their immunisations; children being read to on a daily basis; and
children being exposed to games that enhanced their cognitive development.

Clearly, parent support programmes of this kind (see also Little and Mount, 1999; McAuley
and others, 2004) have been shown to enhance the quality of early object-relations (Howe,
1999) which Honneth sees as fundamental to the development of a child’s self-confidence
and resilience.

Social support and legal rights

Relationships affording concrete and advice support on a reciprocal basis, with dignity
framed within a ‘prejudice-free’ environment, are central to how people and communities
help each other and to the pursuit of a just society (Habermas, 1986). Furthermore, as
Honneth suggests, when reciprocal support becomes a given right for any person, he or she
has more opportunity to develop positive regard within self and others. Such a position is in
line with the global aspirations of the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child
(Katz and Pinkerton, 2006).

Moreover, many studies have confirmed that families value their right to participate in the
planning and delivery of support services. For instance, Warren-Adamson (2006, p. 178), in
a review of the literature on family centres, concluded that one of ‘the strengths of the con-
temporary picture consists in the voice of the user and their satisfaction including those at
the margins’. Similarly, Pinkerton and others (2004), in a meta-analysis of research findings
on effective and promising support services, viewed children and families’ participative rights
as central to achieving desired outcomes.

Yet, the current policy context surrounding child welfare in the United Kingdom has not
always been conducive to promoting the view of children as full citizens. Despite New
Labour’s social investment model, and its significant contribution to prevention (especially
for children and families at the margins of society), there is a case for seeing such large-scale
investment in support services as future investments that are conditioned by economic crite-
ria. That is, it has been argued that such investments are governed by the need for a future
workforce that ensures economic competitiveness, social stability and risk prevention at a
societal level (Lister, 2002). This attempt to commodify children militates against a rights dis-
course in Honneth’s terms and is contrary to his view that investment in well-being can
never be seen as a means to an economic end.

Social support and acknowledgement by the community

Social networks are mostly formed in home, school, work and community settings (Cotterell,
1996; Dolan and McGrath, 2006; Dryfoos and others, 2005; Katz, 2006), and leisure interests,
in particular, help connect people together through friendships and casual alliances. The
durability of such connectedness enables feelings of ‘solidarity’ to arise. Cutrona (2000)
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exemplified this well in her description of how those who are sharing a similar experience of
adversity can, through maintaining solidarity, develop a collective sense of resilience, pur-
pose and direction. She adds that once one has overcome adversity, one may, on the basis of
this experience of solidarity, become a veteran supporter and go on to offer support to those
who are or are about to experience the same difficulty. An obvious example of such solidar-
ity in action is when someone who has survived cancer, as a result of experiencing mutual
support while ill, goes on to become an activist in supporting others who have been recently
diagnosed with the illness (Aymanns and others, 1995).

For Honneth, solidarity arises from the reciprocity of recognition within social networks
(Yar, 2003). Community-centred family support agencies, as described by Hess and others
(2002), play an important role in fostering this sense of solidarity. Moreover, they build up
social capital which Jack (2006b) sees as correlated with a wide range of social policy goals
including crime reduction and the prevention of child abuse.

Furthermore, apart from having a resiliency building function (Gilligan, 2001; Rutter and
others, 1998), Honneth views positive connections within communities as being central to a
person’s sense of self-esteem, whereby unique talents, attributes and interests are appreciated.
This imperative resonates with a strengths-based perspective in family support in a number
of different contexts including: (1) the development of best practice in supporting parents in
the field of child protection work (Ferguson, 2001); (2) tackling social exclusion (Pierson,
2002); (3) therapeutic work with children and young people with emotional and behavioural
difficulties (Buchanan, 2002); and (4) justice-focused interventions with young people (Flei-
scher and Warner, 2006).

However, Honneth’s contribution to this dimension of social support is to place it within a
theoretical context of Mead’s symbolic interactionism. Essential to this perspective is the idea
that people interact with each other by interpreting actions rather than simply reacting to
them in an uninformed manner. Crucial here is the symbolic meaning that is attached to the
action by creative and active actors. In other words, people act in the light of their defini-
tions of social situations.

Reflecting on recognition in social support

Table 2, we contend, represents a conceptual framework for practitioners, helpers (lay and
formal) and families grappling with the issues pertaining to ethical social support. Enlarging
the argument, we see the framework being used in two primary ways. First of all, it can be
applied in an a priori manner; that is, it acts as a planning framework before an intervention
occurs. Take, for example, a group of service planners and service users meeting for the first
time to plan and develop social support services for children with disabilities and their fami-
lies in a particular area. The three types of recognition — positive regard, rights and attri-
butes — immediately galvanise and shape the form of reflective enquiry and critical thinking
that is required to make the process both meaningful and just. The ensuing debate might
take a Socratic turn revolving around a number of critical questions such as: (1) how will
the services provide the different forms of social support listed? (2) how will the services rec-
ognise and build on the attributes of the children and young people in the target population?
(3) how can positive attachments signalling positive regard be nurtured throughout service
delivery? (4) by what means are the rights of the service users and carers being upheld at all
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times? (5) when might the approach lapse into forms of misrecognition? Misrecognition
could take the shape of tokenistic partnership; service, rather than needs-driven responses;
the pathologisation of individuals failing to take account of their strengths; and services that
fail to be flexible, accessible and user-friendly. Critically, it may also be exemplified by
treating children and families in an instrumental way rather than viewing them as active cit-
izens as we have argued earlier.

The framework can also be used in an a posteriori manner or after the helping event has
occurred. For example, take an intervention which has aimed at providing social support for
a family from a different ethnic background. The after-the-event reflection might focus on a
critical incident that has occurred say when a social worker inadvertently caused offence to
the family he is visiting. This critical incident can be examined by the worker and family
using the recognition framework as an exploratory tool. Used in this way, it promotes self-
criticism highlighting where acts of misrecognition may have taken place. In this particular
case, the reflective process might reveal that the visiting social worker failed to demonstrate
accurate empathy, warmth and genuineness in his dealings with family members. The posi-
tive regard dimension of recognition would take on a particular purchase here. The degree to
which the social worker was culturally sensitive and the opportunities for the family mem-
bers to express their identities and their unique attributes, might also be subjected to exami-
nation. The social worker’s cultural insensitivity, if discovered, might reverberate with other
experiences that the family have had of institutional racism — a pernicious form of misrec-
ognition that leads to denigration and insult, to the dissolution of identity and self-respect.

In all of this, a position of discomfort is experienced by the professional because the frame-
work is both morally inclined and aspirational. Such discomfort, such outrage even, must be
integral to the professional’s consciousness, particularly in a structural climate where chil-
dren are often de-personalised in the sense of being seen fundamentally as objects of adult
socialisation (Mayall, 2000).

Conclusion

Weiler (2000) has argued that social support can be categorised in three ways: as a method,
a political goal or as part of an organisational endeavour. In this article, we have argued that
this much vaunted and debated area can be approached from another perspective which has
so far received limited attention in the literature; that is, as reflective practice based on
moral and philosophical precepts. In this regard, we have drawn on the thinking of Axel
Honneth and his contribution to the current debate on the politics of recognition and iden-
tity. Honneth’s foundational assessment that recognition is the prime-mover in the grammar
of social justice has, we contend, major implications for the social support of children and
families, many of whom experience diverse forms of misrecognition whether of a material or
psycho-social kind (Ghate and Hazel, 2002).

However, to bridge the leap from the principles of justice to the reality of practice, we have
adapted and extended Honneth’s original framework, linking it to theories of social support.
Drawing these diverse strands together had led to the conclusion that social workers can look
reflectively at episodes of both recognition and misrecognition in their day-to-day dealings
with children and families. Stating the case more forcibly, they can address feelings of moral
outrage, build on contradictions in policy and practice, and empower the most vulnerable
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members of society to achieve heightened forms of self-realisation through acts of positive
regard and acknowledgement.

Sustained reflective practice over time, utilising the conceptual framework that has been out-
lined, is one way of developing professional virtue (Webb, 2006). Here, the focus is on what
makes the practitioner ethical, rather than focusing only on what makes for a good action in
social support. What is at stake is the outworking of moral character for the benefit of oth-
ers. To develop virtue through the lens of recognition is to gain inner awareness of emotions,
desires, sensibilities, choices, perceptions, expectations and attitudes both at a gross and sub-
tle level — social support is not just an outward act but an intentional disposition created
around ‘meaning’ and ‘relationship’.

In the United Kingdom, where a highly bureaucratised, regulated and surveillance-oriented
child welfare system operates in many quarters (Parton, 2006), professionals might gain new
insights by looking into some of the fundamental precepts within moral and political philos-
ophy as to what constitutes social justice in this most important of areas. Axel Honneth’s
master precept of ‘recognition’ has a vital role to play in this enquiry.
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Summary

The modern world is replete with ethical challenges of Orwellian proportions. The viola-

tion of human rights and misrecognition of identities are two of the most pressing

examples. In this paper, the ethical theories of Habermas and Honneth are aligned as

a way of addressing these specific challenges within social work. It is suggested that

these theories are complementary, mutually rectifying and concordant at the meta-

ethical level of analysis. The alignment is also justified, pragmatically, through the con-

struction of three hypothetical vignettes demonstrating different kinds of practice

dilemmas. The need for egalitarian communication and the imperative to recognize

human identity in all its dimensions subsequently emerge as the two foundation

stones for ethical deliberation in social work.

Keywords: Ethics, critical social theory, communication, identity

Introduction

In a post-traditional world, where religious authority has been challenged
by secular humanism, the contribution of ethics has been dogged by relati-
vism, scepticism and nihilism (Blackburn, 2001). In addition, the continu-
ing, internecine war between deontologists (that is, the purveyors of rule
based approaches), utilitarians (who look to final consequences) and com-
munitarians (the champions of the common good) has unsettled moral
thinking at a time when clarity is much needed (MacIntyre, 1984).
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Against this backdrop, the social work academy has grappled with ethical
theories of various kinds in an attempt to enhance professional awareness,
insight and practice (Reamer, 1999; Banks, 2006; Hugman, 2005). This
endeavour is most apposite given McBeath and Webb’s perceptive view
that social work is ‘increasingly routinized by accountability, quality
control and risk management’ (McBeath and Webb, 2002, p. 1016).
However, some of this theorizing has struggled to retain its foothold in
the murky waters of syncretism. (Syncretism, in this context, is the
attempt to align different schools of ethical thought, combining some of
their essential elements in order to progress moral debate and action.)
The reasons for this apprehension are understandable. The arid formality
of deontology, for example, is not easily married with the practical and
applied ‘ethics of care’ (Gilligan, 1982). Virtue-based ethics underscore
the meritorious character in contrast to consequentualism’s pursuit of a
quasi-scientific calculus. Emotivism (Ayer, 1971), with its subjectivist
stance, does not sit easily with ethical objectivism. In other words, the prop-
osition that the different schools of ethics are difficult to reconcile com-
mands some merit.

Yet, we know that social work has to engage with legal injunctions and
procedural rules, the future consequences of decision making, issues that
have a bearing on professional integrity and situations when ‘care’ is
required. Ethical pluralism is inevitable, given the multiplex nature of
social life. At the same time, expedience alone is a poor justification for syn-
cretism. Social work must commit itself to an intellectual artistry that relies
on reasoned arguments when theoretical work of this nature is attempted.
What is important in this context is the meta-ethical dimension of analysis;
that is, how the underlying properties of ethical ideas marry or blend
together in a way that is justifiable, even though theoretical convergences
are not always neat and tidy and countervailing currents persist.

A number of social work theorists have bravely entered these syncretic
waters. Banks (2006), for instance, highlighted the merits of an inclusive
code of principles that combined Kantian, Utilitarian and Radical
approaches. Downie and Telfer (1980), in a similar vein, made a case
for integrating the principle of respect with an outlook that maximized
happiness. Parton (2003) drew on constructionist, postmodern and feminist
perspectives to appraise the nature of practice, while Imre (1989)
approached the area from the standpoint of feminism and virtue theory.

Wanting to add to this body of work, I contend in this paper that
Habermas’s (1990, 1991) Discourse Ethics provides a unique reconciliation
of key themes within these ethical traditions. In so doing, it rises to some of
the ethical challenges posed by modern life. Below, I re-state Houston
(2003) and critically appraise my earlier work on Habermas’s contribution
to ethical decision making, showing its integrative nature with reference to
a fictitious case study. An intermediate section, highlighting a number of
weaknesses in Habermas’s model, then follows by way of qualification.
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It is suggested at this point that Honneth’s (1995) recognition theory ame-
liorates these weaknesses to buttress Discourse Ethics. Essentially, what is
being advocated is an approach that aligns the critical theories of Habermas
and Honneth to show that egalitarian communication and the principle of
inclusive recognition are the two foundation stones of moral decision
making in social work.

Habermas’ programme of discourse ethics

In his path-breaking works, Moral Consciousness and Communicative
Action (1990) and Justification and Application (1991), Habermas argues
that moral decisions flow from a set of conditions, principles and rules gov-
erning communication. For Habermas, the conditions can be simply stated:
they indicate that moral discourse should preserve the freedom and equal-
ity of speakers. Linked with these conditions are two key principles. The
first, known as the principle of universalizability (U), I have paraphrased
as follows:

A valid moral decision is reached when those affected by it endorse it as the
preferred way forward. In reaching this agreement participants must accept
the consequences of the decision for all concerned and its impact on every-
one’s interests.

Two crucial premises are contained within the principle. First, it rests on the
idea that universality, or what is best for all, cannot be reached by the soli-
tary individual reflecting as to whether the norm under question is right for
everyone else. Rather, the principle encourages the universal exchange of
roles. This idea resonates with Mead’s notion of ‘ideal role taking’
whereby we can only develop a rounded view of the self (and its perspec-
tives) by putting ourselves into the position of others. Without this
empathy, it is doubtful whether moral development—or virtue—can
flourish. Second, the principle enshrines the importance of impartiality in
moral decision making. For Habermas, what is important here is trying to
balance the interests and needs of all the stakeholders.

The second principle suggests that:

Only those norms can claim to be valid that meet (or could meet) with the
approval of all affected in their capacity as participants in a practical dis-
course (1990, p. 66).

Through this principle of discourse (D), Habermas reiterates the point that
communication and inter-subjective engagement are the only media
through which actors can reach morally binding decisions. This emphasis
on dialogue is in stark contrast to forms of moral philosophy (particularly
Kantian forms) that direct the neutral observer (acting alone) to apply
abstract thought to resolve moral quandaries.
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With the conditions and principles in place, Habermas then elucidates a
number of complementary rules of moral discourse:

(1) Every subject with the competence to speak and act is allowed to take

part in a discourse.

(2) Everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatever.

(3) Everyone is allowed to express his (sic.) attitudes, desires, and needs.

(4) No speaker may be prevented, by internal or external coercion, from
exercising his right as laid down in 1 and 2.

These conditions, principles and the rules, when fully applied, are what
guarantee that discourse is ethical, for, collectively, they hold power,
vested interests and instrumental reason in check.

At this juncture, let us examine a fictitious case vignette as a way of
amplifying the practical relevance of Habermas’s ideas. Contained within
the narrative is the vexed issue of competing rights and needs:

Case vignette (A): Competing rights and needs

Roberta is twenty years old and comes from a working-class background.
Two years ago, she left home and now lives alone. At the age of sixteen,
she was referred to Social Services because of her challenging behaviour.
There is little support from her parents, who have learning difficulties.
Roberta gave birth to Sam nine months ago, refusing to divulge the name
of his father. A conference was held prior to the birth because of concerns
about her ability to care for a young infant. It was decided at this conference
to carry out a parenting assessment in a supported placement following the
baby’s discharge from the hospital.

Following the assessment, the field social worker highlighted a number of
concerns regarding Roberta’s ability to stimulate, nurture and protect
Sam. With no family support, it was decided, at a second case conference,
to explore the option of adoption, given Sam’s age. This decision was
shaped by agency policy encouraging ‘permanency planning’ for young
children.

Roberta was informed that an adoption panel would be convened and was
asked to comment on the decision. On the face of it, she appeared to agree.
However, a support worker in the assessment unit, Siobhan, felt that insuf-
ficient time had been spent with Roberta exploring the ramifications of the
decision. For Siobhan, Roberta’s strengths as a mother had also been down-
played; moreover, her restricted use of language had led to the erroneous
perception that she was unconcerned about the unfolding events.

However, despite Siobhan’s protestations, other professionals involved in
the case, including the field social worker, disagreed. After all, they
argued, verbal consent had been given and there was clear evidence of
unmet need.

Given these events, the adoption panel felt it was appropriate to re-examine
the issues before reaching a decision.
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This vignette exposes the complex value dilemmas that beset child and
family social work. On the one hand, Roberta appears to be a vulnerable
mother with seemingly little power; yet, she has unassailable rights pertain-
ing to the sanctity of her family life. On the other, the professionals believe
that they are acting in Sam’s best interests attending to his needs for conti-
nuity, care and stability. From a rights perspective, the full implications of
moving to adoption must be explored with Roberta through the agency and
means of someone she trusts. Even so, Sam’s interests, needs, rights, sensi-
tivities and emotions are formative to any conclusions reached. It is axio-
matic that his vulnerability as a young child lies at the heart of ethical,
rational argument.

For the adoption panel, discourse ethics will not promulgate the ‘right’
decision, as in the evocation of an ecclesiastical edict; rather, it sets the
‘ground rules’ for fair decision making, ensuring that communication is
not hindered through external or internal constraints or asymmetries in
power. The actors’ needs, rights and responsibilities must be examined
impartially, without deception or sleight of hand, through dialogue that is
comprehensible, truthful, sincere and normatively right. Whether or not
these exacting demands can be fully met, there is still an onus to aspire as
much as possible to rational consensus, to think beyond private interests
to the interests of all. Weinberg’s (2007, p. 79) observation is timely here:
‘There can be no doubting the fact that we benefit from efforts at dialogue
even when we entertain serious suspicions regarding the rationality of
others.’

What makes Habermas’s programme so comprehensive and relevant to
the issues highlighted within this vignette is its deft synthesis of a number
of central strands of seemingly discordant, moral perspectives. His stress
on universalism in (U), on taking account of the binding nature of moral
axioms, resonates with Kant’s (1964) categorical imperative and Rawls’
(1973) principle of universalization (even though he departs radically
from their individualistic attempts at problem solving).

When we give further consideration to Habermas’s formulation of (U), it
can also be seen how it incorporates aspects of Utilitarian thinking. For the
founding exponents of this school of ethics (Bentham, 1988; Mill, 1991),
actions should be judged primarily with reference to their consequences.
Note how the wording of (U) refers to a condition whereby ‘all affected
(by the decision) can accept the consequences and side effects its general
observance can be anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone
interests’.

What is more, Habermas’s views on the lifeworld evince a communitar-
ian strand of thinking and further show the eclectic nature of his ethical pro-
gramme. For communitarians such as MacIntyre (1984), our values arise
from the public arena. He is unequivocal in his belief that morality flows
from a community of virtuous subjects and should not be transmuted into
sterile rules or abstract arithmetic. In this perspective, and contra the
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precepts of atomistic individualism, human identity is socially constructed.
These tenets are echoed not only in Habermas’s (1989) ideas concerning the
lifeworld, but also in his formulations on the ‘public sphere’, the role of
critical social movements and (U) as an ethical principle.

In a more philosophical vein, Aristotelian, Thomist and Habermasian
epistemologies were seen by Lovat and Gray (2007) as interlocking and rel-
evant for social work in the modern age of pluralism and difference. For
these authors, Habermas’s ideas reflected a ‘proportionist’ stance, namely
one that transcended utilitarian and deontological ethics and embraced a
sense of ethical balance. This is an important, if novel, contribution
because it re-frames Habermas’s ethical project as one that not only medi-
ates between the extremes of universalism and cultural contingency, but
moves beyond them to offer a robust base for virtuous deliberation and
praxis. Social workers who seek to develop their moral agency through
Discourse Ethics are better equipped, the authors argue, to navigate their
way between the Scylla of unbending codes of practice and the Charybdis
of ethical relativism.

Likewise, for Hugman (2005), Discourse Ethics helps transcend the
fissure between universalist and particularistic ethics. The former incorpor-
ates objective and abstract criteria (i.e. codes of practice, general dictums
and perspectives based on evidence) whereas the latter focuses on the
‘inter-subjective’ and the ‘contextual’ (i.e. the specific, relational and
nuanced features of the present encounter). It does so, according to
Hugman, by drawing on three kinds of validity claim: the first centres on
objective truth, the second on what is right from a subjective point of
view and the final claim on community norms. Put concisely, universalistic
and particularistic ethics are mediated through consensual dialogue along
with appeals to a community of interest. Hugman is positive, if cautious,
about Discourse Ethics as a new approach in moral inquiry for the caring
professions:

. . . because all approaches to ethics have to be articulated in some way with
the experienced realities of practice, a discursive process has the potential to
enable all those who are participants in practice to speak and be heard
(Hugman, 2005, p. 138).

The drawing together of these different strands from diverse ethical the-
ories is what makes Habermas’s contribution to applied ethics so potent.
Consequently, if the actors in the vignette decided to adopt discourse
ethics as their main stay, they would view the issue of consent, and the ques-
tion of Sam’s welfare from a number of important angles. Implicit within
their approach would be: (i) an understanding of duty based on the
common good (with reference perhaps to a professional code of ethics);
(ii) an awareness of final consequences of actions (primarily for Sam and
Roberta); (iii) an appreciation of how social ecology shapes development
(reference here, the ‘lifeworld’ networks surrounding the family unit);

Communication, Recognition and Social Work 1279

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/article/39/7/1274/1690135 by Library,Q
ueen's U

niversity,Belfast user on 26 N
ovem

ber 2021



and, critically, (iv) an acceptance of a dialogical procedure that promotes
fairness and egalitarian communication (the rules of communicational
engagement with Roberta in formal and informal meetings). Moreover,
by mainstreaming discourse of this kind over time in their practice, they
might also develop their moral character, in line with the requirements of
virtue ethics.

However, is discourse ethics systematic enough in its coverage of these
issues? In the next section, I address this question, arguing that Habermas
gives insufficient attention to the violation of ‘identity claims’, which, in
the modern, pluralistic world, has taken on a particular purchase (DuGay
et al., 2005).

Discourse ethics and the struggle for recognition

Let us return to the vignette and consider a hypothetical twist in the narra-
tive. Say Siobhan’s dissenting voice was absent and the social workers
dealing with Roberta and Sam had latent, misogynist tendencies—
tendencies that operated just below the surface of their conscious awareness
and reasoning. Suppose, to take this further, the social workers managed
somehow to convince Roberta, in all ‘good faith’, to accept their stance.
In this speculative scenario, the formal requirements of discourse ethics
might still operate. The procedures demanded might be applied outwardly,
convincing the social workers that their decision making was ethically
rooted. It is entirely possible that a putative consensus might arise but
based on role taking where the participants had been shaped by uncon-
scious, biased reasonings. Because (U) is defined in abstract, cognitive
terms, such an eventuality cannot be ruled out because concrete, grounded
interests, emanating from the social category of gender in this case, will not
have been appraised sufficiently (Benhabib, 1986). From this, we can
deduce that ‘moral content’ should underpin Discourse Ethics from the
outset. That is, participants must come with a prior set of values before dis-
course begins. These values, it is contended, should compel the professional
actors to recognize the sanctity of Roberta and Sam’s identities.

Let us consider a different kind of shortfall in Discourse Ethics through a
second vignette:

Case vignette (B): The right to self-determination

Brendan is an eighty-three-year-old man who lives in a dilapidated cottage
in a rural area. He was referred to Social Services by neighbours concerned
about his welfare. They had witnessed his dishevelled, unkempt appearance
and subdued demeanour on various occasions. A social worker, William,
called to visit Brendan to assess his needs. William was alarmed by the
internal state of the home, the lack of amenities and proper sanitation,
the indication of rat infestation and the precarious structural conditions.
More worryingly, it transpired that Brendan was not being treated for a
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large, ulcerated growth on his left cheek. Communication with Brendan was
also problematic because of a stroke that he had suffered two years pre-
viously. All in all, the impression gained was of an elderly man facing
risk, loss and injury. To balance these concerns, however, Brendan
appeared to be lucid and in command of his mental faculties.

After several visits to the home, William eventually persuaded Brendan to
avail of an initial medical assessment. The tests carried out indicated that
the growth was malignant. However, Brendan decided at this point to
forgo professional help. In response, William felt he had no other option
but to convene a case discussion with community nursing and medical col-
leagues to address the need for compulsory intervention. Brendan declined
an invitation to attend this meeting. It was acknowledged that his speech
difficulties may have made it difficult for him to have participated in a
meaningful way. However, an independent advocate, from a local advice
centre, agreed to represent Brendan’s views in the discussion.

The events described in the vignette further problematize Discourse Ethics.
Chiefly, Brendan is unable to participate in the dialogue due to his speech
difficulties. This means that Habermas’s rules of moral discourse cannot be
fulfilled, as they rely on the communicative competence of those affected by
the moral issue. As a counter- measure, an independent advocate is
appointed as a way of representing Brendan’s interests. However, can we
automatically assume that this person will be competent, ethical, empa-
thetic and unbiased? Will he or she appraise accurately the different
facets of Brendan’s identity? Young’s (1997) salutary warning should
deter a precipitate response to these questions:

When members of privileged groups imaginatively try to represent to them-
selves the perspective of members of oppressed groups, too often those
representatives carry projections and fantasies through which the privileged
reinforce a complementary image of themselves (Young, 1997, p. 48).

Furthermore, in the light of Brendan’s absence from the case discussion,
impartial role-taking might be difficult to achieve. Background factors—
such as the ubiquity of risk in social welfare (Webb, 2006)—might steer
the professionals towards decisions founded on paternalistic solicitude,
befuddling key aspects of Brendan’s identity claims and right to self-
determination. Such decisions might also, as Fraser (1989) argues, substi-
tute an awareness of ‘the politics of needs interpretation’ with juridical,
administrative and therapeutic imperatives that objectify the welfare
recipient.

Given these concerns, an ethical approach based only on procedural com-
munication has certain limitations. Evidently, a more fundamental, heart-
felt understanding of a person’s identity must exist prior to discourse;
moreover, it must carry through to discourse to ground it in everyday suf-
fering. Communicational procedures, which are framed in abstract terms,
can be acted out blithely without any real, substantive identification with
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human hurt or pain. Blackburn’s (2001) rendition of the point is most
apposite:

. . . the foundations of moral motivations are not the procedural rules on a
kind of dis-course, but the feelings to which we can rise. As Confucius
saw long ago, benevolence or concern is the indispensable root of it all
(Blackburn, 2001, p. 114).

Having compassion for self and the other is the sine qua non of ethical
thought, communication and action, as Eastern philosophies exhort. But
is there some way of maintaining the strengths of the Habermasian
model while building on its limitations to accommodate this insight,
making the alignment relevant for social work? With this question in
mind, let us turn to Axel Honneth’s (1995) critical theory of recognition.

Honneth’s theory of recognition

Honneth can be categorized as a third-generation, critical theorist following
such intellectual luminaries as Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse. He was
also indebted to Habermas for the insight that a communicational model of
human relations was a primary means of forging human emancipation.
However, Honneth primarily felt that social criticism needed to be
imbedded more deeply in an understanding of human ontology; more
specifically, it needed to acknowledge the primacy of human recognition
in social life.

Following Mead (1962) and Hegel (1977), Honneth proposed that self-
realization was conditional upon three types of recognition from significant
others, namely: (i) recognition in the form of love or caring appreciation,
(ii) recognition as a means of bestowing rights to the person and (iii) recog-
nition as a way of acknowledging achievement by a community of interest.
Honneth stressed that these needs were deep-seated and anthropological.
Putting it another way, ‘we do not just desire recognition, we need multiple
kinds of recognition—respect in the political sphere, esteem in the
social sphere, and care in the intimate sphere of the family’ (Kompridis,
2007, p. 278).

Taking these in turn, recognition as a form of love was derived from
an understanding of early object relations between carers and children
(Winnicott, 1957). Love was the medium through which self-confidence
developed. By way of contrast, child abuse and neglect violated autonomy
and self-realization within the developing infant. Second, legal and moral
recognition of a person’s rights gave rise to self-respect. To accord rights
was to validate personhood. For Honneth, the notion of rights must be
interpreted widely to include cultural, legal, political and material entitle-
ments. Third, self-realization was dependent on the community’s acknowl-
edgement of a person’s attributes and accomplishments. This would build
self-esteem and contribute to a sense of social solidarity.

1282 Stan Houston

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/article/39/7/1274/1690135 by Library,Q
ueen's U

niversity,Belfast user on 26 N
ovem

ber 2021



Honneth, while drawing significantly from Habermas’s ideas, has noted a
key limitation in discourse ethics. By adhering to abstract criteria, it
detracted from concrete, specific examples of disrespect. We have seen
from our vignettes that there was a lack of empathy for Roberta’s identity
as a mother and Brendan’s identity as a free-standing agent within this
framework. Could dialogical procedures alone get to the heart of these
forms of injustice? They may take the inquirer partly up the road of enligh-
tened thinking but stop short of the arrival point of post-conventional,
moral attunement (Kohlberg, 1981).

Yet, despite Honneth’s very important contribution, it would be wrong to
assume that his recognition thesis can provide an alternative, critical
approach. Fraser and Honneth (2003), contra Honneth, wishes to concep-
tually disentangle the politics of redistribution from the politics of identity
formation. For her, Honneth has given an inordinate emphasis to cultural
recognition, foregoing a full examination of political economy. Fraser and
Honneth (2003), by way of response, has attacked Fraser’s inattention to
political injuries and legal injustices. In an integrative moment, Hugman
(2005) rightly proposes that both perspectives are warranted in social
work: ‘. . . recognition concerns material and structural inequality as well
as values’ (Hugman, 2005, p. 136).

The third vignette, outlined below, raises a different problem for
Honneth: how practitioners might begin to prioritize conflicting claims
for recognition:

Case vignette (C): Honneth’s recognition model and conflicting moral
claims

An ethical quandary arises when a vulnerable sixteen-year-old girl, Mandy,
who lives in a residential home, confides to her key worker, Fatima, that she
is pregnant. Mandy had been received into care as a result of abuse and
neglect. She has contact with neither her family nor her boyfriend and is
very lonely. The only positive factor in the situation is the ‘secure base’ pro-
vided by the children’s home and the close relationships forged with the
residential workers. Mandy is afraid that she will be forced to leave the
home as a result of her pregnancy and is becoming increasingly distressed.

The residential manager, Sean, confirms Mandy’s fears by arguing that the
home is ill-equipped to provide for her future needs and that it would be
unfair on the other young people to prolong her placement. He points to
the recent instability in the home when violence between the young
people and the staff occurred. Bouts of drinking and drug taking have
also featured, making health and safety a live issue. For Sean, a foster-home
needs to be found for Mandy. He also is concerned about how other parents
and young people in the home might react if Mandy were to stay. Fatima, on
the other hand, highlights the detrimental effects of such a move and
wonders whether the decision should be postponed to allow for more con-
sidered reflection and dialogue on what is best for Mandy and the other resi-
dents of the home.
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In applying Honneth’s recognition model to this situation, an immediate
question arises: how are these conflicting moral claims reconciled? For
Mandy, on the one hand, the children’s home provides security. For Sean,
on the other, it is primarily a matter of placement suitability.
Unfortunately, Honneth does not provide a convincing way out of these
types of ethical quandary. He says (1997) that the three limbs of recog-
nition—love, rights, solidarity—cannot be ranked in order of priority and
that individuals must struggle to find a solution to competing claims out of
a sense of responsibility. Clearly, this offers little solace to the actors whose
positions are likely to remain entrenched. In fact, they may have to adopt a
set of agreed communicational procedures (apropos Habermas) in order to
resolve these competing claims. Below, I contend that there is merit in com-
bining the two ethical approaches to assist social workers to navigate their
way through fraught practice situations such as the one just described.

Aligning recognition and egalitarian communication

An alignment of this kind needs further justification at the meta-ethical
level to avoid the charge of simplistic and opportunistic, conceptual inte-
gration. To reiterate, meta-ethics deals with the properties of concepts
and it is at this level that alignment must be approached. In this context,
do the two theories broadly converge in relation to the primary concept
of human ontology? Habermas, without doubt, placed a tremendous
emphasis on the importance of inter-subjective recognition in identity for-
mation, as did Honneth. Both theorists drew on Mead’s ideas about the for-
mation of the self. For the latter, the self was a social product born out of
social interaction, role-taking and inner reflection. Essentially, Mead
adopted Hegel’s notion that a stable identity was inextricably connected
with relationships founded on mutual recognition. Habermas, too, built
on this notion but came to view recognition as embedded in the structures
of everyday language.

Honneth, by way of contrast, treated ‘recognition’ through the dynamics
of identity formation in real life—as opposed to an abstract view of its
potential. This difference between the two approaches, however, does not
detract from the fact that they both adopted Hegel and Mead’s founda-
tional insights on recognition as a precursor to self-formation. At the
meta-ethical level, therefore, I contend that there is sufficient commonality
between the two approaches (on the properties of ontology that is) to make
a case for a tentative alignment. Theoretical marriages which do not have
any discordant elements are rare. However, in social work, syncretic prop-
ositions have also to pass the test of functionality. Simply put, can they be
applied to episodes of suffering, without manifesting contradictory
impulses, to the benefit of the recipients of services? Let us return to the
first vignette to address this question in more detail.
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The case of Roberta and Sam, as we have seen, involves a primary issue
of consent to adoption but also a more foundational issue of what is best for
Sam. It had already been suggested the Discourse Ethics provided a
counter-factual template for ethical decision making with regard to these
issues. In addition, the vignette exposes crucial dimensions of identity for-
mation that may be illuminated helpfully through Honneth’s tripartite
model. For instance, Roberta’s experience of loving relations, when she
was a child, might be questioned and explored further. It is evident that
she lacks any real support from family and friends. The impact of such
impoverished object relations can lead, in Honneth’s terms, to a lack of self-
confidence in adult roles. Whatever final decision is reached, the pro-
fessionals involved are duty bound, from an ethical standpoint, to
respond with warmth and care, recognizing Roberta’s fragile identity.

The quality of early object relations between Roberta and Sam is also
most relevant. Critically, has Sam experienced a secure base to enable
him to explore the world and, as a consequence, develop a rounded iden-
tity? Roberta’s key worker sees strengths in the mother–child relationship.
Others disagree. It might be argued that consent could be overturned only if
a compelling case could be made that Sam’s identity formation would be so
jeopardized by continuing to live with his mother. If the professionals were
to adopt Honneth’s model, they would need to address Sam’s needs in the
context of these complex, early object relations.

While important, these insights take us only so far. For Honneth, there is
also the question of the actors’ rights (the second limb in his model). In this
regard, the situation requires the professionals to reflect concertedly on cat-
egories such as gender, culture, age and class. Taking the first of these, it
had been suggested earlier (in the modified vignette) that latent misogynist
tendencies were at play. Roberta was characterized as a young woman
being forced to interact with professionals who were insensitive to her
role as a woman and her lived experience. Clearly, this was a blatant
form of misrecognition.

Then there is the question of Sam’s rights and needs. He is a young child
with limited verbal articulation. Nevertheless, do the professionals view
him as a ‘being’ rather than a ‘becoming’, a ‘subject’ rather than an
‘object’ of adult work? In Honneth’s terms, child identity should not
be shaped by an age and stage model of development that serves as an
apprenticeship for adulthood. How do the professionals hear Sam’s voice,
taking all of this into account?

Lastly, optimal identity formation takes place, as Honneth reminds us
under the third limb of his model, in a social context that recognizes an
actor’s strengths and attributes. Siobhan fulfils this function, in part, by
acknowledging Roberta’s contribution to Sean’s development. The other
professionals are not open to this perspective. However, not to recognize
any mothering attributes is tantamount to a violation of identity in
Honneth’s terms. Regardless of the final decision, whether a permanent
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placement with substitute carers or otherwise, the professionals are
ethically obliged to consider the impact of their actions upon Roberta’s
self-esteem. It should be clear by now that Honneth’s third limb is congru-
ent with a strengths-based social work approach that resists negative
descriptors and promotes capacity building (Saleebey, 1992).

Implications for social work practice, research
and education

It is important at this point to look beyond the discrete issues arising from
these vignettes to the wider import of this alignment for social work practice,
research and education. Let us consider practice first and draw out some
illustrations. Most forms of group interaction, communication and decision
making in social work practice have ethical undertones. Take the Family
Group Conference as an example (Hamill, 1996). Within this forum, the
welfare and well-being of children are considered. Parents and significant
others in the child’s social network engage with the social professions to
reach agreements on care and protection plans for the child. In this regard,
the conference is emblematic of Habermas’s plea for structures that
mediate between the ‘lifeworld’ and the ‘system’ (Habermas, 1996).

The conference also provides an empirically validated model (Hayes and
Houston, 2007) for empowering the recipients of services that can be
extrapolated beyond the strict confines of child protection to other parts
of the child and adult continuum of services, namely: (i) network meetings
for vulnerable adults where important decisions on risk take place; (ii)
restorative practices in criminal justice work where families and significant
others support the victim of crime and make decisions on reparative
actions; (iii) school-based meetings involving young people who face
exclusion; and (iv) person-centred network meetings including adults
with special needs where issues of independence, self-determination and
competence are to the fore.

However, as I have argued elsewhere (Houston, 2007), the decision-
making phase of the conference has not been subjected to precise ethical
rules. Indeed, recent research suggests that it can be susceptible to pro-
fessional control (Holland et al., 2005). Not only that, but the dialogue
between families is not entirely immune from competing interests and
structural allegiances (Maxwell and Morris, 1992). It is here that a syncretic
fusion of Discourse Ethics and the recognition theoretic has a significant
role to play as a moral benchmark against which decision making might
unfold. More specifically, independent co-ordinators, who steer the confer-
ence proceedings, and perform the role of a mediator between the family
and the professionals, might take an active role here in monitoring commu-
nicational exchanges in the light of these ethical imperatives.
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What is more, Blaug (1995) discusses a myriad of applications (of dis-
course ethics) to areas such as user involvement, case conferences, commu-
nity work and advocacy. There is no reason why Honneth’s three limbs of
recognition cannot give ethical deliberation in each of these areas an added
purchase. Interestingly, Blaug sees the central conclusion of the theory of
discourse ethics as the drinking of copious amounts of tea, for tea means
talking face to face; in turn, talk means humans are interacting and inter-
action is the backbone of caring.

Blaug’s perspicacious insights rest easily with empowerment based
groupwork. In Mullender and Ward’s (1991) version of the method, citizens
are encouraged to be self-directed, to ‘redress the balance of power and of
control over their lives’ by ‘being actively involved in decision-making’ and
external change, including changes to welfare policy (Mullender and Ward,
1991, p. 157). Such activities do not take place in a moral vacuum, as
Mullender and Ward point out. It is not just technique that is at stake. Self-
directed groups require, inter alia, communicational procedures and ethical
content that recognize the primacy of human identity.

In terms of more specialist applications, Donovan (2003) notes the mar-
ginalization of ethics in systemic therapy, viewing this as an offshoot of
postmodern and hermeneutic discourses. She suggests that the contempor-
ary practice must realize that its roots lie in ethical communication. For her,
family norms that are taken for granted, are often, in reality, ethically
charged, and should be tested in therapeutic environments by use of the
‘reflecting team’ and the ‘reflecting conversation’. By way of contrast,
Sewpaul (2004) applies Habermas’s theory of communicative action and
discourse ethics to exchanges with those affected by HIV and AIDS. In
doing so, the social categories of class, gender and race are revealed;
these categories are at the heart of Honneth’s model.

Beyond direct practice, there are also applications to be made in applied
social research. Foremost, here, is the use of the focus group. Due to its
inclusive approach, it has the potential to democratize governance and
service provision. In its radical form (Johnston, 1996), participants, through
the unfolding discussions, are encouraged to make connections between
their personal troubles, history and the public issues that arise from social
structure. In this model, the marketization and bureaucratization of public
service provision is problematized through a subsidiarity that privileges the
voice of the citizen, be it a carer or direct recipient of a service.

Seen from this radical angle, discourse ethics can regulate the communi-
cation between the social work researcher (who may be situated in the
bureaucratic ‘system’) and the citizen participants (who are most likely
positioned within the ‘lifeworld’) (Johnson, 1996). Moreover, the ethics
of research demand that attention to care, rights, respect and community
affiliation is upheld—that, at the heart of the engagement, there is a positive
recognition of the subject. Such conclusions also apply to action research,
which, according to Kemmis and McTaggart (1988, p. 5), ‘is a form of
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collective self-reflective inquiry undertaken by participants in social situ-
ations in order to improve the rationality and justice of their own social
or educational practices’.

Finally, there are potential applications within social work education.
Thus, students in practice placements might draw on these ethical sources
to reflect critically on their practice interventions as part of their commit-
ment to anti-oppressive practice; college-based tutors might introduce the
tenets of the alignment in small groupwork with students, so ensuring
that optimal participation and respect govern dialogue, learning and self-
realization; and service-user involvement in shaping the social work curri-
culum might be cradled in ethical communication and a sensitivity to the
service users’ need for support and acknowledgement.

Conclusion

Honneth’s three limbs of ideal identity formation, as can be seen, provide a
prism through which social workers can ‘tune in’ to ethical imperatives.
Such a prism is also designed to sharpen empathy, leading to a heartfelt
understanding of an actor’s identity struggles. In the case of Brendan, his
identity is indelibly linked with his independence. With reference to
Mandy, it is predicated on attaining a secure base. However, being sensitive
to these needs does not, in itself, lead automatically to a resolution of the
identified issues. Sensitivity has to be channelled through communication.
It is here that Habermas’s Discourse Ethics comes to the fore to comp-
lement Honneth’s model. Fundamentally, what is being proposed is delibe-
ration through a moral grammar of recognition.

This means that the professionals must sensitize themselves to the
emergent issues of identity, while, at the same time, strive for uncoerced
agreement through the force of better argument. Both imperatives are
equiprimordial or reliant on the other. Put another way, it means that
changes in empathic consciousness, and the use of regulated communi-
cation, must work together, synergistically, to promote ethical action.
This is a synergy of ‘heart’ and ‘head’.

Habermas argues that the modern world is beset with instrumental
rationality and its corrosive abuse of social life where ends are achieved
through the most effective and expeditious means possible. Social work,
as practised in many Western countries, has witnessed instrumental ration-
ality morph into an iron cage of regulation, particularly in the governmental
sector. In this context, ethics have been conflated with rules, procedures,
codes of practice and standards. While these expressions of required
ethical behaviour have helpfully shaped the profession’s thinking and
action to some degree, they have also had the effect of truncating explora-
tion, innovation and synthesis. Hence, the attempt to codify ethics is a
partial solution to the problems highlighted by Habermas and Honneth.
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While casting ‘a cold eye on their own doings’ (Gouldner, 1971, p. 488),
social workers must embrace an informed, moral pluralism, drawing on
critical social theory as a key source of understanding; in so doing, they
will be more readily placed to promulgate a never-ending provocation of
the ‘actual’, much like the stinging bite of a Socratic ‘gadfly’.

Accepted: March 2008
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Summary

This paper builds on Ferguson’s important contribution to the debate on personaliza-

tion in social work that appeared in the British Journal of Social Work in 2007.

Whereas Ferguson approached the topic through the lens of political philosophy, the

account below draws on critical social theory to examine not only the nature of

personalization, but also its supportive pillar of individualization. In particular, Axel

Honneth’s critique of individualization in modern society is presented before setting

out his ideas on the need for self-realization through inter-subjective recognition. The

implications of Honneth’s position are then considered in terms of four interrelated

dimensions of social work practice, namely: (i) social work as symbolic interaction;

(ii) social work as care; (iii) social work as respect; and (iv) social work as validation. It

is argued that this constellation of practices poses a direct and necessary challenge to

a social work of personalization.

Keywords: Personalization, individualization, recognition, social work

Introduction

Social policy is noted for its fads. One of the latest of these is the theme of
‘personalization’ in social work and social care. A recent Local Authority
Circular released by the Department of Health (2008), and built on an
earlier White Paper (Department of Health, 2006), gave added momentum
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to this cause célèbre, viewing it as a means of putting people first through a
radical reform of public services:

If personalisation is a cornerstone of the modernisation of public services,
what does it mean for social care? What it means is that everyone who
receives social care support, regardless of their level of need, in any
setting, whether from statutory services, the third and community or
private sector or by funding it themselves, will have choice and control
over how that support is delivered. It will mean that people are able to
live their own lives as they wish, confident that services are of high
quality, are safe and promote their own individual requirements for inde-
pendence, well-being and dignity (Department of Health, 2008, p. 4).

Ferguson (2007), in a recent contribution to the British Journal of Social
Work, has problematized the concept of personalization, exposing its anti-
monies and challenging the uncritical acceptance of its key tenets. In
relation to the latter, he was concerned about how it had embedded
social work even further within the market and, in doing so, neglected
social class and inequality. More importantly, he posited that it presented
a flawed conception of the ‘person’ or user of the service.

It is this last point that I wish to consider more fully in this critical commen-
tary on Ferguson’s important contribution. Centrally, I contend that the
concept of personalization brings to the fore a genus known as homo eco-
nomicus: the view of the actor as rational, individualistic, utilitarian, calcula-
tive and instrumental. Here, action is directed towards the achievement of
pre-determined ends to enhance personal well-being whether defined in
monetary or social terms. No longer painting by pre-set numbers, the actor
creates his (sic.) own works of art. This modus operandi is reflected in the
underpinning rubric of personalization: the radical shift from the passive
welfare recipient to the active consumer, commissioner, co-producer, script-
writer and designer of services (Ferguson, 2007, p. 7). Prudentialism, enter-
prise and self-governance are the defining hallmarks of homo economicus
under New Labour’s mission to offer a ‘hand up’ as opposed to a ‘handout’.

Personalization also resonates with Nietzsche’s characterization of the
ecce homo: the self-fulfilling actor who rises above adversity and depen-
dency through personal effort to become ‘what he or she is’. Thus,
through the medium of personalization, service users take more responsibil-
ity for their problems, implement their own solutions and manage accruing
risk. Social workers, in this modernized form of ‘active welfare’, are quasi-
marketers whose role is to broker and advocate. According to Dean (2003),
welfare providers, under neo-liberalism, are instrumental, enterprising
‘knaves’ while welfare recipients jettison their passive ‘pawn’ personas
and become autonomous ‘monarchs’.

However, as it is argued below, at the heart of these positions is an impo-
verished ontology, namely one that fails to accord sufficient weight to the
primordial and existential realities of human inter-dependence, inter-being
and symbolic interaction (Mead, 1967). Crucially, homo economicus drives
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forward the neo-liberal theme of ‘individualization’ with its stress on the
agent’s choice, freedom and right to control life events. Individualization,
as Ferguson exhorts, is one of the central pillars supporting the personaliza-
tion edifice and is firmly embedded within New Labour’s policy agenda (see
also Cutler et al., 2007).

So, I am supporting Ferguson’s critique but seek to build on it. While
Ferguson helpfully approaches the topic through the lens of political
philosophy, the exploration that is set out below is conducted through the
related portal of critical social theory. In particular, I draw on Honneth’s
(2004) critique of individualization in modern society; how it has been
institutionalized through market forces; and how, far from liberating indi-
viduals, it has ensnared them in a chasm of inner emptiness, superfluity
and one-dimensionality.

By drawing on Honneth’s work, the intention here is to delve below the
empirical reality of applied social policy to examine critically its philosophi-
cal foundation. Building ontological intelligence (a perspicacious view of
the nature of ‘being’), in a world that succumbs to the latest policy fad,
epochal argument and spin offensive, is crucial for social workers who
need to move from ‘surface’ to ‘depth’ (Howe, 1996) if they are to be
true to an expanded vision of anti-oppressive practice. Ontological intelli-
gence also supports social work’s time-honoured presence in the domains
of the ‘social’ and ‘relational’ rather than succumbing to the ‘informational’
as a dominant operational style (Parton, 2008).

In the final part of the paper, the focus on Honneth’s work is retained but
moves on to consider his earlier call (Honneth, 1995a, b) for self-realization
through symbolic interaction and mutual recognition. This leads us to the
idea that social work’s mission lies beyond the personalization agenda
and its supportive pillar of ‘individualization’ to practice that is character-
ized by symbolic interaction, care, respect and validation. For Honneth,
these are the dimensions of experience that lead to optimal self-realization.

This is not to deny the importance of choice and control in life planning
(Ferguson, 2001) but rather to argue that they are best positioned within
an ontological framework where inter-being, sociality and the socially con-
structed nature of the self are to the fore. Choice, control and individualiza-
tion make for a pernicious mixture when they emanate from a model of
the person as depicted in the homo economicus. Having a well informed
ontology of the person-in-society is vital for social work. Nietzsche’s
(1998) view that there is no ‘God’s eye’ perspective on such issues might
be right to a degree but studies on well-being affirm that we are most
happy when we are connected socially (Searle, 2008).

The paradox of individualization

Axel Honneth is a third-generation critical theorist following in the wake of
such intellectual luminaries as Theodor Adorno, Max Horkenheimer and
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Jürgen Habermas. Studying under Habermas, he embraced the Enlighten-
ment belief in the power of emancipatory reason and its capacity to address
the ills flowing from modernity. However, distancing himself from
Habermas’s linguistic turn, he centred his analysis of societal oppression
in the psycho-social dynamics of inter-subjective (mis)recognition. I will
outline the core tenets of his recognition thesis after first reviewing his
formative paper (Honneth, 2004) on individualization as a form of orga-
nized self-realization. This paper, which sprang from the foregoing thesis,
provided a cogent, sociological understanding and critique of modern
forms of autonomy and self-determination making it relevant to the discus-
sion of personalization in social welfare. According to Honneth, rather than
enhancing self-realization, these dimensions of individualization had con-
tributed, paradoxically, to existential drift, absence of purpose and, more
worryingly, a heightened incidence of depression in Western societies.

Honneth affirmed that the theme of individualization had attracted much
interest in classical sociology. Durkheim argued that modern society had
opened up possibilities for citizens to free themselves from traditional
ties. Simmel pointed to a constellation of undercurrents supporting indivi-
dualism in the Western world: the increasing plurality of lifestyles; the
possibility of enhanced inner freedom; and the growth of autonomy.
Notably, Simmel linked these developments with the break-up of social net-
works, loneliness and isolation. German Romanticism, too, had taken up
the topic of individualization but, in contradistinction, had seen it as an
attempt to form the authentic personality.

Drawing on more modern sociological approaches and empirical studies,
Honneth pointed to the fracturing effects of individualization. Putnam’s
(2000) ‘Bowling alone’ was perhaps one of the most evocative of these
studies. Interestingly, inquiries into the area were heterogeneous in
outlook: some viewing individualization as consonant with unbridled free-
doms, others taking the opposite view (focusing on its constraining
aspects) and, at the other end of the spectrum, some seeing it as ‘janus-
faced’, combining enabling and conforming effects.

Regardless of the outlook taken, individualization could be seen in the
context of socio-economic trends such as the growth of income, the expan-
sion of leisure and increasing opportunities for social mobility. The multi-
plication of educational opportunities had created a space for individuals
to reflect, for self-discovery to take place. Castells’ (1996) ideas on the
‘network society’, Beck’s (1992) on the ‘risk society’ and Giddens’ (1990)
view on reflexive modernization in post-traditional society broadly con-
curred with Honneth’s critical readings on the reflexive self and culture.

Critically, the growth in individualization had to be seen, argued Honneth,
in the context of post-war consumption and cultural mores that ‘permitted
one to regard life as though it were an affair of experimental self-realization’
(Honneth, 2004, p. 470). The cultural hedonism of the 1960s, rather than
thwarting capitalist production, enhanced it. What is more, in Post-Fordist
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processes of production, employees were encouraged to become ‘creative
entrepreneurs’. Industry now gave workers more freedom to re-invent
their roles in order to meet corporate aims even though more was required
of them. By way of deduction, workers who took responsibility for them-
selves were no longer subjected to stringent forms of regulation. Thus,
individualization became entrenched, legitimized and institutionalized; in
effect, it was converted into an instrument of the capitalistic market.
Instead of individualization arising organically from the everyday lifeworld
(Habermas, 1986) of subjects, it was imposed externally.

The consequence of this structural demand was the emergence within indi-
viduals of symptoms of inner emptiness and depression. Honneth turned to
the French sociologist, Alain Ehrenberg (1998), for an explanation of these
pathologies of individualization. For Ehrenberg, subjects had been physically
overburdened by these external demands to find their authentic selves: ‘. . .
the permanent compulsion to draw the material for an authentic self-
realization from their own inner lives requires of individuals an ongoing
form of introspection which must sooner or later leave them feeling empty’
(Honneth, 2004, p. 475). Depression, here, was seen as a failure to find
that authentic expression of self—leaving only emptiness in its wake:

Urged from all sides to show that they are open to authentic self-discovery
and its impulses, there remains for individuals only the alternative of
simulating authenticity or of fleeing into full blown depression, of staging
personal originality for strategic reasons or of pathologically shutting
down (Honneth, 2004, p. 475).

Ehrenburg’s explanation was prescient; it demonstrated that self-
realization, whether through the portals of individualization or personaliza-
tion, was a delicate matter; it was certainly one that should not be imposed
nor marketized for utilitarian reasons. Ideally, it should rise spontaneously,
organically, and in keeping with an ontology that preserved and built social
connections rather than dissipated them. Crucially, for Honneth, this was an
ontology of social recognition and inter-dependence rather than one that
championed the homo economicus.

In addition to Ehrenberg’s analysis, there were other confirmatory voices
supporting Honneth’s thesis. Fromm (1994) talked about the unbearable
burden that came with freedom from one’s organic ties. So, too, did
Hammershøj (2007) speak of the social pathologies arising from the
propagation of self-realization rather than, ironically, the social barriers
inhibiting its expression.

Building self-realization through recognition

The idea of ‘recognition’ as the axial principle in human relations has a long
philosophical pedigree. In the works of Hobbes, Rousseau, Kant and
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Fichte, there was a tacit acknowledgement of the need for respect and
honour in life. Hegel, however, was the first grand theorist to give ‘recog-
nition’ in social life its proper place. For him, the act of recognizing and
being recognized led to self-awareness. In his Master/Slave conceptualiz-
ation, having one’s self confirmed led to an obligation to confirm the self
of the other. Both acts were equiprimordial. Moreover, by understanding
the other, one’s own self-understanding was enlarged. This process
reflected an anthropological association between self-consciousness and
inter-subjectivity, the isolated individual and reciprocity within community,
an individual’s perspective and a ‘fusion of horizons’ with the ‘other’
(Gadamer, 1975). In this formulation, subjectivity was rooted in a relational
ontology and we can see a resonance here with Taylor’s (1992) view of
re-cognition as a re-acquaintance amongst selves, recalling the ‘being’
that was present in all beings.

Hegel developed this theme in his early writings to suggest that inter-
subjective recognition was the prime mover in society’s moral development.
Thus, the ‘struggle for recognition’ contained the ‘daring and challenging
idea that ethical progress took place along a series of steps with increasingly
demanding patterns of recognition, which were mediated by inter-
subjective struggles, in which subjects tried to gain acceptance for claims
regarding their own identity’ (Honneth, 2001, p. 47).

Honneth, in his book, The Struggle for Recognition (1995b), took these
ideas as his starting point in order to construct a critical theory of recog-
nition. Also drawing heavily on Mead’s (1967) symbolic interactionism,
his contention was that mutual recognition was the precondition for
optimal self-realization. Centrally, it comprised three different types of
expression, namely: (i) recognition in the form of love or care, (ii) recog-
nition as a means of bestowing rights to the person and (iii) recognition
as a way of validating achievement by a community of interest. When
present, they built self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem.

Recognition in the form of ‘love’, Honneth argued, emanated from close
relationships involving mutual dependence. Here, and contra the Freudian
emphasis on instinctual drives, Honneth borrowed from the work of the
object relations theorist, Donald Winnicott (1971). Specifically, he was ani-
mated by Winnicott’s notion that it was in the context of positive inter-
actions with nurturing others that optimal maturation took place. Two
mechanisms operated psycho-socially, it was argued, between care-givers
and their offspring. On the one hand, infants sought to explore their
social world, and gain skills, by detaching from their secure base. This con-
stituted a drive towards individuation. Responsive care-givers would
co-operate with this exploratory behaviour. On the other, infants and
their care-givers were propelled to maintain a symbiotic union, particularly
to meet the infant’s needs. Self-confidence within the infant depended on
how this delicate balance of dependency and individuation was negotiated.
Ultimately, both infant and parent had to extricate themselves from the
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emotional symbiosis—a movement from ego dissolution to ego demar-
cation, in the context of a caring, nurturing environment.

On Honneth’s account, the basis of self-respect, the second form of
required recognition, was not so much a matter of internal reflection but
rather a sense that one was accorded dignity and respect by one’s peers.
Self-respect was consequently mediated through social interaction and
institutionalized through laws of entitlement. Again, the theme of inter-
dependence was evident. The subject had to be able to assert her rights,
to be seen as an ‘end’ as opposed to a ‘means’ to an end—in line with
Kant’s categorical imperative. Furthermore, a person who felt respected
experienced a compunction to respect others. Respect betokened rights,
autonomy and responsibility; it empowered a person to assert her interests
and, indeed, uniqueness.

Importantly, Honneth emphasized that the attribution of rights should be
seen in the widest possible sense so that citizens were entitled to live a life
free from sectarianism, racism and misogyny. But more than that, they had
rights to material equality. This aspect of Honneth’s work has led to a tren-
chant critique from a number of commentators. Fraser (Honneth and
Fraser, 2003), for example, has accused Honneth of neglecting political
economy (and issues of distribution) and privileging cultural recognition
instead. By way of reply, Honneth has been unequivocal that conflicts
over distribution are ultimately struggles for respect as enshrined in the law:

Demands for material redistribution arise out of the epistemological con-
ception of a democratic ethics that I am proposing here from two sources.
On the one hand, from the normative implications of equality before the
law, that promises equal treatment by the law, for all members of a demo-
cratic polity. This shows that the granting of social rights, and the accompa-
nying redistribution, fulfil the normative function of giving each citizen the
opportunity to participate in the democratic process of the public formation
of a community based on the law. Demands for redistribution arise also
from the normative idea, that each member of a democratic society must
have the chance to be socially esteemed for his or her achievements
(Honneth, 2001, p. 53).

The third aspect of recognition took up a communitarian theme. Honneth
viewed this mode of recognition as one that was concerned with the social
validation of a person’s unique talents or capabilities in informal or formal
social settings. Such validation would heighten the person’s self-esteem and
reinforce belonging within the social group. It would make him or her feel
‘valuable’ within a community. For Mead, this was a matter of what the
person ‘did better than others’. Again, for Mead, this centred on allowing
the person to find a unique role to play but not at the expense of other con-
tributions to the common good. The ‘enabling’ society would allow every-
one to gain esteem by recognizing their distinctive contribution. All in
all, the ascription of ‘value’ to diverse individuals and their diverse
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talents—in the context of democracy and pluralism—built solidarity or
cultural cohesiveness.

Implications for social work practice

Extrapolating and extending Honneth’s ideas on self-realization to social
work reveals a number of practice dimensions, namely: (i) social work as
‘symbolic interaction’, (ii) social work as ‘care’, (iii) social work as
‘respect’ and (iv) social work as ‘validation’. These four dimensions,
taken together, constitute a social work of ‘recognition’ that views each
person as a social, rather than an individual, being; that sees self-realization
in the context of group life; and that explains human action in terms of
social context. It is contended that a social work of recognition poses a
direct and necessary challenge to a social work of personalization.

Social work as ‘symbolic interaction’

According to Forte (2004, p. 391), ‘symbolic interactionism provides an ideal
conceptual framework for social work theorizing and practice’. Its relevance
derives from an understanding of interaction and how it gives rise to the for-
mation of the self, symbols and perspectives through communication and
role-taking with significant others, including reference groups. Important,
here, is the social construction of meaning that England (1981, p. 17) saw as
‘the only constant and the only necessary element in all social work accounts’.

Symbolic interactionist social work is concerned with the micro-events of
dyadic relationships through to the macro-politics of community exchange.
At the micro level, social workers can draw on Goffman’s (1968) ideas on
stigma (as a ‘deeply discrediting attribute’) when they approach individuals
who have been excluded from ‘normal’ living—such as young people in
care. In particular, his impressive, conceptual architecture on how stigma
impacts on the subject’s identity in terms of social categorization, personal
markers and inner emotions, and his first-person accounts on living with
stigma, vividly depict the plight of the stigmatized in a manner that can fine-
tune a social worker’s empathy.

Also pertinent here, and of relevance to mental health social work, is
Scheff’s (1997) interactionist theory focusing on the salience and ubiquity
of shame as a ‘master emotion’ producing deep humiliation, embarrassment
and the disruption of emotional bonds. Both Scheff and Goffman viewed
shame as the dominant emotion in social interaction and yet psycho-social
therapies have paid little attention to it. (One exception to this gap is
Cairns’ (2002) attempt to explore the dynamics of shame in order to con-
struct a model of psychotherapeutic caring for children with attachment
difficulties.)
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Honneth (1995b), too, has linked the emotion of shame to his recognition
thesis:

. . . should . . . social approval fail to arise at any level of development, it
opens up, as it were, a psychological gap within the personality which
seeks expression through the negative emotional reactions of shame, or
anger, offence or contempt (Cairns, 2002, p. 257).

Scheff’s work vivifies Cooley’s (1922) notion that introspective self-
monitoring involves three steps: imagining how I appear to others; imagin-
ing then how others judge my appearance; and finally experiencing feelings
such as pride or self-mortification. These steps are inherent within many
social work encounters with vulnerable people where low self-esteem is a
causal factor in a wide range of problem areas, from substance abuse to edu-
cational underachievement and suicidal ideation. The challenge for social
workers, here, is how they enable subjects to reflect on and express negative
emotions (a process of making visible what is invisible) and consider criti-
cally the nature of their role-taking with others in order to develop more
positive perspectives on themselves.

Alternatively, social workers specializing in criminal justice can turn to
Lemert’s (1967) ideas on the societal reaction to deviance. Lemert’s
approach commenced with the assumption that no act was inherently
deviant; rather, the attribution of the label ‘deviance’ was part of a social
judgement made by those in powerful positions. Importantly, some actors
who were labelled internalized the ascription, using it as a means of
defence, attack or adjustment. In others words, it became deeply interna-
lized, thus affecting the nature of self-identity, becoming in Lemert’s
words a form of ‘secondary deviance’. Social workers are in a position to
deconstruct such labels and promote perspective taking that empowers
the discredited ‘self’.

Moving beyond the dyadic domain, symbolic interactionist concepts also
provide a theoretical source for social work in groups and institutions
(Balgopal and Vassil, 1983). The impact of these social domains on the
expression and management of emotion has been well documented
(Goffman, 1961; Layder, 1997). Within a supportive group milieu, the
meaning of social interactions can be explored. More specifically, it can
foster awareness of the interrelationship between interaction, emotion,
identity formation and oppression.

To conclude, social workers adopting symbolic interactionism might
address the following questions when carrying out assessments: (i) how
do people come to define the situations in which they find themselves?
(ii) what symbols appear to be significant to them? (iii) how do they
role-take with significant others and is this problematical in any way?
(iv) what is the nature of self-perception? (v) how is social interaction
constituted within social systems around the person? (vi) how is problem
solving approached? (vii) what is the content of the person’s internal
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conversations? Such questions are founded on premises that suggest that
human subjects act towards objects on the basis of the meaning that
those objects have for them; that meaning arises out of social interaction;
and that meaning is handled and modified through an interpretive
process (Blumer, 1968).

Social work as ‘care’

For Honneth, the most fundamental form of care arises from nurturing
parents towards their developing and dependent infant. Beyond this,
however, he viewed care as integral to friendships, adult relationships
and, indeed, all the different types of relationship that were concerned
with the building of self-confidence within a person. What is important
here, for social work, is that Honneth approached the notion of care
through the lens of ‘object relations theory’. For the helping professions,
this theory offers a flexible and non-prescriptive framework for understand-
ing and explaining human behaviour with the notion of ‘relationship’ at its
core. Through its focus on intra-psychic and interpersonal unconscious pro-
cesses, but also the role of human (inter) subjectivity, it offers an under-
standing of behaviour that, on the face of it, might appear inexplicable or
perplexing. ‘In particular, it stresses the dual world of internal and external
relationship, dimensions of experience which social work is inevitably
embroiled in given its mandate to work with the person-in-society’
(Houston, 2005, p. 13).

Howe has provided a convincing case for applying attachment theory
(one school of thought with the object-relations canon) to social work.
Indeed, his first major treatise on the subject (Howe, 1995) delved into
the nature and impact of human relationship across various personal and
social systems. Howe was unequivocal that social understanding within
social work was based on three claims, namely that: (i) the self developed
in the context of social relationships, (ii) the nature of the ‘self’ was depen-
dent on the quality of those social relationships and (iii) the functioning of
the self in day-to-day relationships was influenced by previous relationships
in the past with significant others. It was from these three claims that social
workers could approach ‘good enough’ care in parenting assessment.

Moreover, object relations theory moves beyond the dyadic realm to
provide important insights into the interplay between psychobiography
and social structure. Thus, Rustin (1991) outlined how economic mechan-
isms such as commodification and marketization did not create the con-
ditions for loving, caring and trusting relationships that the object
relations school believed to be the lifeblood of healthy development.
He also drew on Kleinian insights concerning projective identification
and irrational projection to probe deeply the nature of racism (Rustin,
2005b).
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In a different vein, Chodorow (1978) argued that caring practices within
motherhood were socially reproduced by cultural norms. This led to differ-
ent types of caring relationships with male and female children and the
resultant social construction of different gender roles. At the institutional
level, Menzies Lyth’s (2005) work uncovered institutional norms that
impacted on professional carers to induce collective defences against
emotional pain. Her work mirrored Rustin’s (2005a) thoughts on why
social workers reacted the way they did in the case of Victoria Climbié.
Rustin described the social workers’ responses as a form of ‘mindlessness’
in the face of unfathomable suffering.

Such institutional, cultural and structural insights can assist social
workers in developing a theoretical understanding of oppression. In this
context, Kapur and Campbell (2004) applied Kleinian ideas to understand
trauma and sectarianism in Northern Ireland. Klein’s articulation of the
‘schizoid’ position was adopted as a way of understanding cultural splitting
between polarized communities, the creation of ‘bad objects’ and irrational
vilification. The challenge to social work in this troubled region was to
move beyond its pernicious, uneasy silence on these matters to offer an
erudite analysis and forms of practice that encouraged the acceptance of
personal responsibility, reparative guilt and mutuality.

Social work as ‘respect’

According to Ife (2001, p. 132), ‘social workers cannot work as human rights
workers without a clear idea of what are the human rights on which their
practice should be based, and so there is a need to refer to, or construct,
some formulation of what human rights are to count’. Responding to this
plea, we might return to Honneth’s notion that respect is concretized in
the recognition and realization of the citizen’s comprehensive, legal
rights. To reiterate, these are rights to vote, to exercise free speech and
choice over cultural lifestyles and to be liberated from an impecunious
existence. Relevant to this last point, is Ferguson’s argument that the per-
sonalization movement in social work neglects the asymmetrical power
relations inherent within social class cleavages and the structural inequal-
ities that flow from them?

Honneth’s multidimensional perspective on human rights assists social
workers in analysing all the dimensions of structural oppression relating
to class, gender, age, disability, religion, ethnicity (see Garrett, 2005) and
culture. This is a vital starting point for anti-oppressive practice that must
not privilege one form of structural disadvantage over another; nor must
it result in reductionism to either the micro or macro domains of social
life. Moreover, in Honneth’s formulation, civil, political, cultural, economic
and collectivist rights are intermeshed and are viewed as interrelated
forms of respect. As such, it provides a platform for conscientization
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(Friere, 1972) where these multiplex issues (relating to the ‘personal’ and
the ‘political’) are approached through dialogical praxis. Through conscien-
tization, the dispossessed begin to question their social exclusion and lack of
social rights. In developing critical understanding and examining social and
political contradictions, the legitimacy of the prevailing social order is chal-
lenged. Access to social capital and social resources—housing, education,
leisure—becomes a significant part of a problem-posing, educational
process. Social work has a vital role to play here by fostering social edu-
cation, social praxis, empathy, advocacy and changes that are directed
both within the established system and outside it as well.

Family support is one area in which conscientization has relevance. In an
article in The Guardian newspaper, Lister (2005) made the point that
the government, through its family policy initiatives, needed to shift its
perspective on children from seeing them as units of capital to fully
fledged citizens. Thus, children were not to be viewed as potential
workers of the future but rather as ‘beings’ whose self-realization in the
fullest sense was to be nurtured.

The commodification of childhood in current social policy is also linked
with authoritarian responses to juvenile deviance, mirroring a neo-
conservative ideology on crime (Hendrick, 2003). Conscientization lays
bare these contradictions; it facilitates the expression of children’s agency
and social rights; it encourages welfare recipients to engage with social pro-
grammes, taking an active role in shaping how they are implemented; and it
helps to challenge the internalized representations of self that have been
propagated by those in positions of authority. Conscientization fundamen-
tally makes demands on social workers to scrutinize how the Welfare State
has been shaped by capitalistic mechanisms such as the McDonaldization of
service provision. What Honneth is offering is a critical theory of society
that sees these mechanisms as provoking a struggle amongst oppressed
groups to be recognized.

Social work practice that responds to acts of misrecognition, that raises
consciousness of these acts and the need for change, is reinforcing a norm
of collectivism; in other words, mutual recognition betokens the imperative
to move beyond individualistic gain to respectful interdependency. To
quote Ife (2001, p. 144) again, ‘a rugged and selfish individualism, the
assumed foundation of orthodox economic theory and neo-liberal policies,
is therefore incompatible with human rights’.

Social work as ‘validation’

For Mead and Honneth, the self is shaped by taking the perspective of
others. Through time, the individual takes the perspective of a generalized
other—one formed out of past experience relating to a range of people
and social groupings. At the heart of this process is self-judgement.
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Now, imagine if the generalized other was perceived to be critical of the
self; or if it failed to recognize the self’s unique contribution to social life.
What might the consequence be? According to Honneth and Mead, our
individual strengths ought to be recognized for optimal self-realization to
occur. It is a fundamental part of our being-in-the-world to want to make
some kind of distinctive contribution to the community, regardless of its
content, and, importantly, to have this contribution recognized.

Welfare responses that pathologize, demean or castigate service users are
clearly injurious in this context. Welfare responses that move beyond a
deficit mentality to validate strengths, by way of contrast, have the potential
to greatly enhance inner working models. Strengths-based social work
therefore constitutes an important form of validation. For Saleebey
(1992), it comprises a number of important facets. First, the helping
process draws on the unique talents and resources of family members. As
part of this process, practitioners aspire to create an empowering relation-
ship with them. In keeping with symbolic interactionist practice, the helper
seeks the service user’s interpretation of events and validates the meaning
she applies to her experience.

Second is a belief that social actors have the capacity to learn and
develop. In this context, the experience of loss, trauma and crisis can galva-
nize change. The ‘self’, as Mead indicated, is in constant flux. Selves might
be more appropriately seen as verbs rather than nouns. Within the ‘flow’ of
daily experience, there is always the possibility of re-writing personal nar-
ratives. For Mead, the transformative human act can be divided into four
stages: (i) the impulse to act or the predisposition to act often commencing
with some level of discomfort, (ii) the perception of the situation that is
teleological or goal-oriented, (iii) the manipulation of the environment to
achieve the desired goal and restore equilibrium and (iv) the end of the
act—known as the consummation stage—where the individual reflects on
her experience to ascertain if the goal had been achieved.

Social workers can intervene in each of these stages, knowing that human
acts work towards the restoration of some kind of equilibrium. Essentially,
subjects actively perceive, define and manipulate their environments to
achieve desired ends but they do so in the context of relationships with sig-
nificant others. Action is propelled by wants, wishes, feelings, expectations,
demands, rules and conceptions of self and others. If the significant other is
reflecting back positivity and validates the meanings inherent within the
four stages of the act, then she is demonstrating key principles of strengths-
based practice.

Helping interventions, third, are to take place within social networks and
the wider community. For Saleebey, the community provides an oasis of
resources, such as mentorship and encouragement, which can validate the
contribution of its individual members. This contention resonates with
Honneth’s idea that it is out of a sense of communal solidarity and affilia-
tion that self-actualization takes place. It is also borne out in Cortis’s
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(2007) study of parental reactions to family support interventions in New
South Wales. She identified three kinds of solidarity in the parents’
accounts. The first of these, solidarity as connection, referred to the
parents’ experience of friendship, sharing and a sense that they were not
alone. Solidarity as changing gender roles, the second of the three, encap-
sulated the participants’ view that they could challenge and overcome
restrictive gender roles through sharing experiences of domestic violence.
Lastly, solidarity as overcoming cultural and economic divisions was
expressed through recognizing difference, challenging stereotypes and
being treated as equals, regardless of one’s economic standing. Reflecting
on these findings, Cortis concluded that ‘Honneth’s framework of recog-
nition best resonated with the suffering the parents described in the case
study’ (Cortis, 2007, p. 253).

Conclusion

Just as the ‘personal’ is the ‘political’, so the notion of personalization can
be tied to the continuing politicization of welfare. Putting this metaphori-
cally, under neo-liberal welfare reforms, service users are in danger of mir-
roring the experience of sojourners from a distant era after leaving their
habitation of bondage: liberated from years of slavery under the yoke of
welfare paternalism but now stranded in the desert of atomistic individual-
ism, weighed down by their newly found responsibility. Ferguson’s response
to this state of affairs is adroit: ‘. . . overcoming that sense of powerlessness
. . . will involve moving beyond the individualism and market-based
solutions of personalization theory. It will require the development and
strengthening of collective organization both amongst those who use
services and amongst those who provide them’ (Ferguson, 2007 p. 14).

The ‘warmly persuasive’ language of personalization is not the central issue
of concern. Who can disagree with aspirations towards user choice, partner-
ship and freedom? Rather, it is the ‘ontological foundations’ underpinning
the rhetoric that need to be examined. We must ask ourselves (rhetorically)
whether the drive towards personalization is really a neo-liberal ‘Trojan
Horse’ with secreted pockets of free-wheeling individualism that, once
released, colonize social work theory and professional practice. Implicit
within this colonization is the assumption that service users are primarily
rational actors who have both the motivation and means to engage in inten-
tional, calculative strategies (geared towards ‘contract’ and ‘consumption’),
irrespective of their constitutional limitations or the socio-economic con-
straints impinging on their lives. To reiterate, homo economicus adopts a
post-emotional rationality as an unproblematical, first principle. It takes the
primacy of the market as a second and self-seeking individualism as a third.
However, human beings are more nuanced than this encapsulation suggests.
They seek approval and love and are meaning-oriented, as Honneth affirms.
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If social work is blind to this fundamental ontological reality, then it is in
danger of communicating and acting in ways that undermine human iden-
tity with its roots in collectivity. Like ‘Ruth amidst the alien corn’ (in
Keats’ celebrated poem), a service user, under a regime of crude persona-
lization, might find herself ill at ease in a contradictory existential
position—one that is manifestly alienating and depressing. Social work, as
defined by symbolic interaction, love, respect and a solidaristic ethos, is
much better placed to respond to the growing societal reluctance to trans-
cend the self into sociality. For social workers, this is to combat a one-sided
individualism by equating self-realization with social realization—seeing
both as instantiated through encounters of positive recognition.

Accepted: September 2008
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There is a growing interest in critical realism and its appli-
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between critical realist premises and action research with its
cyclical inquiry and advancement of social change. This combi-
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article underscores the importance of ‘depth’ in qualitative
inquiry by conceiving the social world in terms of five inter-
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INTRODUCTION

This article starts by outlining the central tenets of critical realism: a philo-
sophical stance which posits that there are real, unseen mechanisms in the natural
and social world which help shape social events and people’s lives. The most
prominent figures on the European stage of critical realism are Roy Bhaskar
(1978) and Rom Harré (1986). However, they have counterparts in the USA,
including Mario Bunge (2006) and Richard Boyd (Boyd et al, 1991) to name
only two. However, it will be mainly Bhaskar’s work that I will address in what
follows. As a philosophical position, critical realism has something very import-
ant to say about our ontology (our being in the world) and about epistemology
(how we come to know the world). It also takes a formative stance on ethics,
suggesting that ontology and epistemology lead, without contradiction, to a
consideration of right conduct and the good life.

Having outlined these tenets, I will then consider, in more detail,Bhaskar’s
notion of the social world as stratified or reflecting, in my own terms, domains
of deep reality each with their own internal dynamics, generative mechanisms
and logic. My contention is that these domains, which are a reworked version
of Layder’s (1997) conception, provide a view of the interface between the
‘micro’ and the ‘macro’ aspects of social life. They also specify how human
agency, in the form of reasons and motives, combines with unseen generative
mechanisms to produce effects in a social world that is multilayered, complex
and at times pockmarked with ambiguous contours. I then give examples of
different types of depth theory, which identify and give substance to the nature
and form of these mechanisms.

With this foundation in place, I turn to an examination of how critical
realism can inform qualitative research in social work. The focus here is two-
pronged. First, I look at the fit between critical realism and action research,
examining how the retroductive approach (advocated by critical realism) inte-
grates or dovetails with the action research cycle to effect change in social situ-
ations. Second, I argue that critical realism offers a more informed ontology for
explaining and understanding how and why social programmes achieve (or fail
to achieve) desired outcomes, compared with the now fashionable, and much
hierarchized, randomized control trial.

This presentation of critical realism and its outworking in action research
is important because there has been much debate in social work on ‘what works’
(Sheldon and Chivers, 2000). This debate requires a nuanced understanding of
why programme effectiveness can vary when small changes in social context
are introduced. It is here that critical realism offers a rich understanding of the
subjective and objective factors that cause events to occur.
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CRITICAL REALISM: AN OVERVIEW

Critical realism is a philosophical position that examines how human agency
(actors’ choices, meanings, understandings, reasons, creative endeavours, inten-
tions and motivations) interacts with the enabling and constraining effects of
social structures (durable, enduring patterns, social rules, norms and law like
configurations). To understand social life, it is argued, we must comprehend the
interplay between these two, central spheres.

For critical realism the world is essentially real; that is, there are real, social
structures and yet actors apply their social constructions and their meaning
making activity to their experience when confronted by these structures. In this
sense, critical realism stands as a subtle form of realism. It suggests that there is
an intransitive world that is real and a transitive take on that world through the
perceptions and theories that we develop about it. The transitive dimension is
a human construction – it is only a picture of the governing reality, much like
the distorted view in Plato’s cave. As our theories and perceptions become 
more sophisticated over time, so does the transitive view become closer to the
intransitive world but it will never be in direct correspondence with it. Rather,
a more refined coherence develops as theory and analysis becomes more attuned
to reality.

Critical realism suggests that there are three levels of reality, namely:
(1) the empirical level consisting of experienced events; (2) the actual level,
comprising all events whether experienced or not; and lastly, (3) the causal
level embracing the unseen mechanisms that generate events. It is this last level
that has a central and unique importance in critical realism. Even though the
causal level of reality may not be open to direct perception, it is nevertheless
real because it produces discernable effects. We cannot see the mechanisms
inherent within magnetism, for instance, but we can observe their effects in the
patterns of iron filings when a magnet is applied to them.

Critical realism also suggests that the social world comprises a myriad of
interconnecting systems – personal, familial, institutional, to name a few – each
with their own particular generative mechanisms. The combined effects of these
complementary and sometimes countervailing mechanisms makes for a rich
tapestry of cause and effect at the empirical level of reality where it becomes
problematic to predict with certainty what will happen. This is borne out in
the difficulties in predicting risk in social work where the presence of false
positives and negatives are to the fore.

The best we can do, argues Bhaskar, is to look for tendencies, not certain-
ties. Moreover, it is an explanation of those tendencies that Bhaskar is chiefly
interested in. We should not indulge in simple cause-effect relationships that
occur in the social world: what is known as ‘constant conjunctions’ (after Hume).

It should be said at this point that context and time are vital components
in the explanation of events in social life. For example, an inhibited child finds
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himself in a threatening social situation where his caregiver is not present.
Immediately, the attachment mechanism is activated and the child becomes
defensive. Here, the social context is one that provokes an inner reaction within
the child. For Pawson and Tilley (1997), this sequence can be conceptualized
in the form of the following equation:

context + mechanism = outcome

Time is also very relevant in shaping outcome. As people work their through
the human life cycle, they face different challenges. Archer (1995), in her
morphogenetic theory, emphasizes this temporal aspect to great effect when she
looks at how social structures are reproduced as part of history. This is congru-
ent with Marx’s (1973: 146) famous utterance: ‘The tradition of the dead
generations weighs like a nightmare on the minds of the living’. So, the equation
must extend to the following:

context + time + mechanism = outcome

But in this elaboration, I have not factored in the role of human agency, so
once again, another addition is required, thus:

context + time + mechanism + human agency = outcome

To conclude this overview, Bhaskar does not view the role of the social scien-
tist as one that is value free. Facts have moral connotations contrary to Hume’s
edict that we cannot develop ethics from facts (Hume’s ‘is’–’ought’ prohibition).
Thus, if the social scientist discovers mechanisms that led to harmful effects –
as, say, in the operation of the neoliberal economy – then there is an obligation,
ipso facto, to expose those mechanisms for what they are. Not only that, the
social scientist is duty bound to facilitate the conditions or contexts whereby
emancipatory mechanisms can be activated.

It is only by understanding the deep causes of oppression that we can
develop ways of dismantling it. For example, at the societal level, there is the
possibility that the social mechanism of ‘legitimacy’ may be so activated as to
eventually overthrow a hostile regime through a legitimation crisis – as witnessed
in various Eastern European countries. But in opposition to this challenge, social
mechanisms of pacification and appeasement may be activated by privileged
elites in order to maintain or preserve their power and interests. This interplay
between a legitimation crisis and pacification, between justice and hegemony,
is something that the radical social scientist needs to be aware of and explain.

To summarize, critical realism addresses ontology (our being in the
world), epistemology (what we can know about the world) and ethics (how we
should think and act in the world). All three branches of philosophical enquiry
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are intertwined in critical realism making it a powerful ‘under labourer’s device’
for understanding and explaining events but also for providing direction as to
how we should respond to those events.

THE STRATIFIED WORLD

As I have indicated earlier, Bhaskar has pointed to the stratified nature of social
life. In other words, it is multilayered and divided into a number of distinct,
yet interdependent domains each with their own particular properties. The
elucidation of different domains of social life is not a new phenomenon within
the social sciences. Goffman (1983) talked convincingly of the ‘interaction
order’. Marx (1970) theorized about the relationship between ‘base’ and ‘super-
structure’. Layder’s (1997) encompassing theory provided a useful view of the
nuanced interplay between different domains in social life. For him, these were
the domains of: (1) psychobiography dealing with the ‘individual’s existence
through time and space in the social world’ (Layder, 1997: 274); (2) situated
activity involving everyday social interaction; (3) social settings referring to
informal groupings such as the family but also formal grouping such as social
institutions; and, (4) contextual resources – the impact of culture, polity and
economy and the asymmetrical resources they allocate.

In Layder’s estimation these domains are: (1) interlocking and mutually
dependent on each other. (For example, sexism, as a widespread cultural
phenomena within the domain of contextual resources also manifests itself in
a more ‘micro’, inter-personal way in the domain of situated activity.) (2) ‘related
to each other as layers within the same time unit but also stretched out over
time and space’ (Layder, 1997: 2) and (3) characterized by their own distinct
features giving rise to a measure of independence from the others.

So, the first two domains, while concentrating on subjective and inter-
subjective components, are greatly influenced by the more objective domains
of social settings and contextual resources. Likewise the latter two domains,
while not focusing on subjective dimensions of experience per se, are brought
to life by actors and their interactions. For Layder, though, system elements,
while not independent of the first two domains, cannot be reduced to subjec-
tive phenomena.

Drawing on Giddens, Habermas and Foucault, Layder also stated that
each domain embodied a different form of power. Thus, individual and inter-
subjective forms of power were concentrated in the first two domains while
systemic power was located in the remaining two where it was manifested in
reproduced practices, positions and relations. Importantly, Layder saw power as
an omnipresent reality in social activity. Seen in this way it was a ‘multi-
dimensional intermingling of indivdualized and systemic forces’ that blended
together within and across the domains to shape action.
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While there is much to be commended in this formulation, I have two
central objections to the manner in which these domains have been character-
ized. First, there is no sense of the embodied actor in Layder’s line up; a cogent
appraisal of the actor must take account, not only of the workings of inner
psychology, but also the effects of human biology, physicality and genetics
(Williams, 1999).

Second, and in line with the thinking of Archer (1995), it was wrong of
Layder to merge culture and economy into the single domain of ‘contextual
resources’. Culture and economy need to be separated out as they have differ-
ent properties and effects even though they are imbricated to a degree. For
Archer, the economy deals with material phenomena, structures and interests
while culture embraces nonmaterial phenomena and ideas. Hence, the social
structures underpinning the economy and the ideas pertaining to culture should
not be clamped together in a conceptual vice.Culture, in her estimation,predates
interaction and will exert a conditional influence over it. It is a separate domain
that is socially reproduced but also elaborated through emerging contradictions
and conflict. It is worthy of study in its own right.

Consequently, in the light of this critique, I have reworked Layder’s 
rendition of the domains in social life into the following categories (see 
Figure 1): (1) the domain of the person (2) the domain of situated activity (3)
the domain of social settings (4) the domain of culture and (5) the domain of
the economy.

Let us look, in turn, at each of these domains considering some of the
generative mechanisms that underpin them. I am only going to give some
examples of the mechanisms that are present because, clearly, an articulation of
the range and diversity of mechanisms within a particular level is beyond the
confines of this paper. Moreover, what is being presented is a suppositional
configuration, a fledgling fillip for researchers to test and shape according to
empirical evidence.

1 The Domain of the Person
The domain of the person is a rich compendium of biological, genetic, psycho-
logical, linguistic, cognitive, existential and other forces or law like mechanisms
along with human agency. Let us consider some of these mechanisms below by
way of example.

Bowlby’s (1984) articulation of the attachment mechanism, working
below the surface of day-to-day emotional experience – is a primary example
of a mechanism operating at a psychological level. Young children, who are
insecurely attached to their caregivers, experience the attachment mechanism
in a manner that generates emotional threat to the sense of self. In turn,
some of them become highly defended, anxious, even when they progress 
to adulthood. Freud, in a similar vein, talked about the presence of defence
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mechanisms within the personality, which become active when there is a threat
to the ego. Examples of these mechanisms are transference, projection and
reaction formation.

The domain of the person also embraces language. In this connection,
many critical realists are impressed with Chomsky’s (1966) articulation of a
universal grammar – a kind of deep structure of language – underpinning all
utterances, regardless of culture. This universal grammar consists of a set of
unconscious constraints that let us decide whether a sentence is correctly
formed. This mental grammar is not necessarily the same for all languages but
according to Chomsky the process by which, in any given language, certain
sentences are perceived as correct while others are not, is universal and
independent of meaning.

In a different vein, let us consider the existential nature of personal ‘being’.
For the radical psychiatrist, Ronald Laing (1965), we exist for others, who exist
for us. Without this assurance, we feel ‘ontological insecurity’. One can surmise
from this, that there is mechanism of sociality at play in all human encounters.
Giddens (1990) has also referred to the lurking presence of ontological insecurity
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Domain Characteristics

Domain of the Deals with the embodied person comprising physical, 

person psychological, cognitive, genetic, existential and anthropological

mechanisms.

Domain of This is the sphere of the ‘face-to-face’ where social actions occur, 

situated activity meanings are attributed, and responses initiated according to

these meanings. Underpinning these actions are mechanisms

that preserve the social order.

Domain of This is the institutional sphere comprising informal group 

social settings settings such as family life but also the formal sphere of

organizations. In these settings, mechanisms operate to

reproduce social relations, positions and practices.

Domain of This is the sphere of the ‘lifeworld’ comprising norms, rituals, 

culture customs, tastes along with generative mechanisms that sustain

meaning and social cohesion or else create division.

Domain of In this sphere, political and economic ‘system’ imperatives are to 

polity/economy the fore having great influence over the preceding domains

Figure 1 DOMAINS OF SOCIAL LIFE (DEVELOPED FROM LAYDER [1997])



in our lives, a feeling that is evoked when daily structure or ritual breaks 
down while Honneth (1995) talks about insecurity in the context of the
misrecognition of human identity.

Still within the domain of the person, we can also observe the effects of
genetic mechanisms on the person’s development. An example of mechanisms
working at this level might be seen in the role of temperament in shaping
children’s behaviour. Shyness and irritability have a shown influence on
behavioural responses.

2 The Domain of Situated Activity
This domain refers to social encounters we have with others that we often take
as routine yet they exhibit discernable properties in their own right as Layder
was quick to point out. Again, I will allude to a brief example: when we think
about interpersonal encounters, people implicitly (and usually) engage in role
taking – putting themselves in the shoes of the other; this acts as a social mech-
anism in order for successful exchanges to take place. Theorists such as Habermas
(1984) and Mead (1967) emphasized the importance of this fundamental facet
of the social encounter. Goffman (1983) made five major observations about
human interaction at this level. Typically, it was concerned with: (1) the care and
maintenance of the self; (2) moral properties such as ‘trust’, ‘tact’ and sensitivity
to others’ embarrassment; (3) meaning, understanding and consensus; (4) social
propriety and social customs; and, (5) preserving its integrity in repressive
conditions or institutions.

3 The Domain of Social Settings
This domain refers to informal groupings such as the family but also to formal
organizations such as the workplace. If we consider formal institutions, such as
private business organisations and also public sector bodies, one can see, to give
an example, the operation of a mechanism of ‘advantage’ (Huxham, 1996). In
other words, institutions, particularly under neoliberal economies in the west,
want to maintain a competitive ‘advantage’ over rival organizations, so ensuring
prestige and status. These mechanisms influence the thinking and behaviour of
senior managers and, down the line, their employees, with notable effects leading
sometimes to alienation, burn out and cynicism. This mechanism is strikingly
activated by risk – or threat to the perception of the institution. In this context,
many institutions develop risk avoidance strategies, governance arrangements
and quality assurance policies.

From a different perspective, Goffman, in his important work on Asylums
(Goffman, 1961), recorded the patterned activities, or deeply embedded mech-
anisms, that were present in total institutions (for example prisons, boarding
schools or psychiatric hospitals). Experiences were likely to be governed by a
centralized authority; subjects treated uniformly as a ‘batch’; rules imposed
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inflexibly; and institutional prerogatives promoted over and above subjects’
needs. Building on Goffman’s ideas, Layder saw institutions as highly organized
formal settings, operating through rules and regulations that shaped working
practices along hierarchical lines of communication.

4 The Domain of Culture
The domain of culture refers to the belief systems, norms, rituals, social prac-
tices, customs and tastes that generate meaning and social cohesion but also
serve to divide and oppress.We can approach this divisive aspect of culture from
the viewpoint of critical theory – in line with critical realism’s emancipatory
thrust. Gramsci’s (1992) understanding of cultural domination provides one
important illustration in this context. He polemicized the concept of culture
and its relationship to society by analysing the mechanisms of hegemonic control
(of the ruling classes) and of counter-hegemony (of resistance and struggle).
Capitalist and Fascist societies, according to Gramsci, maintained their stability
by drawing together institutions such as the police and security forces and other
institutions exerting ideological effects such as the media and education system.
However, subaltern populations were not to be viewed as mere cultural dupes;
rather, they were active agents who could contest repressive ideology.

Other critical theorists (from the Frankfurt School) highlighted several
structural components within modern cultures in the west, namely: the indus-
trialization of culture; its commercialization and commodifying effects; the 
way culture produced homogenized subjectivities; and the massification and
standardization of culture. Mass culture, for these commentators, was the engine
that drove the production of dreams, aspirations, fears and the longings of the
one-dimensional personality.For one of these critical theorists, Jürgen Habermas
(1984), cultural reproduction had been colonized by systemic mechanisms; that
is, State driven bureaucracy, rationalization, strategic communication and
instrumentalism. The valorization of these systemic mechanisms led to social
pathologies within the cultural sphere of the ‘lifeworld’. As power and money
penetrated into the symbolic, cultural lifeworld of communities, traditional
values, borne out of consensual dialogue, were invalidated.

5 The Domain of the Economy
Capitalism is an unassailable reality in the modern world economy. There are
a number of key mechanisms within this system, namely: the relentless drive
for profit through consumption; the McDonaldization of private and public
sector industries; the commodification of human labour, identity, relationships
and lifestyles; the stress on individualization and rationalization; the pursuit of
competitive advantage and its effects on investments, distribution, income,
production and the pricing and selling of goods; and trade liberalization,
privatization and deregulation in business affairs.
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Marx (1970) held that there were two core, interrelated mechanisms
governing the economy under capitalism. The first, production, abnegated the
fundamental principle that the value of an object was commensurate with the
labour expended to produce it. In capitalism, the owners of the means of
production, through the wage contract, appropriated surplus value on commodi-
ties; in doing so, they exploited the worker’s due entitlements on the basis that
the value of commodities did not equate with consumed labour time. The
second, consumption, distorted a natural act were products were consumed to
meet intrinsic, biological needs. Under capitalism, however, consumption
became inflated above and beyond these needs. Quintessentially, it became a
vehicle for the attainment of surplus value. It therefore created artificial needs
and fostered hedonism rather than eudaimonia, or true fulfilment. Building on
Marx’s insight regarding these two mechanisms, Bhaskar argued that the basis
of capitalism allowed the philosopher to move from the fact of exploitation to
its ethical condemnation.

Layder (1997) elaborated on these Marxist themes. He highlighted 
the unequal access to different types of resources under capitalism, which he
categorized into three types: material (money), dominative (relating to the use
of power, authority, and control of others), and cultural (technical and practi-
cal know-how). Social categories such as gender, race and class acted as gate-
keepers to these resources. Archer (2003) suggested that such resources led to
constraints or enablements when agents sought to realize their interests relating
to meaningful occupation, general physical well-being or emotional worth.

CRITICAL REALIST RESEARCH

Whereas deduction refers to the inference from the general to the particular
and induction refers to the particular to the general, retroduction, which is 
adopted by critical realism, refers to the inference from a description of some
phenomenon to a description of something that produces it or is a condition
for it. Merely knowing that event ‘C’ had been followed by event ‘D’ was in-
sufficient (and unnecessary), said Bhaskar (1978). What was important was
gaining an understanding of how ‘C’ gave rise to ‘D’. For Sayer (1992), this type
of inference was the driving force behind the retroductive procedure while
Peirce (1958), a pioneer in the field, viewed it as ‘thinking backward’ from effect
to cause. Lawson (1997: 24), by way of comparison, equated retroduction with
an ‘as if reasoning’: one that located ‘beneath-the-surface’ causal mechanisms.
However, Blaikie’s (2003) elaboration of the spatial metaphor is perhaps more
accurate when he talked of retroduction as going back from, below or behind
observed patterns of regularities to discover what produced them.

Retroduction comprises the following steps (see Figure 2). First, the
researcher starts with a transcendental question (following Kant) such as: ‘what
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must be the case in order for events to occur as they do?’. Hanson (1965) puts
this another way: the inquirer has observed something and is now searching for
something which has brought it about. This inquiry is based on an initial reading
of the situation in the ‘actual’ level of reality; for instance, service users are seen
to be unhappy about the provision of a social work service. The transcen-
dental question asks: ‘What has to be in place to make this response happen?’.
For Bhaskar, when we are positing this question, we are really asking what deep
level structures and mechanisms must be in place to make service users disillu-
sioned with the service provided. Such mechanisms, to quote Bhaskar (1978,
p. 47), are ‘not unknowable, although knowledge of them depends upon a rare
blending of intellectual, practico-technical and perceptual skills’. We are also
keen to identify the meanings that the service users attribute to their experi-
ence. Their meanings act as tendencies as well as the law like, innate mechan-
isms that operate below the surface of our empirical recognition.

Second, in order to answer the transcendental question, the researcher
then attempts to construct synthetic, a priori hypotheses to explain the observed
effects and events, drawing, through logical inferences, on a knowledge of depth
theory from the range of domains that shape the social world (Porter, 1993).
Some of these domains, and their internal mechanisms were described earlier.
But it also necessary to draw on systematic reviews on the topic: for example,
in this case, what service users value about social services. Systematic reviews
will point to patterns and regularities and consequently provide clues or
inferences about deep level structure.
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Step One Asking a transcendental question
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of: (a) the generative mechanisms at play (b) the role of

‘agency’, ‘time’ and ‘context’

Step Three Seeking for evidence of hypotheses by looking for the effects of

mechanisms and their interplay with ‘agency’, ‘time’ and

‘context’

Step Four Refining, confirming, falsifying or reworking hypotheses and

seeking more evidence

Step Five Instigating emancipatory action to counter oppressive

mechanisms and activating enabling mechanisms

Figure 2 STEPS IN RETRODUCTION



Moreover, hypotheses can take the form of analogies, metaphors and
models. Benton and Craib (2001: 122) provide the following example of
metaphorical thinking in critical realism: ‘if electrons flowed along a conductor
in the way water flows along a river, then the observed patterns of electric
charge, resistance, magnetic attraction and so on, follow’.At the institutional level,
by way of another example, we might envision formal organizations as machines,
psychic prisons or organic entities.

In the third stage of retroduction the researcher then seeks evidence for
the hypotheses by looking for their likely effects in the empirical world; for
example, if a mechanism of commodification were really at work, then we
should see likely effects such as services being linked with means testing,
services being contracted out to private sector agencies, service users taking on
financial responsibility for purchasing their own packages of care and so on. At
this stage, relevant methods are utilized to test the hypotheses. So, quantitative
data might be employed to determine regularities and patterns. It is also import-
ant for the researcher to use qualitative methods; for example, interviewing to
ascertain actors’meanings, their reasons, intentions and motivations as these areas,
for Bhaskar, have causal properties in their own right.

Reaffirming the point, Porter (1995) provided an interesting example of
the application of critical realist ethnography. He wanted to ascertain whether
structural racism would influence relationships between white health workers
and those from a different ethnic background. His findings revealed that while
there was some evidence of racist views, they were expressed ‘behind the scene’
and were mitigated by other structural mechanisms such as the need for
professionalism.

Johnston (1996), similarly, has also linked critical realism with qualitative
methods but has highlighted, in particular, the role of the radical focus group
in public welfare. Using this method, service users were encouraged to make
connections between their personal troubles, history, and the public issues that
arose from social structure.By using this approach, the marketization and bureau-
cratization of public services were problematized, providing an outlet for the
voice of the welfare citizen. Johnston was keen to use the method to foster the
‘sociological imagination’ through a critical realist understanding of the social
policy context surrounding welfare services.

Important as these qualitative methods are, though, critical realist research
must draw on an array of mixed methods, interdisciplinarity, triangulation, theor-
etical erudition and the systematic review in order to capture the complexity of
the objective and subjective dimensions of social life. In this regard, Downard
and Mearman (2007) make the point that mixed-methods triangulation might
be understood as a primary manifestation of retroduction with its focus on actors’
meanings and social structure. For these authors, critical realism overcomes the
epistemological chasm between qualitative and quantitative approaches.
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To extend the point, Bhaskar sees critical realism as promoting radical,
transformative change in society. In this sense, it is an apt example of what
Burrell and Morgan (1979) have referred to as a radical, structuralist paradigm:
one concerned with the inherent, structural conflicts in society. The positional
wars between qualitative and quantitative researchers recede in significance 
once it is accepted that the focus of inquiry, first and foremost, is on human
emancipation. Methods triangulation is seen as a means to this end.

Fourth, if the hypotheses appear robust, the researcher looks for events
or data that might contradict them (following Popper’s falsificationism thesis).
At this stage of the retroductive process, the researcher will also want to possibly
refine, reformulate or redefine explanatory hypotheses – again keeping the
essential transcendental question in mind. Furthermore, the researcher will want
to search for additional evidence – looking for effects that are congruent with
the new hypothesis. Eventually, the search for evidence should be saturated; that
is, it should reach a point where there is a robust connection between the
hypothesis and the patterns of social activity observable in the empirical world
with no new themes emerging. If this stage is reached, the researcher is then
in a position to return to the original transcendental question and respond to
it with some confidence.

At the final stage of retroduction, the researcher comes to appraise the
‘critical’ component. Simply put, once oppressive mechanisms have been
discovered, there is an onus on him or her to expose their influence and, through
methods such as action research (see later), develop strategies to overturn,
ameliorate or challenge them. Remember, facts and values are not irreconcil-
able dimensions of the social world in the critical realist view.

Giving substance to these points, Kazi (2003) demonstrates the use of
the retroductive method in two social work case studies involving the use of
single subject designs within a realist paradigm. In the first, he reviewed how
the method was applied to the evaluation of five family centres. In the second,
he evaluated the role of a social work team that intervened with young people
who sexually harmed others. In both case studies the role of generative mech-
anisms was considered. Kazi’s approach also demonstrated a commitment to
methodological pluralism. In doing so, it showed how quantitative methods (for
example, the use of standardized tests) were combined with qualitative
approaches (such as action-oriented interventions) to analyse effects (black box
research) and the inner workings of these effects (white box research).

Another example of retroduction in a social work context was provided
by Morén and Blom (2003). Their study was based on qualitative interviews
with four former clients with a history of drug abuse. In terms of study aims,
they wanted to know the reasons why the clients chose to change as a result
of social work intervention. Intrinsic to Morén and Blom’s analysis was the
search for generative mechanisms to explain the elucidated changes. Their
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findings are of great interest because they show the dynamic interrelationship
between social work intervention, client responses, generative mechanisms
(related to professional challenge and risk) and emerging results (life transform-
ations).

These examples demonstrate that the social work researchers had to think
systemically, deductively and critically and such are the challenges for all social
workers adopting this paradigm of research. Systemic thinking is indicated
because critical realism explains behaviour in the context of interlocking social
domains. Deductive thinking is necessitated by the need to construct logical
inferences, form hypotheses and apply explanatory theory. Critical thinking is
required if hypotheses are to be scrutinized, jettisoned or retained.

CRITICAL REALISM AND ACTION RESEARCH

At this juncture I want to examine a qualitative method that I believe is most
appropriate for carrying out research informed by critical realism; that is, the
action research method (Meyer, 2003). The method is appropriate because it is
directly concerned with emancipatory change and human agency, making it
also most relevant to social work.

Even though there are a range of different types of action research (Hart
and Bond, 1995), the essence of the method derives from Lewin’s (1946) articu-
lation of a series of interconnected cycles of analysis, goal-setting, planning,
evaluation and change. I contend that the retroductive method, described earlier,
can be integrated within these cycles to good effect.

As can be seen from Figure 3, the initial step of taking a reading or
carrying out an assessment becomes a retroductive endeavour; that is, it involves
the action research team asking a transcendental question, forming a priori
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hypotheses utilizing depth theory (and other sources such as systematic reviews),
to detect the mechanisms at work and directing the inquiry to the most appro-
priate domains of social life. Here, some domains will be more relevant than
others depending on the nature of the transcendental question that has been
asked.However, it should be remembered that even if one or two of the domains
have been privileged for the inquiry, the remaining domains nevertheless will
exercise some kind of influence and this influence should not be discounted in
the analysis of the data. For example, an action research project might privilege
the domain of ‘situated activity’ if it is addressing how to improve the relation-
ships between residential care workers and young people under their charge.
However, the domains of the ‘person’ and ‘social settings’ will also have effects.
Attachment mechanisms within the young people may be activated by the work
of the staff; institutional rules may have a formative bearing on how the staff
perform their role; and the politico-economic domain may generate constraints
in relation to how risk is managed and the availability of resources.

Still within this first stage of the retroductive assessment, the research
team will need to search for evidence to substantiate or reject or modify these
hypotheses. Here, the team are looking for their predicted effects in the empiri-
cal world. Hypotheses may have to be rejected or modified on the basis of the
analysis of the data and new hypotheses developed, tested and reworked until
‘saturation’ is reached and hypotheses appear credible; that is, their effects can
be seen in the domain(s) under investigation.

At this point, and still within the first action research cycle, the action
research team assemble to form goals based on the identified mechanisms that
seem to be at work, the actors’ meanings that seem to be formative and con-
textual factors that seem to be relevant, for context plus mechanism leads to
outcome. Goals, in this method, refer to actions that can be taken to either
remove, ameliorate, soften or transcend oppressive mechanisms where this is
possible, and actions that can be taken to identify and enhance empowering
mechanisms.

This stage also involves concrete plans as to how these goals will be
implemented. Following this goal setting stage, the team begin to implement
the plans focusing on the goals and the underpinning mechanisms that have
been targeted, the timescales for intervention and the person(s) responsible.After
an agreed point of the time, the team return to evaluate whether the goals have
been achieved and the enabling and constraining factors affecting their work.
The outcome of this meeting leads to a second action research cycle starting
with an assessment stage where the transcendental question might change or be
reworked in a different direction depending on the findings of the first cycle.

Cumulative action research cycles over a period of time, embracing the
retroductive method in the assessment stage, are meant to lead to ever increas-
ing forms of emancipatory practice that can heightened possibilities for change.
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Throughout the cycles, the research team are actively appraising the role of
meaning and social context as a causal force; it is not just a search for law like
mechanisms, as critical realism emphasises the role of agency and structure as
causal tendencies. Action research, as can be seen, is a method that can embrace
critical realist premises most easily as it is concerned, not only with programme
evaluation, but also with emancipatory change. It can embrace the search for
deep mechanisms operating at the ‘real’ level. This movement from ‘surface’ to
‘depth’ in social work investigation is much applauded by Howe (1996).

CONCLUSION

To conclude, critical realism makes a significant contribution to social work
research. First, it posits that there is a stratified ontology comprising an array of
interlocking domains. What is immensely useful here is the distinction between
the three levels of the ‘empirical’ (the level of experiences), the ‘actual’ (the level
of events) and the ‘real’ (the level of generative mechanisms). Social work, to
be truly anti-oppressive, must understand the nature of and interplay between
these different levels if it is to rise to the challenges posed by modern life. It
must combine the ‘personal’ and the ‘political’ in its research endeavours
identifying the oppressive mechanisms that lead to harm and suffering; or,
alternatively, identifying the mechanisms that lead to well-being. I have high-
lighted how critical realist action research can play a significant role in foster-
ing change towards these ends.

Second, is the notion that human agency and social structure exhibit
causal powers within a temporal and spatial context and that the task of the
social scientist is to understand the interconnection between these dimensions.
To privilege one over the other is to fall prey to the cardinal sin of reduction-
ism. For Clifford (1994), anti-oppressive research must be anti-reductionist and
historically sensitive. It should not adopt a totalizing theory whether drawn from
psychology, biology or economics. ‘To weave a web of social work, you need
both psychological and sociological threads’, say Morén and Blom (2003: 40).

Third, is the idea of the social world as essentially open; that, in effect,
there will be a heterogeneous assembly of different causal mechanisms. Thus,
it is very unlikely that there will be one causal factor. What we are more likely
to witness is a variety of causes, acting in diverse ways to produce often idio-
syncratic effects in different circumstances. Thus, social work research should
not be conducted in a laboratory or a closed system where there is an attempt
to only look at the relationship between a dependent and independent variable;
rather, its subject matter is the interplay between real selves, real narratives, real
institutions and real worlds that in no way equates with a hyperreal world of
nomadic signs.
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These central planks of critical realism can contribute greatly to
programme evaluation in social work. Historically, positivism (with its impover-
ished ontology) has been the dominant paradigm within evaluation research
giving rise to the randomized control trial (RCT) as a means for locating causal
variables in the empirical world. However, RCTs, despite the immensely helpful
findings they produce regarding outcomes, are not noted for their contribution
to process research where the focus is on how and why health and social care
treatments and services work the way they do. ‘This limited explanatory ability
leads to a limited purchase on being able to match intervention to service user’
(McLaughlin, 2007: 80).

Critical realism enables the researcher to get into the ‘black box’ of an
intervention or programme and identify how and why interventions work in
particular circumstances.Action research offers opportunities here to canvass the
views of the stakeholders (users, carers and professionals) as to why programme
effectiveness may vary. Linked to the critical realist paradigm, it has a central
role as part of an eclectic assembly of methods and approaches that capture the
rich ontology of social life.
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Abstract

Hayes and Houston’s positive review of Habermas’s contribution to discourse in family

group conferences (in this journal) has been challenged by Garrett. In this paper, one

of the authors replies to Garrett but extends the analysis through a more considered,

developed and detailed examination of Habermas’s thoughts on power in social life.

This leads to a conceptual framework that enables the participants in the conference

to exercise power in a positive manner. In developing this earlier analysis, the paper

also acknowledges Garrett’s argument that Bourdieu helps us to understand the

nature of constraining social structures in child protection. However, Bourdieu’s ideas

are subsequently challenged on the grounds that they lack a competent formulation

on human agency—a faculty that Habermas cogently elucidates. This enlarged under-

standing of agency, it is argued, offers a theoretical resource that fits better with the

ethos of emancipatory social work.

Keywords: Habermas, power, family group conference, child protection, Bourdieu

Introduction

Paul Michael Garrett (2008) has drawn on a range of critical social theorists—
Bourdieu, Bakhtin and Gramsci—as a foil for responding to Hayes and Hous-
ton’s (2007) positive review of Habermas’s contribution to discourse in child
protection. His central contention is that Habermas’s critical social theory
lacks vitality and perspicacity in its consideration of ‘issues connected to
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power differentials’ (Garrett, 2008, p. 1). Moreover, he is wary about the
emphasis that Habermas placed on ‘unconstrained dialogue’ in forging under-
standing and consensus in social life. As one of the authors of this paper, I
welcome this opportunity to respond to his questioning stance and, in particu-
lar, his alternative emphasis on Bourdieu’s (1991) theory of ‘habitus’, ‘field’
and ‘capital’, as a means of navigating one’s way through the power-saturated
terrain of child protection.1 To his credit, Garrett’s response is indicative of his
overall oeuvre in that he tackles the scourge of neo-liberalism, and its impact
on social work, with his customary alacrity and élan.

In responding to Garrett’s (anti) thesis in order to arrive at a new syn-
thetic, reworked understanding, my intention is to, first, review and recon-
sider Habermas’s views on power in late modernity more closely,
presenting this evaluation in the form of a typology (see Figure 1). The
adumbration of this typology will attempt to show the rich, textured and
multifaceted depiction of power in Habermas’s work in both the ‘private’
and ‘public’ domains of life, thus exposing Garrett’s ‘straw man’ fallacy,
namely his restricted and incomplete characterisation of Habermas’s
theory of power, which he then dismantles all too easily. This development
of Habermas’s ideas on power serves also to build on previous theorising
where I have addressed Habermas’s work in relation to risk in child protec-
tion, the nature of state-driven power in child welfare policy and ethical
decision making with reference to child placements in the care system.

Second, I will use the typology to mount a counter-critique of Bourdieu-
sian social work. This is part of Garrett’s preferred position, which he sees
as particularly relevant in day-to-day practice, providing practitioners in
child protection with a rich conceptual arsenal. It is, however, an arsenal
that is fatally compromised by its opaque rendering of ‘human agency’.
Without a sagacious understanding of this subjective faculty, it is doubtful
whether empowerment-led practice can mature and flower.

In the spirit of dialectical inquiry, I then, third, reconstruct the impli-
cations of a Habermasian approach to Family Group Conferences, utilising
the preceding typology and critique of Bourdieu to generate a conceptual

Figure 1 A typology of power based on Habermas’s ideas.
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framework (see Figure 2). This framework, I contend, enables the partici-
pants in the conference to consider the impact of different types of power
and their effects on discourse. It therefore acts as a ‘sensitizing device’.
What makes it distinct from Bourdieu’s deterministic analysis is its empha-
sis on emancipatory reflection, democratic communication and empower-
ing action.

At a time at which child protection has come under renewed censure and
political opprobrium in Anglophile countries, social work practitioners
need to be fully sensitised to both the pernicious nature of power and
also its enabling potential. Yet, the force of this rebuttal of Garrett’s pos-
ition maintains, with Habermas, that language forms and sustains all
types of human life. It is the indubitable, universal source of morality
and, hence, ethical social work. The notion of communicative rationality
in Habermas’s work is comparable to a ‘rocking hull’ in a sea of existential
contingencies. While it shudders under the swell of relativism and scepti-
cism, the hull continues to float. Sadly, Garret’s dismissal of this central
axiom flies in the face of recurrent research findings (Parton and
O’Byrne, 2000), suggesting that recipients of the service value a listening,
communicative approach from social workers. I conclude the paper by reaf-
firming Habermas’s lead notion of the ‘face-to-face’: the interactional, dia-
logical sphere of human activity that gives rise to meaning, forms identity
and ushers in the possibility of change and progress.

Habermas and power: towards a typology

For Garrett, Habermas mistakenly presents the ‘lifeworld’ (the everyday
world of communicational exchange taking place in families and

Figure 2 A conceptual framework for promoting service user empowerment in family group
conferences based on Habermas’s ideas on communication and power.
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communities) as an ‘overly idealized and harmonious social space’ (Garrett,
2008, p. 5), largely free from power and domination: a utopian environment
to be contrasted with the dystopian power-ridden state (or what Habermas
calls the ‘system’). He goes on to charge Habermas with the crime of famil-
ism (Barrett and McIntosh, 1982): an elevation of the traditional family and
denigration of alternatives to it. I intend to show, in response to these
claims, that Garrett has committed a ‘category mistake’ (Ryle, 1949). In
other words, he has ascribed properties to Habermas’s conceptions of
these domains that reveal a partial understanding of them. Garrett’s onto-
logical error, here, can be brought into a sharper focus when we consider
the multifaceted nature of power in Habermas’s wide-ranging corpus of
work. I have approached this area under four headings: communicative
power, pathogenic power, administrative power and colonising power
(see Figure 1). The categories within this typology have been developed
by sourcing not only Habermas’s celebrated works (e.g. the two volume
magnum opus, ‘The Theory of Communicative Action’, 1984, 1987), but
also his less well known contributions to the family and state (Habermas,
2001).

Figure 1 depicts a vertical axis termed the ‘nature of power’. It can be
seen within this descriptor that Habermas views power as both ‘enabling’
and ‘constraining’, contrary to the widespread view that he is only con-
cerned with the latter form—an impression conveyed by Garrett as well.
The horizontal axis refers to the two principal domains of social experience:
the ‘lifeworld’ and the ‘system’. This categorisation should not be viewed as
a crude binary, as Garrett charges, but rather as an analytical device to aid
understanding of the ‘macro’ and ‘micro’ dimensions of social life. Haber-
mas has been at pains to highlight the continuing rationalisation of both of
these spheres into smaller sub-systems (Habermas, 1984). Once again,
Garrett is wrong to suggest that Habermas lacks an appreciation of the
different forms of social space; clearly, his articulation of the range of sub-
systems in the ‘lifeworld’—education, cultural experience, religious activity,
to name a few—shows that Habermas is attentive to social location and
therefore is not working to a rudimentary bifurcation of state and civil
society. In this regard, he says:

In a society increasingly differentiated along functional lines, an ever larger
number of persons acquire access to, and participation in, an ever greater
number of subsystems. Such subsystems include markets, factories, and
places of work; government offices, courts, and the military; schools, hospi-
tals, theatres and museums; political associations and public communi-
cations media . . . For the individual, the number of memberships
therewith multiplies, and the range of options expands (Habermas, 1996,
p. 504).

By way of an initial summary of the typology, taking both of its axes
together gives rise to a number of different forms of power in Habermas’s
thought. Hence, first, ‘communicative power’ occurs within the ‘lifeworld’
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and is seen as enabling. It fosters understanding and gives rise to change
that builds identity and secures communal forms of life. Second, ‘patho-
genic power’ occurs in the ‘lifeworld’ as well, but, in this case, it produces
systematic distortions of speech. Such distortions hamper the realisation
of ‘identity’ within families and frustrate the gratification of needs contra
to Garrett’s claims that Habermas views this domain as inviolable and
devoid of strategic action. Given the specific nature of Garrett’s critique
here, I intend to explain this aspect of power in Habermas’s work in
some detail.

The quadrant termed ‘administrative power’, third, occurs with the
‘system’ but can be viewed as a positive, enabling form of power. It suggests
that the state, and its representatives (including social workers), can, when
acting on a popular mandate, exercise power to the benefit of constituents
in the ‘lifeworld’. Lastly, Habermas’s notion of ‘colonizing power’ can be
situated in the ‘system’ but has, as the categorisation suggests, disempower-
ing effects leading to alienation and psychological pathologies. Let us
examine more fully each of these quadrants, for they have relevance to
the operation of the Family Group Conference and expose the shortcom-
ings in Garrett’s argument.

Communicative power

It is interesting that Garrett captiously references Foucault’s notion of
power, seeing it as superior to the Habermasian view. Yet, Foucault’s anti-
humanist and decentring view of ‘agency’ leaves little room for the exercise
of intentional acts of resistance or pro-activity that shape or challenge pre-
vailing discourses. In this connection, we can explore Habermas’s rendering
of the idea of communicative power. In Between Facts and Norms (Haber-
mas, 1996), he views this form of power as a positive influence in the sense
that the citizen can exert influence on the interpretation and response to
needs, interests and identities within the public sphere.

Habermas exemplifies and grounds his ideas concerning communicative
power with reference to the law in modern society and how it can achieve
legitimacy. So, even though there is the sheer facticity of law (i.e. its objec-
tive control over the citizen’s life), there is also its normative basis, its cre-
dence in the sense that it has arisen from the ‘lifeworld’, through citizens
exercising their communicative power to make manifest their opinions
regarding the form and content of law as it affects their daily lives. For
the law to be legitimate, it must be grounded in public opinion: citizens
who are subject to the law must also be the same people who create and
sustain that law. They are both the authors and addressees of the law,
making their voices known through the ‘sluice’ of ‘lifeworld’ institutions,
such as churches, community groups and voluntary agencies. Through the
collective use of communicative power in the ‘lifeworld’, acts of
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deliberative democracy take place. These are acts characterised by argu-
mentation that is aimed at the promotion of ‘generalisable interests’,
where the only acceptable force is the force of better argument.

Pathogenic power

In his little known work entitled On the Pragmatics of Social Interaction:
Preliminary Studies in the Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas,
2001), Habermas, in one of the book’s essays, addresses deviant processes
of socialisation within the family and how they give rise to systematically
distorted communication between family members. To reiterate an
earlier point, although Habermas has been criticised by Garrett and
others (e.g. Fraser, 1989) for presenting a too idealised picture of daily com-
munication within the family (owing perhaps to his notion of the ‘ideal
speech situation’), the force of this account shows, unquestioningly, that
he is very much attuned to the pathological vagaries of communication
within this private sphere.

At the outset, Habermas clarifies his position in this matter by suggesting
that the idea of communicative pathology presupposes a notion of undis-
turbed or normal communication, which is referred to technically as ‘com-
municative action’. For him, the latter has an ineluctable place in human
relations, irrespective of variations in the cultural context. Claims that are
founded on rightness, sincerity and truth, that are intelligible and show
reasoned argumentation, are fundamental to daily interaction, it is con-
tended. However, Habermas is not suggesting, here, that people can
never deviate from this form of normalised communication. He is by no
means arguing that the private domain of family life is better than the
state sphere, as Garrett mistakenly connotes (Garrett, 2008, p. 5). In fact,
he suggests that the most prominent displays of communicative pathology
are those where the speakers themselves are unaware of their violation of
communicative action. More to the point, it occurs when there is a furtive
attempt at communicative action while, at the same time, an unresolved
smouldering conflict lingers, violating the communicative presuppositions
and resulting in speech that is ultimately distorted. As he says:

If interjections of private language violate the communicative presupposi-
tions of intelligibility, and thus the internal organization of speech, even
though the speaker does not intentionally abandon the foundation of con-
sensual action, then we have what I want to call systematically distorted
communication (Habermas, 2001, pp. 150–1).

For example, when a speaker expresses himself unintelligibly without rea-
lising it, or a spouse deceives herself concerning her true feelings for her
husband, or when, in a quotidian exchange, one of the speakers believes
that he is acting in accordance with recognised social norms but, deep
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down, is violating them, then we see evidence of distorted speech. Conflicts
that cannot be openly expressed, yet ‘leak’ surreptitiously into discourse,
make any attempt at understanding or consensus problematic. In Austin’s
(1975) terms, a communicative ‘misfire’ has occurred. Or, to use a Haber-
masian idiom, a ‘pseudo consensus’ has emerged. In this form of interlocu-
tion, the external appearance of speech is oriented towards consensus
whereas its internal structure has been compromised by conflicts.

Habermas delves more deeply into ego-psychology to examine the
dynamics of systematically distorted speech, drawing on Laing’s (1960)
ideas. Once again, this emphasis is contrary to the charge that Habermas
neglects the psychological dimension of ‘being’. The family is a privileged
site, he says, for the realisation of human identity, not only for the develop-
ing child, but also for the adult. Furthermore, it attempts to meet the needs
and drives of its members through aiding autonomy and socialising chil-
dren. For Habermas, these functions are sometimes beset with conflicts
and problems. It is when these conflicts and problems are repressed, uncon-
sciously (Habermas draws on Freudian thinking at this juncture of the argu-
ment), that distortions of speech become manifest. Emblematic of such
conflicts are the imbalances in family life between giving and taking, proxi-
mity and distance and opportunities to execute initiative or to remain
passive. Conflict is the axial dynamic around which pathogenic power
revolves; that is, conflict foments into power that shows itself in distorted
speech. Thus, the relationship between power, language and conflict is
pivotal to his thesis:

Empirical studies have shown that a family’s ability to solve . . . problems
stands in an inverse relation to its internal potential for conflict. The
latter in turn is a function of the distribution of power. The more unequally
power is distributed among the (adult) members of a family, the higher the
probability of an asymmetrical distribution of the chances each individual
has of attaining a satisfactory balance of gratifications (Habermas, 2001,
p. 161).

Administrative power

Essentially, administrative power refers to the capacity of the state to
implement and enforce the law within society. It is the dynamic force pro-
mulgating political, social and welfare-orientated policies. Critically,
administrative power is indelibly linked to communicative power. Public
opinion that is expressed through communicative power in the ‘lifeworld’
fuels the capacity of state administrators to make laws and policies that
reflect citizens’ real interests. So, administrative structures should not
operate instrumentally according to their own internal logics, nor should
law isolate itself from its true progenitor: the voice of the ordinary citizen
and his or her aspirations. In this way, the law is meant to embody subjec-
tive rights:
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The state becomes necessary as a sanctioning, organizing, and executive
power because rights must be enforced, because the legal community has
need of both a collective self-maintenance and an organized judiciary,
and because political will-formation issues in programmes that must be
implemented (Habermas, 1996, p. 134).

According to Habermas, legitimate law is discursively agreed by those most
affected by it. This process, in turn, gives administrative power its authoris-
ation. As such, administrative power is meant to fulfil the will of the citizen.
Furthermore, it facilitates the political institutionalisation of law. Hence,
the citizen has confidence that the law can regulate political power. At
this point, one can see the reciprocal relationship between communicative
power, administrative power and legitimate law. There is an equipoise in
their juxtaposition but, clearly, the two forms of power are the means by
which the normative end of legitimate law is attained.

Colonising power

In The Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas, 1984, 1987), Haber-
mas puts forward his celebrated thesis regarding the colonisation of the
‘lifeworld’ by the ‘system’. By this, he means that after having uncoupled
itself from the ‘lifeworld’ at an earlier stage of societal development, the
‘system’ now re-enters it in a rapacious manner. This emotive nomenclature
is meant to convey, through analogy, the actions of a colonial master
coming to dominate an enfeebled, indigenous group. Colonisation, in this
context, refers specifically to the penetration of power, money, bureaucracy
and strategic action into areas of life that rely on communicative action for
day-to-day problem solving—areas that have a time-honoured place in
dealing with questions of right and wrong and pragmatic decision making.
Thus, economic and political imperatives, through the exercise of colonis-
ing power, wreak havoc in areas such as education, socialisation and cul-
tural identity.

Strategic action, then, rather than its counterpart (communicative
action), becomes more and more apparent in settling questions of
concern in modern society. However, it is an inappropriate remedy for
the ills of the ‘lifeworld’, argues Habermas. It is consonant with a physician
prescribing antibiotics for the influenza virus. Problematic issues relating to
‘meaning’ require communication, understanding, agreement and consen-
sus rather than bureaucratic, procedural responses or league tables or per-
formance targets that become ends in themselves to the detriment of
patients in hospitals or children in the care system. According to Habermas,
the ‘lifeworld’ must erect ‘restraining barriers’ against this colonising
power, otherwise people’s overall mental and social well-being will suffer.

Even though Habermas has refined his thesis on these issues as his work
has progressed towards more of a liberal–reformist position, he is still wary
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of the power of the ‘system’ under globalised capitalism to challenge the
integrating functions of the ‘lifeworld’:

A radical-democratic change in the process of legitimation aims at a new
balance between the forces of social integration so that the
social-integrative power of solidarity—the ‘communicative force of pro-
duction’—can prevail over the power of the other two control resources,
that is, money and power, and therewith successfully assert the practically
oriented demands of the ‘lifeworld’ (Habermas, 1993, p. 444).

To summarise this section, it can be seen that Habermas’s views on power in
modern society have depth and range. Contrary to Garrett’s critique, not
only do they address the nature of ‘top down’, coercive power emanating
from the state, but also illuminate the complexion of enabling and con-
straining power within the private and public domains of social life. As I
will argue later, this typology can provide a rich repository of ideas to
guide participants engaging with the Family Group Conference. The next
section ‘drills down’ further into Habermas’s work to excavate a substratum
of his thinking in relation to the power of human agency. This facet of his
work is compared critically with Bourdieu’s model of the ‘structured, con-
ditioned agent’, which Garrett champions as an alternative theoretical
resource for social workers in child protection.

Bourdieu and power: the problem of human agency

It is axiomatic that Bourdieu’s work is epoch-making. His contribution to
critical social theory rests in a spectrum of theoretical ideas, explanatory,
conceptual devices, and theoretical-cum-empirical outpourings. According
to Garrett, Bourdieu provides a rich conceptual arsenal anchored in the
notions of ‘habitus’, ‘field’ and ‘capital’. ‘Habitus’, we are told, is the intern-
alisation of constraining social conditions within the subject, shaping per-
ception, judgement and action in the social world; ‘field’, by way of
contrast, is the structured space within which action occurs; ‘capital’
refers to the different types of resource that actors seek to acquire in
order to advance their social positions and achieve recognition.

It is within the interplay of these three constructs that Bourdieu’s theory
achieves its full analytical and explanatory potency. But let us be clear: the
theory’s potential is circumscribed. While it helps one to make sense of the
social reproduction and replication of social life in a manifestly helpful way,
the theory stops short of an informed understanding of purposive con-
sciousness: the capacity for intentional, creative, virtuosic and reflective
prowess that plays out in daily social interaction. Simply put, Bourdieu’s
account is essentially objectivist; that is, it emasculates human subjectivity
and, in doing so, unintentionally presents the ‘subject’ as a ‘cultural dope’
(DiMaggio, 1979; Garnham and Williams, 1980; Jenkins, 1982). One has
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only to cogitate briefly on Bourdieu’s definition of ‘habitus’ to arrive
quickly at this conclusion:

The conditionings associated with a particular class of conditions of exist-
ence produce the habitus, systems of durable, transposable, structured
structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as prin-
ciples which generate and organize practices and representation (Bourdieu,
1990, p. 8).

Looking closely at this definition, it is hard to see where human reflexivity
fits into the equation. There is a heavy ring of ‘conditioning’, ‘structuring’
and ‘organizing’ in the wording. To be more exact, the sense of the language
conveys the notion of a ‘plastic’ self (Jenkins, 2004): one determined rather
than determining its environment. Moreover, Bourdieu’s corollary con-
cepts of ‘field’ and ‘capital’ fail to redeem the situation, as they, too, are
laden with deterministic precepts. All in all, the human subject is almost
cast into an enforced chess game in which the objective, strategy and
moves are predetermined.

It is doubtful whether an Einstein, Mozart or Sartre could have existed in
a Bourdieusian society. Each was responsible for a Copernican revolution
in their own field of endeavour, challenging the shibboleths of the day.
This point gains momentum when we consider Brian Keenan’s (1992) pro-
foundly inspiring book, An Evil Cradling. Here, he recounts his years impri-
soned in the Lebanon at the hands of a terrorist group. Keenan’s survival, it
seems, lay in moving beyond the ‘habitus’, ‘field’ and ‘capital’ of his terrible
situation and background conditioning through occasional acts of resist-
ance, creative reconstructions of his suffering and small ways of improving
his position. What is striking is his, at times, compassionate reframing of his
captors’ actions of abuse and denigration. In reading Keenan’s deep con-
templative and reflective thoughts, one is also struck by the author’s
capacity to make a Quantum Leap beyond the pre-reflexive structures
that structure thought, perception and action to free himself from his
immediate mental process. The same could be said of Viktor Frankl’s
(1984) struggle for freedom in a Nazi concentration camp during the
Second World War or Primo Levi’s (1987) almost ethnographic account
of his days in Auschwitz.

The point being made is that Bourdieu’s conceptual arsenal does not
actually theorise human agency in a competent manner, despite his
claims to embrace subjectivity. Essentially, he tells the reader how
social structures are reproduced but not reconfigured. Consequently,
Bourdieu sees power as a mechanism of legitimation whereby the dominant
and the dominated accept social hierarchy as a given. Through what
Bourdieu refers to as ‘symbolic violence’, the dominated misrecognise
power for what it actually is; there is an unconscious acceptance of
the status quo. The prevailing culture makes sure that its norms are
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foundational for all. Callinicos (2005) is accurate in his appraisal of these
ideas when he states:

For all Bourdieu’s undoubted originality, and his determined effort to liber-
ate himself from an intellectual context dominated by the heritage of struc-
turalism, he offers another restatement of the theme common, despite all
their differences, to Lévi-Strauss, Althusser, and Foucault, that human
beings are fated to be prisoners of the structures of domination (Callinicos,
2005, p. 129).

This view of language, practice and domination in Bourdieu’s work can be
contrasted with that of Habermas’s (see Table 1).

In the Bourdieusian perspective, social structure is a conditioning reality
affecting language and practice through the mechanisms of ‘habitus’, ‘field’
and ‘capital’. As indicated, the subject’s actions or practice is dominated by
‘symbolic violence’. The strength of this conceptual map is that it allows
social workers to theorise how dominant social structures, say in the class
system, are replicated. It might allow the inquirer to gain some understand-
ing as to how unfair selection procedures in education take place for a child
in the care system but it does not give the social worker the weaponry with
which to tackle the issue of such oppression. It remains at the level of a con-
ceptual tool rather than a model to ignite emancipatory praxis through an
informed understanding of human agency. Critically, a social work
approach with a limited conceptualisation of this faculty, and thus the
nature of empowerment, can be compared to the practice of Anglicanism
without the Eucharist.

Habermas, in contrast, argues that actors possess reason and agency.
They are conscious, reflective beings who, through language, forge under-
standing and consensus with others. It is this capacity, in its ideal form
(known as the ‘Ideal Speech Situation’), that acts as a counterfactual tool,
highlighting and warning against breaches of discourse, holding negative
power and domination in check.

Without doubt, Bourdieu’s schemata of perception, apperception and
practice pertaining to the ‘habitus’ challenges Habermas’s presupposition

Table 1 Contrasting perspectives on language, practice, domination and social work: Habermas
versus Bourdieu

Habermas Bourdieu

View of the agent as rational, conscious and
reflective

View of the agent as conditioned

Agents apply reason through language to forge
understanding and consensus with others to
achieve ‘communicative action’

Language is determined by ‘habitus’, ‘field’
and ‘capital’, which give rise to practice

‘Communicative action’ gives rise to practice that
holds power and domination in check

Practice is dominated by ‘symbolic violence’
and legitimated social hierarchy

Social work institutionalises ‘communicative action’
as the cornerstone of empowerment

Social work theorises social reproduction and
constraint
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of an ahistorical, universal rationality, but, equally, it must invalidate the
notion of an independent form of critical, emacipatory reflexivity, which
must be the cornerstone of empowerment-led social work practice.
Without the capacity to put some distance between ourselves and our
immediate situation, in order to understand the nature of oppressive forms
of power, we are destined to a fatalistic entrapment in social structure as wit-
nessed in agents who, in Bourdieu’s depiction, jockey for position in force
fields characterised by endless and unrelenting competition, contingency
and finitude. Garrett (2008, p. 10) seems to fall unwittingly into this determi-
nistic outlook when he argues that the notions of ‘habitus’, ‘capital’ and
‘field’ so determine the thoughts, language and actions of the ‘independent
coordinator’ in the Family Group Conference as to remove any semblance of
independence or critical reflexivity on his or her part. But, to ask a rhetorical
question, what is the added value of this type of analysis for social workers
committed to change, to emancipation, to empowerment?

Habermas, power and family group conferences: towards
a reconstructed view

Garrett’s critique is welcomed because it has enabled the author to further
develop his thinking in relation to the contribution of Habermas’s ideas to
discourse and empowerment in Family Group Conferences. Figure 2 shows
a conceptual framework integrating the conclusions of Hayes and Hous-
ton’s original paper with the ideas arrived at in this response to Garrett.
Its purpose is to act as a sensitising device to enable the participants in
the conference—the professionals, family members and independent coor-
dinator—to be more alert to the misuse of power, but also to encourage
actions that foster empowerment.

As can be seen, there are three components to the framework. The first,
labelled ‘A—Ideal speech imperatives’, summarises the final part of the
original paper. It paraphrases Habermas’s ‘ideal speech situation’. I will
not rehearse the argument in relation to this component, as it is set out
for readers in the first paper. However, it is worth reiterating that these
imperatives are to be seen as counterfactual statements; that is, they are
meant to act collectively as a yard stick by which the ethical basis of
social work practice is appraised and self-criticism promoted. Garrett is
wrong to infer that Habermas ‘fails to acknowledge how power differentials
are apt to complicate . . . his discourse ethics’ (Garrett, 2008, p.7). Habermas
is all too aware of the difficulties in achieving idealised forms of ethical
speech; in fact, he says its occurrence as a pure form is a rare event
(Edgar, 2006, p. 66). Nevertheless, these idealised imperatives act as a
much needed ethical gyroscope to counter the moral ‘free fall’ of today’s
world of competitive individualism and instrumentalism.
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The second component, entitled ‘B—Empowerment framework’, depicts
the four different forms of power described earlier and summarised as a
typology in Figure 1. The two forms of positive power—communicative
and administrative—are, as the heading suggests, to be sought, developed
and enhanced within the process of the Family Group Conference, for
they lead to communicative action. By way of contrast, the dimensions of
negative power—pathogenic and colonising—are to be detected, chal-
lenged, avoided or minimised, for they affect social and emotional well-
being in a deleterious manner. Components A and B combine into a dual
perspective on the operation of the Family Group Conference. Component
A is normative in orientation, while B provides conceptual knowledge.

The third part of the framework, referred to as ‘C—Steps within the
Family Group Conference’, summarises the three sequential phases
within the conference meeting: ‘information giving’ (when the professionals
provide the family with necessary information), ‘private family time’ (when
the family meet separately from the professionals to draw up the welfare
plan for the child) and ‘agreeing the plan’ (when the family and pro-
fessionals reunite to reach a consensus on the plan). The thrust of the fra-
mework is to apply sections A and B to the family conference, from start
to finish, to check and monitor communication and action, to act as a
point of self-criticism.

At this point, I want to return to section B and attempt to translate the
abstract theory, covered earlier in the paper in relation to Habermas’s
detailed thinking on power, into more concrete, grounded statements.
The aim of this translation is to make the meaning of each of the four differ-
ent forms of power more accessible for participants in the conference so
that they are at least aware of their nature.

‘Communicative power’ is promoted by the family and significant net-
works adopting the following types of communication and action, namely:

(1) giving sound reasons for their arguments when drawing up the plan to
enhance the welfare of their child;

(2) conveying the child’s interests and needs through statements that are
sincere, factually correct and that are reflective of accepted values

(such as the child’s needs being paramount);

(3) adhering to the ideal speech imperatives (see section A) in their delibera-

tions over the plan during the ‘private family meeting and subsequent dis-

cussions with the professionals’;

(4) attempting to understand different perspectives within the family (e.g.
those of grandparents and siblings) and reach a consensus, where poss-

ible, in relation to recommendations to the conference; and

(5) allowing each of the family members the time they need to present their

views so that everyone’s contribution is heard, listened to and respected.
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‘Administrative power’ is promoted by the professionals adopting the fol-
lowing types of communication and action, namely:

(1) using their professional agency and applying critical reflection and discre-

tion to interpret the law, policy and procedure in ways that are in keeping

with the best interests of the child and the family;

(2) seeking to achieve agreement and consensus with family members during

the ‘agreement phase’ of the conference;

(3) applying the ideal speech imperatives (see section A) to their own
internal professional communication and dialogue with the family over

what is best for the child;

(4) developing accurate empathy and role-taking in relation to the child and

members of the family; and

(5) using arguments and reaching conclusions that are based on reason, that

are sincere, true and ethical.

‘Colonising power’ is avoided by the professionals when they:

(1) refrain from instrumental responses, whether bureaucratic, forensic or
procedural, that depersonalise family members;

(2) place ‘ethics’ at the heart of all contact with the family and decisions
made;

(3) listen more, ask open-ended questions and translate technical terms into
the language of the ‘lifeworld’;

(4) problematise the impact of welfare ideology (including a risk-averse

orientation) and performance management on their role, tasks and func-

tions within the stages of the conference;

(5) adopt the ideal speech imperatives (see section A) in communication

with family members and professional colleagues in relation to what is
best for the child and the family;

(6) focus on the well-being of the child and family members rather than
seeing investigation as an end in itself;

(7) ensure that ‘relationship-based practice’ and trust are spearheaded over

instrumental responses to family members;

(8) utilise analytical skills, discretion and reason to arrive at decisions that

promote positive short and long-term outcomes for the child and family;

(9) consider the need for physical settings and locations that promote the

ease and comfort of family members when they are conducting their

deliberations;

(10) promote partnership over surveillance-led activity;

(11) set aside the language of blame, manipulation and control; and
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(12) dispense with strategic action where family members are treated as

objects rather than subjects with whom agreement and understanding

should be forged.

‘Pathogenic power’ is avoided by the family when they:

(1) engage in dialogue in which conflicts are discussed in an undisguised,

open and yet respectful manner;

(2) adhere to the ideal speech imperatives as much as possible (see section

A);

(3) try to recognise needs and identities in an open way;

(4) seek to promote listening, understanding, agreement and consensus when

discussing the child’s needs;

(5) allow the family members to engage in ‘give and take’ exchanges and dis-

plays of initiative;

(6) strive for mutual empathy and perspective taking when coming to

resolutions;

(7) consider the child’s needs for care, autonomy and socialisation; and

(8) refrain from communication that has an ulterior message, is cryptic or

incongruent with non-verbal presentations.

These applied illustrations of communication and action in each of the four
quadrants have a particular purchase for the independent co-ordinator in
the Family Group Conference. In the original paper, it was said that the
latter’s role was to police ‘the boundary’ of the ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system assi-
duously, protecting and nurturing power-free communication and unrest-
rained argumentation . . . acting as a mediator, spanning the different
interests and needs of each of the parties’ (Hayes & Houston, 2007,
p. 1002). Garrett has questioned whether the co-ordinator can, in fact, free
himself (sic.) sufficiently from his own ‘habitus’ to afford such independent,
critical thought. He is right to pose this question. Habermas has acknowl-
edged that negative, constraining power, as described in the colonising quad-
rant, is concealed by the apparent fairness of the market and welfare
compensations under modern capitalism. Power can systematically distort
language and action. Professionals can fool themselves into believing that
they are acting with beneficence. Families, likewise, can fall prey to patho-
genic power, despite their best efforts to free themselves from its effects.

Yet, borrowing heavily from Mead (1962), Habermas maintains that our
self-identity has two core aspects: an ‘I’ and a ‘me’. The ‘me’ is the part of
the person that is socialised by the environment. It forms, through symbolic
interaction, a person’s unique sense of self and conforms to social conven-
tion. It is through the ‘me’ that society, and its ideological apparatus, dom-
inate the individual. The ‘I’, however, can reflect on this ‘me’, or this
‘habitus’ that is ‘me’. It is the creative aspect of the self. The capacity to

1750 Stan Houston

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/article/40/6/1736/1622126 by Q
ueen's U

niversity of Belfast user on 26 N
ovem

ber 2021



have an ‘I’ allows the individual to act in a novel way, to break with internal
and external controls and social rules that the ‘me’ has blithely adopted. It is
the ‘I’ that makes change possible. When the impetus coming from the ‘I’ is
channelled through communicative action, then there is the possibility, in
Habermas’s thinking, of becoming more aware of self-deception and ideo-
logical hegemony. I would contend, then, that the independent
co-ordinator, if not the professionals and family members in the Family
Group Conference, should cultivate this sense of the ‘I’. This process, as
a first step in a long but royal road towards reflexivity, can be grounded
and channelled by consciously applying the conceptual framework (see
Figure 2), and its accompanying statements recorded above, throughout
the conference. In broader terms, it is the ‘I’ that makes empowerment in
social work a possibility.

Conclusion

According to one set of commentators (Lonne et al., 2009), child protection
in Western countries is haemorrhaging. The system, they argue, is long on
blame and short on helpfulness; it is powered by surveillance rather than
caring; it is preoccupied with incidents of abuse rather than longer-term
outcomes for children; and its focus on case management is to the detriment
of relationship-based approaches to families.

In the UK, the implementation of the progressive Every Child Matters
(2004) policy document has been undermined by the very concerns that
Habermas has raised: the application of technocratic consciousness
through performance management, mandated forms of early intervention
and informational systems that raise serious threats to civil liberties. Yet,
when power is held in check and practice achieves consensus between
service users and social workers at the investigation and assessment stage
of child protection, then there is more likelihood of better outcomes for
the children drawn into the process (Cleaver and Freeman, 1995).

To move the focus in a more general direction, social work has two core
dimensions. First, it is normative and, second, it is dialogical. The normative
dimension, the profession’s value and ethical base, permeates all of its
activities and is reflected in codes of practice, strengths-based approaches,
anti-oppressive practice, structural social work and emancipatory interven-
tions. The dialogical dimension refers to communicative engagement, the
domain of the ‘face-to-face’, the medium in which meaning is created and
changed in personal and professional contexts. Clearly, Habermas’s ideas
chime notably with both of these dimensions because they also lie at the
heart of his thinking. In fact, he argues that the normative dimension is
embedded in the nature of communication itself. So, whether the interven-
tion concerns restorative justice conferences, family conferences in the
‘looked after child’ system, safety conferences in cases of domestic violence,
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networking conferences with care leavers, reflecting teams in systemic
family therapy or radical focus groups with service users in a research
context (all of which essentially mirror the family group conference struc-
ture; see Family Group Conference Forum, 2009), the normative and the
dialogical are to the fore but in a manner that involves the ‘system’ and ‘life-
world’ in direct exchange. It is this interface, however, that opens up possi-
bilities for both enabling and constraining power, the nature of which
Habermas has helpfully explained.

Against this more general backdrop, the Family Group Conference
stands out as a beacon of light and one that is emblematic of a structure
that balances the power of the ‘system’ and the ‘lifeworld’, bringing the
two domains into a productive association. That said, as I argued in the
first paper, it is not a power-free zone by any means. This point has also
been well made by Garrett. So, it is vital that its participants do not treat
it merely as a process to be enacted with defined stages and roles. The
issue of the different forms of power, enabling and constraining, has to be
tackled directly and explicitly. Habermas’s ideas, as schematically set out
in Figure 2 and in the accompanying statements elucidated in the last
section, collectively provide the participants with a sensitising device to
help them develop a more nuanced understanding of how power operates
within the family and state. At this concluding point, one nagging question
remains: is Garrett the real author of the response to the Hayes and
Houston paper or is it the prevailing ‘habitus’ (the internalised, embodied
social structure) writing through him?

Accepted: June 2009

1. There is insufficient space within this reply to respond to Garrett’s reference to

Bakhtin and Gramsci.
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Abstract

The field of social work ethics is changing. While more established positions, such as uti-

litarianism and deontology, continue to influence social work thinking and practice,

emergent approaches are taking hold, leading to a radical examination of social work

as an ethical discipline. To contribute to this unfolding debate, this article examines

Isaiah Berlin’s notion of value pluralism and its contribution to social work. The argument

proceeds by summarising and categorising some of the traditional and emergent theories

shaping social work according to metaphors of the ‘head’ (the justice-oriented, rational

approaches) and the ‘heart’ (the grounded, particularistic and care-focused approaches).

Berlin’s value pluralism is then adopted to contend that social work needs to hold both

‘head’ and ‘heart’ ethics in a vital equilibrium to generate the ethics of the ‘hand’ (i.e.

the practical response to contested areas of need) and the ‘feet’ (the commitment to

change and well-being). These metaphors are then mapped on to a decision-making

process and applied to the fraught area of adoption without parental consent.

Keywords: Value pluralism, social work ethics, ethical decision making
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Introduction

We live in a world that is increasing in complexity. Rich in information,
image and artefact, this world is also characterised by contradiction,
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tension, ambiguity and ambivalence. People’s actions shape society but are,
in turn, constrained by it. Societal forces producing consensus and conflict
clash, influencing identities, everyday social interaction, institutional norms
and the different types of resource that are available or unavailable to
people. Ethical quandaries emerge with a particular resonance in this (late)-
modern age. In response, proclamations for living the ‘good life’ struggle to
maintain their relevance. People no longer have certainty and must grapple
with competing ethical positions and moral viewpoints.

In this article, I argue that social work must try to maintain an openness
to the discordant themes within ethical theory and moral philosophy. It
must not succumb to parochialism by identifying with one univocal position,
be it, for instance, deontology or utilitarianism (see below). Social life is
complex and requires a wide lens that can refract light in different direc-
tions on contrasting subject matters. The idea of keeping countervailing
ethical perspectives in social work in tension, which is at the heart of my
argument, is amplified later in the article by drawing on the work of
Isaiah Berlin (2003), one of the leading, libertarian thinkers of the twentieth
century. Berlin’s value pluralism suggests that there are no ultimate, univer-
sal, cross-cultural moral foundations that can be ranked in order of priority
to determine how we should live. I suggest that Berlin’s ideas on morality in
day-to-day life can be extrapolated to the realm of ethical theory where
clashing, incompatible and incommensurate ideas sometimes abound.
Developing one’s ethical awareness means being open to the full ramifica-
tions of this claim.

To construct and justify this argument, I set out, in the following section,
a brief summary of some of the key ethical theories, both established and
emergent, underpinning social work practice. There are a range of texts
that cover these theories in much greater depth and precision than I accom-
plish here (see Banks, 2006; Reamer, 1982). The intention is merely to map
out the territory, much as a cartographer might do when surveying the land-
scape, so that the first building block in the argument is erected. Once
achieved, I then categorise these theories and perspectives according to
Sevenhuijsen’s (1998) metaphors of the ‘head’ (the rational approach to
ethics), ‘heart’ (the emotional, intuitive response to ethics), ‘hand’ (the
practical engagement with ethics) and ‘feet’ (the practice of walking the
moral path in order to get things done). What is being suggested here is
that ‘head’ and ‘heart’ approaches to ethics can be seen in the context of
Berlin’s notion of value pluralism. As such, even though they may
collide, it is argued that the ethical inquirer must maintain an openness to
their tenets, avoiding the all-too-easy tendency to privilege one set of
ideas and negate the other. Such conceptual and emotional openness, as
captured through Berlin’s value pluralism, leads to the unfolding praxis
of the ‘head’, ‘heart’, ‘hand’ and feet’.

This dynamic interplay between the metaphors is then transposed to a
recognised process for ethical decision making in social work. The net
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result is a conceptual framework that integrates the position of value plur-
alism with a step-by-step procedure for thinking through how one might
choose a course of action in a potentially fraught circumstance where
there might be disputed rights and needs or questions of liberty and
self-determination.

A brief review of key ethical perspectives informing
social work practice

Ethical theories offer a rich and expanding domain of ideas. It is beyond
the scope of this article to present a comprehensive review of these the-
ories and how they apply to ethical reasoning and decision making in
social work. Instead, I carry out a brief review of what are considered
to be some of the key theories and their basic themes. To start, let us
consider a number of schools that are widely referenced in the social
work literature, namely utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics and the
ethics of care.

Utilitarianism

As a type of consequentialism (which views the moral worth of a deed in
terms of its outcome), utilitarianism claims that moral action is action
that maximises pleasure or satisfaction and minimises negative experience.
Putting this another way, when faced with a moral dilemma, one must con-
sider the range of options or alternative courses of action and select the one
that results in the best after-effect for all concerned. The juxtaposition of
what leads to pleasure and, by contrast, what leads to pain revels in what
might be seen as a ‘happiness sum’: a rational, methodological calculus dis-
cerning the greatest happiness of the greatest number. This is a calculus that
privileges consequences over motives, acts as opposed to agents.

Furrow (2005) views utilitarianism in a positive light. For him, it adds:

. . . more rigour and precision to our common sense approach to reasoning.
In countless situations everyday we contemplate what the consequences of
our actions will be, and we choose the action that will produce the best con-
sequences. The utilitarian argues that simply by clarifying what counts as a
best consequence and specifying the kinds of reason that will produce the
best consequence we can systematize all of our moral reasoning (Furrow,
2005, p. 45).

Yet, other perspectives (see Harstell, 2006) have been more downcast
about the applicability of this approach in social work, as it fails to define
the nature of what is good in social life. Without this underpinning
axiom, utilitarian thinking can endorse majoritarian perspectives that, in
fact, breach time-honoured virtues and ways of behaving.
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Deontology

Deontology (Kant, 1964) stresses the importance of sticking to moral rules.
Translated to social work, this would take the form of professional codes or
principles such as the importance of self-determination. These injunctions
come from a sense of reason, duty and respect for others. It is acknowledged
that rule-bound behaviour is not easy to accomplish or sustain. Being good
is a struggle with egocentric interests. Unlike utilitarianism, it is motive that
counts in deontology, not the consequences of one’s acts. Spontaneous acts
of charity, executed without a sense of motive and duty, are not perceived as
truly moral acts in this framework. Kant put forward the following test of
actions, based on reason, to assist the moral inquirer in her deliberations:
‘What would happen if we universalised the action?’ For example, in
order to determine the legitimacy of stealing in society, the test requires
that we consider its impact on human life if it were to be adopted as a wide-
spread activity. Reason would indicate that the concept of rightful posses-
sion would be so scandalised and bankrupted that it would become
meaningless. In these deliberations, the inquirer is exercising his autonomy
to make rational, independent judgements and is expressing his inherent
goodness and objective worth.

Kant, in his seminal work, The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals
(1964), promulgated the idea of a categorical imperative, as a means of cap-
turing right motive and duty. The categorical imperative is a set of injunc-
tions that are non-negotiable, unconditional and non-contingent, that apply
regardless of context and are independent of whim. The golden rule of ‘do
unto others as you would expect them to do to you’ is the most widely
known version of the imperative. Closely linked to it is the directive to
‘treat people as ends in their own right’ and (as a corollary) ‘never as a
means to an end only’. Lastly, Kant proclaimed that we must show
respect for others, allowing them to be self-determining subjects.

Such deontological foundations continue to exercise a significant influ-
ence in social work, as witnessed in the promulgation of codes of conduct
and practice (Banks, 2008). It is also evidenced in the application of a
rational approach to problem solving in social work where ethical quand-
aries are to the fore (Landau and Osmo, 2003). This approach has been
attacked, however, by theorists who suggest that deontology does not
recognise the ambiguous, messy and indeterminate nature of social life
(Rossiter, 2006); others raise concerns that ethical codes are not always fol-
lowed by social workers in real-life situations (Banks, 2008).

Both utilitarianism and deontology, in spite of their marked differences,
draw on the need for objective moral reasons when it comes to a consider-
ation of which course of action to choose. In being objective and rational,
one is attempting to be impartial and unbiased. Human preference does
not enter the moral equation; nor do arguments about the need for a
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relativistic approach based on the vagaries of one’s setting or culture.
Reasons provide a stable reference regardless of these cultural differences,
so that:

. . . out of that web, they try to identify a single feature that stands out as
basic, that provides the key to unlocking the patterns of thought that
must organize this bloomin’, buzzin’ confusion (to use a phrase made
famous by William James) into something eminently reasonable (Furrow,
2005, p. 56).

Virtue ethics

Virtue ethics proceeds from the premise that moral decisions and actions
emanate from a carefully cultivated moral character rather than arising
from a rational consideration of the consequences of the act (as in utilitar-
ianism) or from a rational contemplation of the rightness of the act, per se
(as in deontology). Actions reflect inner substance and fibre, moral convic-
tion and a visceral orientation and are to be judged accordingly. This stress
on virtue is found in Platonic and Aristotlean notions of what is excellent
(arête), what is practical and wise (phronesis) and what typifies human
flourishing (eudaimonia).

The key virtues to cultivate are courage, integrity, honesty, truthfulness,
loyalty, wisdom and kindness. In attending to these virtues and enhancing
their existential presence, one builds a virtuous identity. As such, the
focus is on existential ‘being’ rather than ‘doing’. Being is linked with
emotions, with cognitions, wants and needs and perceptions. It is bound
up within a complex array of different facets of character that work together
to shape action. Working with the tensions between emotion and reason
within oneself is driven by the strength of one’s will.

These themes have been taken up by a number of social work ethicists
(Clark, 2006; Lovat and Gray, 2008). Here, the question is ‘what kind of
social worker should I be?’ rather than ‘what should I do?’. Following
rules blindly or blithely will not deepen moral understanding in social
work, it is contended. According to McBeath and Webb (2002), the right
moral disposition will only occur by persistently reflecting on one’s
day-to-day practice. For the virtue ethicist, circumspection lays the ground
for right intentions, which, in turn, are more likely to lead to good outcomes
for service users. However, for social workers in particular, there is an issue
as to how virtue is to be defined in practice situations. For Houston (2003),
this is best accomplished through moral communication and interaction.

The ethics of care

This ethical position attacks individualism and promotes normative
decisions that take cognizance of human interdependence, vulnerability
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and the social context surrounding a subject’s needs and interests. Detached
appraisal, without empathy and care, it is argued, can miss the nuances of
grounded, concrete experience and the suffering of a person located
within a specific place and time, a person facing complex power relations
and forms of exclusion (Hugman, 2005).

Care is fundamental to experience, it is argued. It is not part of a charac-
ter’s disposition (as in virtue ethics). Rather, it is located in relationships
with others instead of focusing on sterile rules, or principles. Thus, it is
family-centred and views the private domain as the sphere where ethics
and morals are cultivated. Furthermore, it tries to grasp another person’s
reality within intimate contexts such as family relationships: the person’s
inner experience of pain and other thoughts and emotions. From this, it
means that we are also interested in the person’s goals and aspirations.
Such sensitivity breeds intimacy, engrossment, receptivity, relatedness
and responsiveness; care is a heart-felt quality unlike the more abstract,
masculine reason of deontology. In their attunement to others, carers
value difference and particularity and normalise the experience of
dependency and interdependency.

A number of social work commentators who have drawn on the ethics of
care (Graham, 2007; Clifford, 2002; Orme, 2002) have also adopted feminist
theories to buttress their arguments. Judith Butler’s (1990) ideas on gender,
and her avowed reluctance to truncate the array of potential gender identi-
ties and to problematise existing categorisation, has been welcomed by
Featherstone and Green (2009) as being most relevant for the social
work profession. For these thinkers, Butler’s work enables social workers
to ask important questions, particularly in relation to those who have
been marginalised by the constraints of heteronormativity.

Towards value pluralism: ethics as part of the ‘head’,
‘heart’, ‘hand’ and ‘feet’

I now attempt to take stock of the themes arising from this brief overview of
established and emerging ethical theory in order to work towards a tenta-
tive position that can inform social work practice. To construct this position,
let us return to the ‘ethics of care’ as articulated by Selma Sevenhuijsen. In
her text, Citizenship and the Ethics of Care (1998), the author builds on
Carol Gilligan’s (1982) seminal work on the nature of care from a feminist
perspective. Although acknowledging that the relationship between care
and feminism can be fraught, she does not accept the critique (put
forward by some feminists) that care necessarily reinforces misogynistic
practices. Rather, a feminist view of care should lead to politicitised prac-
tices aimed at pressing institutional questions where women’s voices have
equal claim to those of men’s. Moreover, in highlighting the limitations
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of a rights-based, justice orientation, Sevenhuijsen attempts to translate
values derived from the ethics of care—attentiveness, responsiveness and
responsibility—into ideas about citizenship and politics. However, in
doing so, she does not jettison the ethic of justice. Her major contribution
lies in attempting to synthesise notions of care and justice. Thus, for
Sevenhuijsen:

Justice should be based on values such as reconciliation, reciprocity, diver-
sity and responsibility, and on the willingness and ability of citizens to
accept responsibility for each other’s well-being (Sevenhuijsen, 1998,
p. 145).

According to Hugman (2005, p. 78), this means essentially that ‘the
meaning of care may be found in the promotion of justice, while the
meaning of justice may be found in the promotion of care’.

Sevenhuijsen vividly captures the commitment to justice in a context of
care through the enriching metaphors of ‘head’, ‘heart’, ‘hand’ and ‘feet’.
The unique synergy between these four categories coalesces around the
values of relationship, care and human dignity and is synchronous with
the essence of social work. But, more than that, these metaphors also
provide an alternative way of capturing the central planks of social work
as a holistic discipline concerned, too, with social well-being.

Drawing on Sevenhuijsen’s metaphors, I conceive of the ‘head’ as com-
prising the cognitive, cerebral, rational, deductive and problem-solving
dimensions of helping. In social work, they are evident in rational models
of planning, decision making and problem solving, and approaches to prac-
tice incorporating critical thinking and reflection (see Gambrill, 1997). The
‘heart’ dimension, by way of contrast, embraces feeling, emotion, senti-
ment, intuition, the visceral response, empathy and helping as a form of
‘art’. In social work, the ‘heart’ dimension is encapsulated, inter alia, in
person-centred forms of empathetic understanding (Egan, 2007), and
approaches that foster a sensitivity to the existential challenges facing
people, such as needing to build coping skills in the face of loss. The
‘hand’, again rather differently, refers to the use of practical skills and
methods to alleviate human suffering in the ‘here-and-now’. It moves
beyond caring about into practical acts of responsiveness and responsibility.
In social work, the strengths-based model (Saleebey, 2002), task-centred
approaches and cognitive–behavioural methods (Sheldon, 1995) exemplify
the caring ‘hand’ in action in various guises. Lastly, the ‘feet’ metaphor con-
notes an attitude of mind in social work that is prepared to ‘walk the extra
mile’ for service users. It is practice that is not satisfied with bureaucratic
efficiency as an end, but instead pursues well-being and person-centred out-
comes through dedicated, anti-oppressive practice that is flexible and gets
things done.

These metaphors can be also be used to categorise the array of emergent
and more established ethical theories highlighted in the first part of this
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article (see Figure 1). Thus, ‘head’ ethics embrace the application of reason,
autonomy, justice, duty, principle, universalism and critical reflection when
confronting fraught situations that require a social work response. For
Sevenhuijsen, the head dimension equates with an ethic of justice. Essen-
tially, it reflects an attempt to abstract ethics from situational and particu-
laristic contexts so that unbiased reason can be applied to quandaries
requiring examination. As argued earlier, these dimensions appear to be
more established in the social work literature where there are attempts to
apply deontological and utilitarian theories to practice.

‘Heart’ ethics, by way of contrast, coalesce around emotion, relational
connectedness, empathy, the pursuit of virtue and inductive ‘know-how’.
Coming from the ‘heart’, ethical responses reflect a spontaneity grounded
in the ‘here’ and ‘now’—an accurate tuning-in to the situation, rather
than a more distanced, calculative and deliberative reaction. In the first
part of the article, these dimensions were embedded within virtue ethics
and the ethics of care. For Sevenhuijsen, the heart converges around a
sense of attentiveness, responsiveness and responsibility for the other.

The response of the ‘hand’ is reflected in the practical ways of engaging
people in need. Arising from a synergy of ‘head’ and ‘heart’, the ‘hand’ is
expressed in outward expressions of care, support and compassion within
real-life, situational contexts. According to Sevehuijsen, the hand is a
form of practical action that transcends a limited, traditional justice orien-
tation and an uncritical application of care. Inevitably, the hand entails a
communicative response of some kind with those affected by the ethical
issue. For Hugman (2005), an ethics of democratic dialogue, as articluated
in Habermas’s discourse ethics, is central to practices carried out by the
caring professions. Dialogue that embraces understanding, agreement and
consensus, and where power is held in check, meets the criteria for an

Figure 1 Ethical theory as seen through the metaphors of ‘head’, ‘heart’, ‘hand’ and ‘feet’
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‘ideal speech situation’. In this context, the only legitimate force is the force
of better communicative reason.

The ‘feet’ come as an accompaniment to the hand and represent a will-
ingness to shift one’s perspectives in order to promote human well-being.
Again, in Sevenhuiijsen’s perspective, the feet are the activist element of
care that addresses a person’s access to a range of resources: economic, cul-
tural, educational and symbolic. The feet politicise the act of care. In this
sense, the feet embrace a citizenship ethic with a gender analysis at its core.

However, in reviewing this categorisation, ‘head’ and ‘heart’ ethics
appear to be polarised orientations. Reason and emotion, for example,
do not often sit in a comfortable alignment. The same could be said for
‘duty’ and ‘virtue’ as ethical positions. Doing one’s duty connotes an
outward, consistent response that is rule-bound whereas a commitment to
building virtue suggests an interior process of character refinement
through introspection. More importantly, how does the ‘hand’ in social
work respond when surveying these dichotomous dimensions? To answer
this question, let us turn to the thinking of Isaiah Berlin (2003).

For Berlin, human values are essentially incommensurable and incompa-
tible, particularly given a social world that is characterised by fluidity,
change, diversity, social conflict and the multiplicity of cultural and
ethnic viewpoints. Incommensurability, in Berlin’s view, meant that there
was often a dearth of common currency with which to make effective jud-
gements between divergent value orientations. Incommensurability also
indicated that there could not be one superseding, governing principle or
metric acting as a force majeure, such as Kant’s categorical imperative, cov-
ering all situations at all times. Berlin based his assertions on empirical
grounds. According to his observations, human subjects were sometimes
faced with tortuous choices between outcomes that were equally ultimate
and where disparate claims often appeared to be equally absolute and laud-
able. In real life, many great truths of seemingly great merit present them-
selves as moral compasses. However, such ‘great goods’ often collide,
argued Berlin (2003, p. 17). Take, for example, the tension between
liberty and equality in political theory. Both are noble aspirations.
However, to privilege liberty over equality would lead to cleavages in
living standards. Similarly, to privilege equality over liberty would lead to
a curtailment of freedom and the denial of expression.

For Berlin, even though such apparent ethical collisions cannot be
avoided, they can be softened. They can be held in a creative tension.
Out of this tension, contrasting claims can be counter-balanced. This
entails a mindset of tolerant value pluralism in the face of uncertainty
and one that strives for equilibrium, however tentative or unstable.
Sitting or wrestling on the ‘boundary’ (Tillich, 1966) between several appar-
ently divergent value perspectives that may appear, in their own right, to be
meritorious, and perhaps fundamental, opened up creative possibilities.
Moreover, it opened up the need for existential choice that Berlin saw as
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the sine qua non of what it was to be ethical in today’s multicultural society.
Choice was a salutary act: it might entail compromise or it might entail loss.
This notion resonates with Keats’s idea of ‘negative capability’ (Scott,
2002)—that is, one’s capacity to analyse contradictory thoughts and act
on them without the tendency to reconcile their discordant elements or
to place them into fixed, closed categories. In effect, we are enjoined by
Keats to revel in uncertainty, mystery and doubt without succumbing to
an irritable reaching after certitude through reasoned argument.

It should come as no surprise, then, that Berlin was opposed to what he
termed ‘moral monism’ (Berlin, 2003, p. 14): the perspective that suggested
that every ethical question had a single correct, indubitable answer or that
the answer could be derived from one single moral position, be it virtue-led
ethics or deontology, universalism or particularism. The multiplicity of life
and its quandaries could in no way be sacrificed to claims for theoretical
coherence. Attempting to dragoon moral inquiry into a narrow conceptual
net could be a source of catastrophic action. Yet, Berlin, in promoting a
kind of moral pluralism, distanced his stance from moral relativism.
There were fundamental ethical principles that could not be sacrificed.
Indeed, they might be found across various cultures (such as the principle
of doing no harm to others). So, unlike the proponents of relativism,
Berlin said that there had to be limits to difference, particularly when
basic libertarian freedoms were threatened. In fact, he argued for a
common human horizon replete with shared values. Relativism, for
Berlin, negated understanding between actors and was self-contradictory
from an epistemological point of view in that, if everything was relative,
so was relativism itself.

Essentially, then, I am arguing from a Berlinian position. In doing so,
I am extrapolating his ideas on value pluralism to the plurality of ethical
theories. More specifically, I am saying that practitioners need to be open
to the pluralistic ethics of both the ‘head’ and the ‘heart’, even though
they may present countervailing arguments and colliding sentiments.
Adherence to ethical monism will just not do. Justice, duty and reason
need to be held in a creative equilibrium, where possible, with emotion,
caring, intuition and aspirations towards virtue. The apparent collision of
these divergent ethical positions needs to be softened and embraced in a
creative tension, as both Berlin and Sevenhuijsen have argued. Moreover,
this tension ‘augments and enriches the ethical vocabulary of the caring pro-
fessions without any one approach being seen as an absolute position’
(Hugman, 2005, p. 166).

Moving towards the precarious, yet enlivened, boundary between the
opposing perspectives of ‘head’ and ‘heart’ and remaining on this boundary,
however existentially uncomfortable it feels, leads social work to its apogee,
its highest ethical moment. Out of the equilibrium and balance of ‘head’
and ‘heart’ comes the ‘hand’—the existential choice that the social
worker implements, however tortuous it may be. The choice may, given
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knowledge of the particular circumstances of the case, represent the best
balance, the best equilibrium as compared to an alternative course of
action. However, it may also be the case that equilibrium is not feasible
and that a purposeful choice has to be made to follow a particular course
of action. What is important here is that the starting point of this ethical
inquiry maintained a pluralistic orientation that disavowed the notion
that there was one universal set of principles by which human subjects
ought to abide.

Pluralism and ethical process

How does this pluralistic stance fit within a wider approach to ethical
decision making in social work? To answer this question and develop the
argument further, let us consider how some thinkers approach ethical
quandaries in social work. For these thinkers, what is important is a
linear, ethical process of decision making (Reamer, 1982; Clifford and
Burke, 2009). Although there are some differences in how these thinkers
frame the process, a common, structural thread exists within them. I have
set out these steps in Table 1. In addition, I have integrated the metaphors
of ‘heart’, ‘head’, ‘hand’ and ‘feet’ within this process, showing how the
ideas and concepts behind Berlin’s notion of value pluralism clarify the pre-
senting issues. The steps also offer social work practitioners a set of touch-
stones to help them process their inquiries systematically and analytically.

The process outlined in the table takes for granted that an objective set of
steps is required in order to systematise thinking towards some kind of
accepted resolution or response. Hence, it is important, first and foremost,
that the inquirer cogitates on the nature of the problem (see (a)). What is
important here is clarity and a capacity to identify the relevant issues.
The ethical problem has to be stated clearly and defined lucidly, noting
the consequences for all the stakeholders affected by it. Vagueness in this
initial problem definition will only serve to muddle critical analysis
further on in the analytical trail.

Second, once the problem has been defined, factual information related
to it has to be gathered and checked (see (b)). For example, in child and
family social work, an ethical quandary often has legal ramifications.
Knowledge of the relevant legal statutes is therefore imperative. But,
more than this, the social worker may also have to draw on relevant
social policy and findings from research. Such information places the
ethical quandary in an informational context, indicating duties and respon-
sibilities and clarifying the meaning of certain behaviours. Thresholds of
concern about child welfare are often illuminated by research on children’s
needs and expected developmental outcomes.

Following on from this second step, ethical theories can be applied (see
(c)) to analyse the issues, drawing on particular conceptual devices such
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as the categorical imperative, to make sense of the quandary and help
define ways of framing potential responses to them. Thus, under the meta-
phors of ‘head’ and ‘heart’, the range of ethical theories outlined earlier
provide percipient ideas for making sense of ‘what ought to be done’. It
is here that Berlin’s insights on value pluralism and Sevenhuijsen’s model
of citizenship and the ethics of care take hold. This means grappling with
conflicts and the collision of perspectives in ethical theories as described
earlier. It is from this analysis that potential courses of action begin to
unfold (see step (d)). Resource constraints impact on potential avenues,
as do people’s willingness to acknowledge a problem area and their capacity
to change.

Choosing the preferred option, or the least detrimental alternative, and
implementing it is shown in the fifth and sixth steps (see (e) and (f)). For
Berlin, an essential plank of value pluralism is the need to make an uncom-
fortable choice between colliding ethics and values, acknowledging that
there may be no single right answer. Individuals, in his estimation, have
certain fixed traits but they also have some capacity to define their orien-
tation. Choice is part of who we are and shapes the personality. It leads
to action as well. Action, in this framework, is tantamount to the operatio-
nalisation of the ‘hand’ and ‘feet’ perspectives referred to earlier. Such per-
spectives cohere around Sevenhuijsen’s promotion of democratic
citizenship within care practices. This linear process then gives rise to the
remaining two steps of evaluating the action (see (g)) and instigating a
new process of deliberation (see (h)) if required.

Value pluralism and social work practice

Social workers are often caught between a ‘rock and a hard place’ when it
comes to decision making in respect of vulnerable children and their
parents. So, how can the notion of value pluralism help a practitioner navi-
gate her way towards an informed decision that draws on both intuition and

Table 1 Value pluralism and the process of ethical decision making

Steps in the process

(a) Identify the ethical problem or quandary and review its key dimensions
(b) Gather factual information pertaining to the problem
(c) Adopt the ‘head’ and ‘heart’ perspectives of value pluralism to consider the ethical issues arising

from the problem
(d) Identify potential courses of action to address the problem and their outcomes
(e) Choose the best course of action in the light of the preceding deliberations
(f) Implement the course of action from the perspective of the ‘hand’ and ‘feet’
(g) Review and evaluate the course of action
(h) Respond, if necessary with further deliberations as outlined in the preceding stages, if required
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analytical skills? An example from real-life practice is required in order to
respond to this question.

The decision to place a child for adoption without parental consent
undoubtedly gravitates towards the high end of ethically charged decision
making. Severing biological attachments raises huge ethical quandaries
for all concerned. For birth parents, adoption without consent will represent
a draconian act that violates their human rights—particularly their right to
family life and to privacy. The emotional implications and gravity of the
associated loss are incommensurable compared to the impact of most
other state-led interventions. For the young child, adoption severs a bond
that is sacrosanct because of its biological connotations. Therefore, it may
have huge implications for identity later on in life. Yet, it may be a justified
action that engenders love, security and warm psychological attachment
while safeguarding the child’s welfare. For the social workers, evidence of
risk, harm and possibilities for growth and change will all have to be gath-
ered and analysed. Acting with compulsion and control, however benevo-
lently rendered, sits uneasily with a professional orientation towards
humanism and person-centred values. These are just some of the issues
that might arise from the application of step (a) in the ethical process
described above.

In step (b) of the process, the social worker gathers factual information
from empirical and theoretical sources. Taking the former, it would be
important to review research findings about the outcomes of different pla-
cement types. There are quite a few studies (Triseliotis et al., 1997) that
show how adoption is a more secure outcome for young children compared
to foster-care. In terms of the latter, further insight into the needs of the
child could be gleaned from attachment theory (Howe, 1995). Ideas
about children’s inner working models, defence mechanisms, attachment
patterns and cognitive and emotional development that arise from the
theory are useful for thinking about a specific child’s needs. In addition
to these sources, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child should
be adopted as a guiding framework for ‘head’ and ‘heart’ responses to
the child and the realisation of his capabilities.

The information extracted from the case also critically determines future
action. Family history, themes of unresolved care and control needs, pat-
terns of conditioned response as well as times of stability and ‘good
enough care’ all have to be weighed and judged according to probability
estimates of future harm, strengths, the danger of delay and the opportunity
costs arising from alternative courses of action such as placing the child in
foster-care or even attempting further rehabilitation with the birth parents.

In all of this, what counts is how information is acquired and processed.
Oppressive assumptions can influence the way parents are categorised
unfairly when information is being sought from them. Holland’s (2004)
research showed how a limited parental vocabulary could often be mistaken
as a lack of motivation to change. More significantly, the child, even though
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he is of tender years, is entitled to a ‘voice’ about his living arrangements
and care needs. Excluding or minimising his perspective on the grounds
of developmental immaturity denotes unfounded ageist assumptions
about competence. Equally unfounded are the assumptions that preverbal
children do not have views or that their views are unreliable or lack probity.

According to Winter (2011), social workers need to form meaningful
relationships with young children on their caseloads to promote their
right to be heard. Her stance here resonates with the theme of relational
connectedness underpinning the ethics of care and the ‘heart’ metaphor.
Adopting this value position, social workers need to be aware of the
variety of barriers that impede meaningful relationships such as bureau-
cratic tasks, lack of trust, threats to self, ill-informed premises about the
competence of young children and lack of available tools to communicate
effectively. For Winter, the fostering of relationships is achieved through
a set of age-appropriate stages, skills and methods. Having a beginning,
rapport-building, middle and ending stage of the interview, and being con-
scious of power imbalances through the kinds of roles adopted, are central
aspects of rights-based communication with young children.

The third step of applying ethical theories, from the perspective of value
pluralism, casts a different light on the ethical quandaries. Under this step,
the social worker must refrain from the temptation to view one ethical
theory as containing the true reference point from which to analyse the
case. Rather, the challenge is to acknowledge that veritable insights lie in
many ethical perspectives, even though they may jar. Moreover, one
should not privilege a particular perspective over another. So, the social
worker might begin to consider critically the consequences of potential
options for all of the parties affected by the potential decision in line with
a utilitarian approach; she will also have to consider recognised duties, prin-
ciples, codes of practice and established professional ethics, in line with a
deontological stance. The various elements of the categorical imperative
may have a particular purchase here. Thus, universalising the option of
adoption for young children, where there are severe concerns about parent-
ing, may present real difficulties for courts that are highly sensitive to
breaches in human-rights protocols and actions that vitiate the sanctity of
family life. The ethics of care, by way of contrast, might point to the
family’s needs as a whole. A professional adopting this perspective might
look critically at his attribution of the cause of poor parenting; instead of
seeing it in terms of inherent personality deficits within the birth mother,
he may begin to widen the causative explanation to the socio-economic
hardships impacting on her life. In doing so, the worker combines
rights-based practice with care, bringing Sevenhuijsen’s hand and heart
together in a dynamic fusion.

The fourth step, of listing all of the potential options, and the fifth step, of
choosing the best option, necessitates pooling the information together,
analysing facts and feelings and insights from moral philosophy, to reach
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a formulation on need, risk and the resources that will be required to meet
the child’s needs. This formulation acts as a benchmark to evaluate the sig-
nificant harms and benefits arising from each of the options. Exercising
choice is an inherent part of social work practice. It is also a fulcrum sup-
porting the application of value pluralism to real-life concerns.

Enacting choice leads to the ‘hand’ and ‘feet’: the practical engagement
with each of the family members, other professionals, members of the
legal profession and the judiciary. In this context, the social worker
should consider the need for responsiveness, stemming from the ethics of
care, and action that is sensitive to people as ‘ends’ in their own right, stem-
ming from deontology. The social worker should also communicate with
significant others in the case in a manner that attempts to avert imbalances
of power. How, specifically, was the attempt to obtain the parents’ consent
managed? What type of language was used? Moral pluralism begets open,
democratic communication, as Hugman (2005) has suggested. In all of this,
the ‘hand’ remains open to the insights arising from the ‘head’ and the
‘heart’: the rational approach to ethical quandaries and the affective,
emotional responses to them. The social worker’s committed attempt to
reflect on and change her practice through the metaphor of the ‘feet has
moulded her professional character, in line with virtue ethics. It has politi-
cised her understanding of the organisational approach to child protection
in a manner that recognises an orientation to care and the salience of
gender.

The remaining two steps of review and further reflection emphasise
Berlin’s commitment, within value pluralism, to a state of receptivity, gen-
erosity and scepticism. This warns us of the danger of certitude in ethical
deliberation. There is considerable evidence (Munro, 2008) that we tend
to privilege information that confirms our preformed premises and reject,
ignore or forget information that conflicts with them. A positive report
from an expert witness (appointed by the court) concerning the mother’s
capacity to change, even though it is a minority view, may need to be
re-evaluated. However, it is self-evident that there are no right answers in
cases like this, but only (perhaps) right choices. Happiness (for all) and
goodness (for all) are often incompatible aspirations, according to Berlin.
Such is reality.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I have argued that there may be a tendency in social work to
approach ethical theories in a manner that sees them as mutually exclusive;
thus, inquirers may make choices based on a monistic notion that one per-
spective best accommodates to social reality. One may decide to follow the
route of reasoned analysis, as in the deontological approach, for example,
or to reject its intellectual aridity and pursue a more reflective, emotion-
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centred form of inquiry. Against this backdrop, the internecine wars that
have developed between ethicists, the polemic it is has engendered and
the stasis that is has created have not helped the social work practitioner
who needs to grapple with real-life dilemmas of huge import. A ‘certain
humility in these matters is very necessary’, says Berlin (2003, p. 18). This
is a humility that attempts to maintain an openness to the dualisms of the
‘head’ and ‘heart’ that holds conflicting and colliding ethical perspectives
in creative tension so that the ‘hand’ of compassion and empathic communi-
cation is offered, even though it is a hand that is forged out of the ‘crooked
timber of humanity where no straight thing was ever made’ (to adopt
another metaphor from Berlin (2003, p. 19)). By this, he meant that we
should guard against dogmatism and perfectionism in ethical inquiry.

In this Sisyphean struggle with the antimonies, vagaries and contradic-
tions that lie in between the dualism of ‘head’ and ‘heart’, ethical delibera-
tion must reach for a point of creative tension that values self-doubt and
self-criticism. Moreover, it is a hermeneutic process that promotes the
inquirer’s reflexive awareness of herself and others as culturally con-
ditioned subjects. A commitment to humility and a reverence for complex-
ity and contradiction is the mindset that enables the ethical inquirer to
make a tentative leap into the horizons of the ‘other’.
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Towards depth and width
in Qualitative Social Work:
Aligning interpretative
phenomenological analysis
with the theory of social
domains
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Abstract

In this article the authors argue that qualitative inquiry in social work can gain a clear-

sighted awareness of the social world by aligning a methodological approach,

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, with a sociological theory of agency and

structure, the Theory of Social Domains. The authors contend that this alignment

equips the researcher with an understanding of both the psychological and sociological

dimensions of existence – its ontological depth and width. A case for this alignment is

made, first, by setting out the theoretical and methodological foundations of both

approaches and then, second, proffering a conceptual bridge between them through

their shared interest in social phenomenology. The remaining part of the article goes on

to consider how this alignment provides a theoretical and methodological substratum

for qualitative investigations into social work where anti-oppressive research practice is

to the fore.
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Introduction

It is axiomatic that any attempt to understand the nature of social work, from a
qualitative perspective, is a complex task. Thus, social work deals with the
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‘personal’ and the ‘political’; it is embroiled in human agency and wider structural
processes; it engages with the ‘micro’ aspects of daily life but also the ‘macro’
components of social divisions and inequalities. The objective features of society,
its roles, rituals and institutional norms, influence social workers and service users
alike in their daily ‘face-to-face’ activities.

What is more, at the heart of qualitative investigation into social work is an
attempt to understand ‘meaning’ but in the context of the wider social processes
that shape it. Clearly, ‘social experience and lived realities are multi-dimensional
and our understandings are impoverished and may be inadequate if we view these
phenomena only along a single dimension’ (Mason, 2006: 9). To neglect the influ-
ence of (or bracket) either human agency or social structure in qualitative inquiry is
to render a partial account of human action, one that may not fully grasp the range
of causative factors shaping the individual’s reactions.

In this article we argue that qualitative investigation in social work can achieve a
perspicacious awareness of this multidimensional world by aligning a methodolog-
ical approach, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, Flowers and
Larkin, 2009), with a sociological theory of agency and structure, the Theory of
Social Domains (Layder, 1997). The former combines interpretative and phenom-
enological perspectives within a research method, so that inner, psychological expe-
rience can be understood. By way of contrast, the latter offers a theoretical
explanation of social interaction in the context of the social world, with its textured
and layered dimensions that stretch out into time and space. By aligning these
approaches, our central contention is that the researcher will be better equipped
to understand the impact of both the psychological and sociological dimensions of
existence – its ontological depth and width.

This combined focus is imperative for qualitative inquiries into social work
practice which typically deal with the individual’s psychological experience – his
or her coping strategies (England, 1986), reactions to crisis (O’Hagan, 2000),
adjustments to loss and change (Marris, 1974), and attempts to deal with trauma
(Schofield and Beek, 2006). Moreover, such inquiries are also concerned with social
interaction in the wider context of social institutions and social organization.
Hence, service users and social workers encounter social practices that are repro-
duced and normative; they also experience structural power as an ubiquitous force
that both enables and constrains action.

We also contend that this much needed alignment brings together traditional
epistemological approaches (such as phenomenology and hermeneutics) with post-
positivist theoretical perspectives (as exemplified in critical social theory and post-
structuralism). While being careful about theoretical incongruities, qualitative
approaches to social work can only gain from an eclectic, variegated set of ideas
that draw on the strengths of the interpretative and phenomenological traditions
while harnessing the insights from schools of thought that highlight the role of
discourse and societal structure in social life.

In this article we first set out the main tenets of Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis as a methodological approach and then critically appraise its

Houston and Mullan-Jensen 267



theoretical foundations. It is then argued that the indentified weaknesses in this
method’s theoretical stance can be ameliorated by drawing on the Theory of Social
Domains. That is, we posit that the insights from interpretative phenomenology
can be complemented and enhanced by the impact of different social spheres, or
domains, on inner experience. However, to offer a more robust justification for this
move, the linkages, or conceptual bridges between the two perspectives are high-
lighted even though we recognize that a neat synthesis between them is not possible
and that some of their competing or contrasting ideas cannot be fudged nor
forcibly clamped together.

A final section of the article then considers how this alignment of the Theory of
Social Domains with Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis can strengthen the
latter’s qualitative investigation into human experience and importantly, the
kind of experience – loss, change, oppression – with which social work typically
engages. It is argued here that an understanding of psychological depth and
sociological width, which comes from this reworked version of Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis, can enhance the examination of social work process,
service users’ reactions and the constraints impacting on strategies geared towards
change and human empowerment.

The methodological and theoretical foundations
of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis is gaining ground as a formative quali-
tative method for investigating areas falling within the ambit of the psychological,
social and health sciences and their allied professional disciplines. However, to
date, it has not secured a firm foothold in qualitative investigations of social
work. Only a handful of studies have used the method in these contexts.
Examples include investigations into leaving care (Dima, 2009) and foster care
(Oke, 2009). This dearth of application is somewhat surprising as the method
seeks to ascertain how social actors make sense of their experience by exploring,
investigating and eliciting meaning, and by attempting to provide ‘thick’ descrip-
tions of their perceptions. This contribution to knowledge generation marks it out
as a method par excellence for qualitative inquiries into social work. In this section
we provide a brief overview of the approach and then explore, in more detail, its
core theoretical foundations.

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith et al., 2009) examines,
in depth, how subjects make sense of their significant life experiences. It aims to
arrive at the core nature of experience, to attain the essence of what the subject
perceives in the flow of her day-to-day consciousness. ‘Going back to the things
themselves’ is at the heart of this form of inquiry, necessitating a concentration on
the subject’s inner life, and making a reflexive turn from outward objects in order
to examine how they are perceived inwardly. This is a process of linking the
perceiver with what is perceived.
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Notably, the method is idiographic. That is, it requires a formative analysis of
cultural and historical ‘particulars’, in contrast to a nomothetic concentration on
causal law-like explanations of social phenomena. Idiographic methods are con-
cerned with the individual and unique experience rather than focusing on
generalities.

With this outlook in place, data collection usually proceeds through purposive
sampling. Once the sample has been identified, an unstructured or semi-structured
interview schedule is used flexibly with the participants avoiding a directive style or
one that attempts to impose too much structure on the process. A detailed, verba-
tim transcript of the interview is then systematically analysed, searching for themes
in the first instance, followed by an attempt to make connections between them to
arrive at a set of master themes for each individual transcript. These themes are
then compared across the sample to arrive at cross-transcript themes. The process
moves systematically from a descriptive to an increasingly interpretative analysis.
An audit trail, linking verbatim extracts with the identified themes, helps to ensure
that the research is trustworthy.

The method is indebted to two main theoretical traditions, namely: (a) phenom-
enology and (b) hermeneutics. The former is a descriptive study of experience
including anything perceived by our senses. It gives rise to an introspective exam-
ination of cognitive processes. In Husserl’s view of how the phenomenological
method should be applied, extraneous conceptions (that are not directly related
to the focus of inquiry) are bracketed or set aside in order to attain a systematic
study of the a priori essence of the perception. Conversely, hermeneutics combines
a theory and method of interpreting human action, artefacts and texts.
Fundamentally, the hermeneutic inquirer seeks to uncover the intentions or mean-
ings of the actor or author. Moreover, he (sic.) attempts to understand the rela-
tionship between the context of action and its interpretation. The hermeneutic
inquirer thus endeavours to empathize with the actors being studied or the authors
of a text but in a manner that takes account of the worldview of the society in
which they are situated.

In the method the phenomenological and interpretative traditions are drawn
together. Indeed, the founders see no conflict in using a hermeneutic version of
phenomenology and cite the influence of Heidegger and Gadamer to support this
move. In their view, this involves the researcher moving through a cyclical process,
beginning with an awareness of one’s preconceptions, then bracketing them to
engage with the participant’s meanings, then returning to an (ostensibly) altered
set of conceptions.

The method therefore enables the inquirer to attain a rich understanding of
human experience. That said, there are two aspects that are under-theorized, par-
ticularly from a social work perspective. First, the nature of the ‘social’ is some-
what eclipsed because of the adherence to methodological individualism and
psychologism. Hence, the role of social structure, institutions and social settings,
and their impact on the subject’s meaning-making activities, is inadequately
grasped even though there is a tacit acknowledgement of the wider world.
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Typically, many studies adopting the method, provide rich information about the
subject’s lived experience, which reflect its core strength, but then fail to contextu-
alize it fully from a sociological standpoint that looks closely at the interrelation-
ship between agency and structure, the micro and the macro and the subjective and
the objective dimensions of social life.

Second, the role of power in shaping meaning is poorly conceived. Traditionally,
the hermeneutic stance has centred on meanings constructed in the context of the
cultural sphere. This emphasis gives insufficient weight to the role of political econ-
omy and how it imposes constraints on the subject. Yet, such deficiencies are not
intractable. Below, we summarize Layder’s Theory of Social Domains and argue
that it builds on the strengths of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis as a
research method while also providing an account of the relations between subjec-
tive, inner experience, social encounters and societal structure.

The theory of social domains

In his Theory of Social Domains, Layder (1997) has integrated ideas from a range
of key social theorists, such as Habermas, Foucault and Goffman, to provide sen-
sitizing concepts that shed light on aspects of lived experience. In doing so, his
theory offers a convincing account of ‘agency’ and’ structure’, breaking it down
into smaller domains or units of analysis, and showing how these aspects of social
life are shaped by power, time and space.

For Layder, these domains refer to distinct spheres of activity which cannot be
reduced to each other but are nevertheless interlocking and mutually dependent.
He depicts them as follows (see Figure 1 below).

Psychobiography refers to an individual’s unique journey throughout the life
course. It traces the impact of critical events (for example, loss, broken attach-
ments, and reunions) that have a psychological resonance for identity, values, ideas
and dispositions. In this formulation, formative personal relationships play a sig-
nificant role in shaping biographical narratives as do personal experiences such as
trauma and illness. Importantly, each person’s experience is uniquely processed
and becomes a meaningful perspective for viewing the social world.

Situated activity, by way of contrast, refers to the influence of every day social
interaction, how it shapes meaning and the formation of identity. People meet and
greet each other, and engage in dialogue about topics that may be banal or unset-
tling. Encounters are defined by arrivals and departures. Meaning is indexical or
internal to these encounters; in other words, meaning cannot be apprehended
outside of the social context in which it occurs.

The domain of social settings represents the social environment within which
situated activity is located. Some settings are highly formal such as schools, bureau-
cracies and the work place; others are evanescent and less formally structured and
include peer groups and family networks. Critically, they embed social rituals,
positions and practices. These are reproduced aspects of social life that occurred
in the past and are instantiated in the present.
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The final domain of contextual resources delves into the macro context, the
arena of society as a force de jure. It encompasses two aspects, namely: (a) a dis-
tributional one that allocates societal resources (money, credit, capital) unevenly
according to various social categories such as class, gender and ethnicity; and (b) an
historical one in which cultural resources – mores, artefacts and styles – are utilized
to socialize agents making sure they adopt dominant value positions and ideolo-
gies. Layder adheres to the traditional Marxist view that the cultural dimensions of
social life build on the infrastructural foundations of the economy and means of
production.

Layder also emphasizes how power is pivotal to social relations. Just as a cap-
illary provides a conduit within the vascular system, so Layder (2006) views power
as a capillary force within the social system. He argues that each domain has a
different form of power: individual, inter-subjective or systemic. These forms of
power are seen as intermeshed so that it is within an envelope of more encompass-
ing power relations that individual behaviour and situated activity exists.

Figure 1. Layder’s Theory of Social Domains.
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Layder further emphasizes how the domains are stretched across time and space.
Hence, historical antecedents and the impact of future events have a significant role
in shaping meaning, as do ‘place’ and the social environment.

It is clear that the configuration of these domains is indebted to Habermas’
bifurcation of the ‘lifeworld’ (the everyday world of symbolic interaction reflected
in the domains of psychobiography and situated activity) and ‘system’ (the sphere
of the State, polity and economy reflected in the domains of social settings and
contextual resources). Layder’s domains also reflect Goffman’s notion of different
orders of social life, particularly that of the interaction order (where face-to-face
encounters take place in a way that is consonant with ‘situated activity’) while his
ideas on power are moulded by Foucault’s later work on sexuality (where the role
of human agency in shaping discourse is acknowledged). Giddens’ emphasis on the
active subject additionally emerges in Layder’s work, although he believes that
Giddens minimizes the role of systemic constraints on social life.

Aligning interpretative phenomenological analysis
with the theory of social domains

A key argument for aligning Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis and the
Theory of Social Domains rests in the very nature of hermeneutics itself. As we
have indicated, hermeneutics involves interpretation. To interpret, we need to the-
orize about the phenomena under scrutiny. To explain further, in the method there
is an attempt to differentiate between a ‘hermeneutic of empathy’ and a ‘question-
ing hermeneutic’. The former seeks to more or less accept what the participants say,
and rests at the descriptive level. However, the latter seeks to interpret within the
terms of the text which the participant has produced. In doing so, it can draw on
outside sources of knowledge. Thus, the ‘questioning hermeneutic’ opens up the
possibility of exploring theories, such as the Theory of Social Domains, that cast a
more sociological light onto what is being studied.

A second related argument for the alignment comes from Smith (2001), the
progenitor of the method. He is receptive to the idea that human consciousness
and the social environment are deeply imbricated even though his ideas on the
nature of the interrelationship require further development. Essentially, Smith
views the subject as socially embedded but the precise nature of the ‘social’ in
the method is not theorized fully. This deficit is unfortunate and circumscribes
the approach’s interpretative potential by pushing it towards psychological reduc-
tionism, particularly when it is applied empirically. In effect, this results in the
emphasis shifting from the interpretative towards the phenomenological.
Moreover, without a cogent means to explain the impact of the ‘social’, the
approach’s relevance for qualitative inquiry into social work practice remains par-
tial. However, we might ask at this point whether Layder’s theory provides a
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complementary sociological perspective to ameliorate this shortcoming in the
method?

To make an affirmative response to this question, it is important to state, first
and foremost, that Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis is receptive to a wide
range of phenomenological voices. Thus, amongst others, the approach draws on
the work of Heidegger, and Sartre. Centrally, while Husserl laid emphasis on the
individual subject’s experience and perception, these phenomenologists drew atten-
tion to the ‘worldliness’ of the subject’s experience, seeing meaning in the context of
one’s ‘being’ in the lived social world. Hence, this more socially attuned phenom-
enology might offer a point of meaningful contact with the Theory of Social
Domains. This proposition is bolstered by the fact that Layder’s project explicitly
encompasses a phenomenological understanding of the person-in-society. Writing
about his synthetic endeavours in this vein, he posits:

We can conclude that the general phenomenological and existential framework has a

great deal to say about social experience. . . In particular, it tells us much about peo-

ple’s experience of social life, their feelings, hopes, plans and perceptions. Thus this

perspective enables us to probe into the intersubjective world from a truly human

point of view. (2006: 97)

Layder’s willingness to draw on phenomenological sociology, in this regard, is
clearly evident. More specifically, in one of his works on social research (1998), he
acknowledged the explanatory power of Schutz’s notion of the typification; that is,
the ways actors organize their knowledge of the social world in terms of typical
features of persons, things or events.

Layder is also sympathetic to many of Sartre’s ideas. For instance, he agrees
with Sartre that people respond to their lived experience in the social world, and the
constraints it imposes, by exercising choice, constructing plans and deliberating
about authentic courses of action. For Sartre and Layder, people are also con-
fronted with the existential dilemma associated with the ‘dialectic of individual
separateness and social relatedness’: their need to maintain their individuality on
the one hand, and their social identity, on the other.

Thus, it is through the portal of social phenomenology that we can forge a
conceptual bridge, or mutual understanding, between Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis’ theoretical foundations and the Theory of Social
Domains. In other words, in Husserl’s terms, there exists a compatible
Horizontgebundenheit, or horizon, between the two approaches. Thompson’s think-
ing (2007) has moved in a similar direction since he has noted that, while this
method was developed in psychology, it could be used in relation to other theories;
in fact, he suggested that the ‘I’, or the interpretative aspect of the method, har-
nessed a reflexive awareness of, and openness to, a multiplicity of factors – both
psychological and sociological.
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Larkin (2002) also suggested that this method engendered a secondary, critical
focus on language, meaning and social context. In doing so, it became open to an
analysis of the ‘macro’ sphere. In other words, analysts employing the method
could draw upon other theoretical frameworks or concepts to develop interpre-
tations of the emerging experiential accounts. He has since indicated that psycho-
logical considerations often have a sociological component (Larkin, 2007).

Furthermore, Willig (2001) argues that the method is essentially a contextual
constructionist approach, one that shows ‘the relationship between accounts and
the contexts within which they have been produced’ (p. 145). Such accounts, she
goes on to suggest, need to be grounded in the situational, personal, cultural and
social aspects of experience. They need to be attentive to social context. To be more
clear on this theme, what the Theory of Social Domains adds to the social phe-
nomenology of Heidegger, Schutz and Sartre, is a nuanced, differentiated account
of the social context; that is, one that sees the constituent features of social life as
an amalgam of subjectivist influences and objectivist elements. Layder’s notion of
the social world as comprising four interlocking and mutually dependent domains,
bound by social relations, positions, power, discourses and practices, is immensely
helpfully to the researcher – as the next section of the article will argue.
Theoretically, it also makes an important contribution to social phenomenology
which can be critiqued for presenting an ahistorical view of society and one that
does not take sufficient cognizance of social conflict, power and inequality.
Layder’s critique resonates with Mouzelis’ (1995) detailed assessment of micro
sociological theories including phenomenology. For Mouzelis, micro sociological
theory, because of its abreaction against the systemic and structural emphases
within Parsonian and Marxist sociology, has neglected the impact of social hier-
archies in the micro, meso and macro domains of social reality.

Moreover, Mouzelis wants to redirect sociology away from its internecine par-
adigm wars in order to build conceptual bridges between different approaches.
Significantly, Mouzelis is committed to a conceptual pragmatism that focuses on
the ‘criteria of utility rather than truth’ (1995: 7). This view resonates with Larkin,
Watts and Clifton’s (2006) clarion call for an epistemological openness or range in
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis and Layder’s notion of epistemological
inclusiveness in qualitative inquiry. It also chimes with Weiss and Wodak’s (2003:
7) declaration that the first question we have to address as researchers is not ‘do we
need a grand theory’ but rather ‘what conceptual tools are relevant for this or that
problem and for this and that context?’. In the next section of the article we build
on these pleas for utility, eclecticism and pragmatism by addressing the implica-
tions of the alignment for qualitative research into social work. Before doing so, let
us highlight some words of caution: this alignment is not a marriage of equals nor a
union of complementary temperaments. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
is hesitant about taking deductive theorizing too far, while domain theory is wary
of phenomenological closure (the closure of outward objectivist influences). For all
of that, the pragmatic gains of the linkage outweigh these epistemological and
ontological tensions, as we attempt to argue in the next section.
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Implications for qualitative research in social work

Shaw and Gould (2001) characterize qualitative research, and its application to
social work, in terms of a number of common descriptors. First, it involves an
immersion into the everyday life of individuals (for example, service users, social
work staff in various settings and professionals from other disciplines) as they
associate with groups, societies and organizations; its aim here is to obtain ‘thick
descriptions from the inside’ by the researcher suspending her preconceptions
about the topics under discussion.

On this basis, we believe that the phenomenological and hermeneutical aspects
of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis have a central role to play in quali-
tative social work, given that they are concerned chiefly with perception and mean-
ing but in a way that ‘drills down’ into the essence of these mental phenomena. But
more than that, the afore-mentioned reference to ‘groups, societies and organiza-
tions’ links with Layder’s notion of social domains and their impact on the indi-
vidual’s perceptions. Of relevance, here, is the domain of situated activity where
‘face-to-face’ encounters occur. This is where social work practice is often located
through the important medium of ‘relationship’ (Ruch, Turney and Ward, 2010)
even though it is shaped by other forces as we have argued. Qualitative social work,
as a consequence, will also inevitably direct its inquiries to meaning and sense-
making in the ‘face-to-face’ sphere. Taking a hypothetical example to enlarge on
this point, it is important to know how social workers implement organizational
requirements to acquire, sift, analyse and utilize information. According to Parton
(2008) these are pervasive processes shaping contemporary social work and there is
a compelling need to understand how they are operationalized. More specifically,
we need to know how professionals incorporate these processes within their face-
to-face work with service users and the extent to which they pose a challenge to
more traditional, time-honoured discourses centring on the use of relationship in
social work. A phenomenological study into this area might explore whether infor-
mational exigencies can be met but in a way that remains true to the tenets of
humanistic practice and a person-centred stance. The potential contradictions that
social workers face in combining instrumental and humanistic positions, and how
they attempt to resolve them, might be of interest to service users, practitioners and
managers.

What is more, the study’s findings could be interpreted, hermeneutically, in the
context of the Theory of Social Domains. In this example, the domain of situated
activity (where informational imperatives abound) might be understood more fully
when taken in the context of the domain of social settings, where policy on the
afore-mentioned processes is formulated. Furthermore, an additional line of
inquiry might centre on the social workers’ experience of organizational power,
of having to implement directives at the expense of professional discretion, know-
how and practice wisdom.

A second theme, identified by Shaw and Gould, refers to qualitative social
work’s attempt to gain a deep understanding of the ‘particular’. As we have
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argued earlier, Interpretative Phenomenolgical Analysis is committed to an idio-
graphic stance that studies particular persons, events or things. It is a research
approach that gives attention to detail. It engenders a deep analysis of specific,
experiential phenomena as perceived by individual research participants. The need
for depth, rather than surface (Howe, 1996) in all of this, is met through the
method’s phenomenological stance which proceeds to study experience in the
way it naturally unfolds, on its own terms. This is a move towards deep, inward
psychic experience in order to reveal the essential nub of the issue under scrutiny.
It goes without saying that qualitative social work must be open to this depth when
it attempts to understand or explain social phenomena.

Yet, Shaw and Gould also argue that the ‘particular’ needs to be approached
with some awareness of the ‘whole’. They quote Geertz (1973: 23) who said that
‘small facts speak to large issues’. In the method this notion is expressed as the
hermeneutic circle where, to understand any given part, one must look to the whole
and vice versa. Accordingly, the micro and macro aspects of the research inquiry
need to be appraised in tandem, even though the former might be privileged as the
main focus of the investigation.

This dynamic between the particular and the whole is consonant with an aware-
ness of how agency and structure are interrelated, because micro phenomena
embrace human agency and the macro dimensions overlap with structural ele-
ments. The Theory of Social Domains enables the social work researcher to iden-
tify areas of particular interest concerning human agency, say within the domain of
psychobiography, but also provides a template for her to raise questions regarding
the influence of the other, more structurally located domains. More specifically, if
the research question and method centre on the service user’s experience in the
domain of psychobiography, the unfolding data might still be analysed in the
context of the other three domains. Thus, the researcher might raise tentative
questions, or seek further data, concerning the impact of the social setting on
the client’s situation; or consider how the domain of contextual resources had
constrained potential courses of action or perhaps opened up ‘windows of oppor-
tunity’. So, while one of the domains might be privileged as the dominant focus of
inquiry, the findings arising from it can be set within a much larger canvass.

The integration of ‘agency’ and ‘structure’, the ‘micro’ and the ‘macro’, psychol-
ogy and sociology, is vital for qualitative social work as many aspects of the service
user’s experience are considerably under-theorized. The leaving care experience for
young people is a case in point. Thus, there is a range of early and more contem-
porary studies (Dixon, 2008; Godek, 1978; Lupton, 1985; Stein, 2004) highlighting
the problems that care-leavers face: poverty, dislocation and mental ill health to
name a few. Be that as it may, a more nuanced and in-depth appreciation of the
nature of these difficulties is only beginning to emerge through research inquiry. We
know little about the interplay between psychological processes (for example,
attachment and resilience), adaptive responses (for instance, coping and stress
management) and wider socio-cultural structures and mechanisms (such as social
class and gendered relations) in shaping meaning and outcomes for care-leavers.
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The need for this type of theorization in qualitative inquiry, which this theory-
method alignment provides, is most pertinent when we attempt to understand the
complex factors influencing the young people’s mental well-being and coping
strategies.

Another example can be drawn from residential child care. In this context,
Smith (2009) summarized the theoretical perspectives which had been borrowed
from other disciplines over the years, to understand processes and practices within
this setting and stated that they all ‘betray (their) origins in psychology’. While
intimating that such theory is valuable, Smith asserted that, in order to make sense
of residential care, we required a broader theoretical base. Pertinent here is an
appreciation of the role of biographical and institutional time, social relations
and their interwoveness (Pösö, 2010).

Shaw and Gould highlight a third characteristic of qualitative social work: its
commitment to inductive processes of theory generation and development.
Qualitative social work ‘is inseparably connected to theory’ but in a way that
allows for concepts to emerge from the data. It should be reiterated at this point
that Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis adopts a method that is discernibly
inductive. Yet, ‘the thinking that qualitative researchers do is both deductive and
inductive’ (Gilgun and Abrams, 2002: 42). Qualitative researchers do not approach
their inquiries on the basis of a tabula rasa. In our view, a cautious elicitation of
theory at the early stage of inquiry (before fieldwork commences), say in the form
of a set sensitizing concepts (applied with a ‘light touch’), is still compatible with
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis’ essentially inductive orientation. This is
because the method, as we have argued earlier, promotes a questioning hermeneu-
tic that permits the researcher to consider theoretical constructs at the outset before
moving to a description of the participant’s views.

The Theory of Social Domains generates a number of relevant sensitizing, or
orienting, concepts that apply to qualitative approaches to social work. Examples
from each of Layder’s domains are illustrated in the table below (see Table 1).
These concepts reflect the range of psychological and social theories underpinning
the Theory of Social Domains. For instance, at the psychological level, Layder
sources ideas from psycho-analytic theory whereas within the domain of situated
activity, he resorts to the thinking of interactionists such as Mead and Goffman.
The latter’s ideas on the institutional order are also integrated within the domain of
social settings. On the one hand, Layder justifies this pluralism on the grounds that
social reality, far from being monochrome, is variegated and that social research
should engage in a dialogue with different types of theory even though they may be
antithetical to some degree. Having said that, on the other hand, he warns about
the pitfalls of theoretical anarchism or an undisciplined ‘mish-mash’ of counter-
vailing concepts that obfuscate rather than elucidate.

The concepts listed above, particularly in the domains of social settings and
contextual resources, play a central role in anti-oppressive social work research.
According to Strier (2007), this form of research aims to carry out a systemic study
of oppression in order to develop knowledge which will support marginalized
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populations to address the institutionalized use of unjust power. Significantly, for
Strier, this necessitates the use of ‘methodologies that are able to address the com-
plex, multifaceted character of oppression, with its structural aspects as well as its
subjective, phenomenological dimensions’ (p. 5).

The theory-method alignment (that is being promoted) gives attention to the
afore-mentioned subjectivist/phenomenological and objectivist/structural elements
within society. Furthermore, its articulation of the multi-faceted nature of power
and its approach to the cultural, economic and political spheres through the lens of
resources (and their unequal allocation according to gender, race and class), pro-
vides points of reference for research inquiry.

To make the point more substantively, let us explore the example of a notional
study of young people in the care system and their experience of secondary edu-
cation. Initially, this study might inquire into the young people’s subjective
accounts of their day-to-day experience within the schools they attend. A phenom-
enological approach is relevant to this aspect of the inquiry because the focus is on
the meanings the young people attribute to their experience. Yet, at a deeper,
interpretative level, it might also be important to consider the situational
and structural constraints impacting on the young people’s educational careers.

Table 1. Examples of sensitizing constructs drawn from the theory of social domains
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Here, the Theory of Social Domains is helpful. Notably, Layder draws on
Bourdieu’s (1990) idea of ‘habitus’ as a sensitizing construct for qualitative
research. ‘Habitus’ refers to the inner dispositions that individuals acquire that
regulate the range and types of actions that are possible. For Bourdieu, social
class acts as a medium for reproducing ‘habitus’ particularly in the sphere of edu-
cation. It does so by inculcating dispositions that lead to differing expectations
about educational achievement. Typically, working class children (who are overly
represented in the care system) are seen to be at a disadvantage, finding it much
harder to acquire the type of educational capital that leads to success.

Applied to our hypothetical study, a sensitizing construct such as ‘habitus’ might
help explain how educational expectations were conveyed to children from a very
young age as a result of their care backgrounds, class position and access to cul-
tural and educational resources. Taking an anti-oppressive stance, this study might
look critically at how children’s homes (reflecting the domain of social settings)
either reinforce the young people’s existing ‘habitus’ or attempt to reshape it in a
manner that builds educational capital.

Conclusion

The issue of how theory and research are linked has provoked much debate in the
social sciences. Research needs to be theoretically informed but theory needs to be
tested empirically. In qualitative social work this issue takes on a particular pur-
chase when the interpretative and post-positivist approaches to research and
knowledge are brought into a much needed, pragmatic alignment. In this article,
we have approached this need through a critical examination of Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis and the Theory of Social Domains. The bridge
between these two approaches lies, it was argued, in social phenomenology –
which both approaches embrace. The synergistic implications of this connection
have meaning for qualitative social work which examines aspects of social life in
the context of wider social structures, taking account of power and structural
cleavages.

Putting this in another way, qualitative social work seeks to understand the
depth of the participant’s experience, meanings and perceptions. At the same
time, it strives to comprehend the width of social life, its interactional patterns,
institutional affiliations and cultural embedding. But, more critically, it aims to
understand the interplay between ‘depth’ and ‘width’; that is, the interchange
between psychological experience, on the one hand, and the sociological context
surrounding it, on the other. For qualitative social work to grasp this nuanced,
time bound, spatially connected and layered social world, and the ligatures of
power, discourse and meaning that give it shape and cohesion, it requires a theo-
retical and methodological substratum that is fit for purpose. The alignment that
we have proffered may not meet all the stringent requirements that are required to
investigate social work practice but it might make some inroads into this vastly
complex arena. In this respect, a theoretically grounded, qualitative social work has
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a vital role to play in describing (phenomenologically) and interpreting (hermeneu-
tically) human experience with erudition, understanding and humanity.
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The aim of this paper is to explore the ‘natural attitude’ underpinning risk practices in childwelfare. This refers to
various taken-for-granted approaches to risk that social workers and other human service professionals draw
upon in their everyday practice. The approach proceeds by identifying and critically examining three key,
meta-theoretical paradigmson riskwhich typically shape the natural attitude. They are labelled ‘objectivist’, ‘sub-
jectivist’ and ‘critical’. The ontological, epistemological, axiological andmethodological premises supporting each
paradigm, andhow they shape risk practices, are then reviewed leading to a composite,meta-theoretical position
on risk termed ‘methodological pragmatism’. This position draws on the strengths of each paradigm and is for-
mulated into ten propositionswhich consider how risk should be approached in childwelfare.Within this corpus
of thought salient themes are endorsed such as the need for method triangulation, an examination of ‘deep
causality’, and the promotion of emancipatory perspectives. By critically reflecting on meta-theory, the paper
contributes to the development of substantive theories of risk assessment and management in child welfare.

© 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Risk continues to exercise the collective imagination in contempo-
rary society.Whether the threat emanates from environmental disaster,
economic melt-down, international terrorism, large scale epidemics or
the vagaries of the lifecourse, our collective preoccupation with risk as-
sessment, prediction and safety, still makes Ulrich Beck's (1992) water-
shed thesis on the ‘risk society’ apposite for today's world. This axiom
takes on a particular purchase when we consider current discourses
and approaches to risk in child welfare. In this context, risk has been
medicalised, legalised and professionalised (Barsky, 2009; Lonne,
Parton, Thomson, & Harries, 2009). We see these trends within various
organisational contexts in social work, where an instrumental approach
has been applied to themanagement of risk, often shoe-horning it into a
framework of audit and governance —a trend that is counter-intuitive,
some argue (Broadhurst, Hall, Wastell, White, & Pithouse, 2010;
Kemshall, 2009), given the inherently complex, contingent, negotiated,
and multi-factorial nature of risk in social life.

Yet, despite these complexities,many socialworkers in childwelfare
engage in risk-led practice in a routinised way. Tellingly, one might
opine that risk has become so dominant a lens it is now part of the
profession's natural attitude, shaping the heuristics professionals use in
a taken-for-granted way to make sense of complex situations. For
some practitioners (depending on their location and setting), the

natural attitude reflects a calculative stance, one that draws on actuarial
principles; for others, the use of clinical judgement is the preferred
modus operandi. This bifurcation has, at times, escalated into what
White andWalsh (2006) refer to as the ‘risk assessment wars’. Regard-
less ofwhat stance is taken, though, and how it is critically interogated, a
gap in the literature remains evident. This refers to the limited attention
given to the meta-theories underpinning these various, taken-for-
granted, risk practices in child welfare.

Meta-theory addresses questions of ontology (referring to our
‘being’ in the world), epistemology (related to ways of knowing) and
axiology (concerning the nature of values). In this way, it deals with
first-order philosophical premises about existence and the nature of so-
ciety. Moreover, it lays the conceptual ground for the development of
substantive theories in the social sciences (Sibeon, 2004). These are spe-
cific bodies of knowledge providing a more detailed understanding and
explanation of different aspects of life such as, inter alia, human identity
(Lawler, 2008) and the lifecourse (Hunt, 2005). More broadly, a return
to meta-theory enables the inquirer to understand, critique and im-
prove substantive theory from the perspective of overarching views
about social actors and social life.

The aim of this paper is, therefore, to define and consider the range
of meta-theoretical premises on risk and how they shape the natural at-
titude supporting different risk practices with children facing various
hazards in social life. In taking this step, I identify three overarching,
meta-theoretical paradigms on risk and examine their ontological, epis-
temological, axiological andmethodological suppositions. The strengths
and weaknesses of each paradigm are then briefly appraised leading to
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an argument for a methodological pragmatism embracing an alignment
of aspects of all three. Simply put, this suggests risk practices must be
seen in the context of enabling and constraining psycho-social struc-
tures (which are often hidden from empirical register) and the impact
of human agency. In this conception, risk practices are seen as the out-
come of human intention and activity yet occur within the context of
reproduced rules, norms and power, all of which circumscribe or limit
creative action.

This exercise in philosophical and conceptual deliberation is much
needed if we are to understand more fully contemporary risk in
humanwelfare and how to respond to it with greater insight. Reflecting
on meta-theory brings us back to fundamental assumptions which, if
left uninspected, continue to mould actions in the empirical world.
Our deepest beliefs, which are often implicitly held, influence what
Giddens (1987) referred to as practical consciousness: how we act in
an automatic way, ‘doing things’ instinctually rather than cogitating
on them deliberately. Practical consciousness is like the beam of a
torch lightening up only certain parts of a path while neglecting the
wider terrain. Meta-theory illuminates this broader canvass of social
life enabling us to challenge the wisdom of received ideas and long-
held shibboleths.

This is an inquiry that moves from surface to depth, excavating un-
challenged notions of risk lying behind the meniscus of everyday social
work practice and therefore is congruent with a Socratic disposition
which examines closely the prevailing order from a critical perspective.
The aim, in all of this, is to enhance practices making them more sensi-
tive to lived experience, more value-oriented (challenging oppressive
mechanisms) and more informed about the nature of the social do-
mains affecting outcomes in the lifecourse. Risk is such a contested,
emotionally charged and agonised concept and, as such, needs to be
deconstructed ifwe are tomakemeaningful headway towardsmore en-
lightened practices.

2. Key meta-theoretical paradigms on risk

I argue there are three prominent, meta-theoretical paradigms
informing risk practices in child welfare and have labelled them ‘objec-
tivist’, ‘subjectivist’ and ‘critical’ (see Table 1 below). In reaching this
particular formulation I have drawn on and re-worked the seminal con-
tributions from Burrell and Morgan (1979) and Chua (1986) on the
nature of sociological paradigms. For these theorists, paradigmatic as-
sumptions are mainly shaped by objectivist/positivist ontologies on
the one hand, and subjectivist/interpretivist ontologies, on the other.
Based on Dahrendorf's (1959) sociological theory, they also posit that
fundamental questions about the nature of society are formative in
shaping the sociological imagination. More specifically, they concen-
trate on whether society is fundamentally held together by consensual
relations and social order, the classic Parsons (1937), or ismore oriented
towards conflictual relations, power, and coercion —as in the orthodox
Marxian position. Endorsing the latter view of society, as conflict-
bound, leads to a critical, emancipatory perspective.

It is through a thematic analysis of these contributions that the three
paradigmswere developed. An important consideration in this exercise
was to set out a typology whichwas relevant, conceptually speaking, to
the nature of risk in social life but also germane to social work practice.
In this regard, having a ‘critical’ paradigmwas important in terms of so-
cial work's strident commitment to anti-oppressive practice. Moreover,
the categories of ‘objectivism’ and ‘subjectivism’ seemed appropriate for
an examination of risk as they sourced different methodological ap-
proaches to risk assessment.

As can be seen from the table, each paradigm adopts a particular po-
sition on ontology, epistemology, axiology andmethodology. Taking ob-
jectivism first, it propounds the ontological view that social phenomena
exist independently of human agents. Here, social phenomena present
as external facts which constrain or enable social action. Epistemologi-
cally, it suggests that we can provide ‘objective’ representations of the
social world in an accurate, valid and reliablemanner. Reality can be dis-
covered and communicated to others. Aligned to this supposition, it
contends that knowledge claims are testable through empirical obser-
vation or experiment. From an axiological stance, by way of contrast,
objectivismadvances the view that scientific inquiry should be a neutral
affair, one that is value-free and dispassionate. In discovering facts we
cannot progress to moral assertions as they are two distinctive catego-
ries which must not be conflated. This is what proponents of the para-
digm refer to as the inviolable, fact–value distinction.

Objectivism relies on modes of inquiry that are sourced by positiv-
ism. This doctrine asserts that the only reliable knowledge is of the
scientific kind. Positivism directs the inquirer to search for causal rela-
tionships and encourages the deductive testing of theory and hypothe-
ses. It also leans towards a nomothetic orientation; that is, a search for
general laws. That said, it is important to point out at this juncture
that approaches to positivism have been tempered or even contested
by various philosophers (for example, Popper (1968)) and social com-
mentators (for instance, Benton and Craib (2001)). Thus, when it
comes to contemporary sociological versions, the claimed neutrality of
positivistmethods has come under question particularly when it is con-
ceded that observer biasmay always be present in investigation even to
a small degree. What is more, the sanctity of positivism's metaphysical
premises has been overtaken by a focus on quantitative methods as
the quintessential feature defining this approach. With this comes the
pursuit of trustworthy data acquisition and analysis. Thus, positivism
inmodern social science is often seen as synonymouswith applying sci-
entific methods to study social phenomena without necessarily main-
taining a rigid commitment to the approach's metaphysical claims
concerning reality.

The aforementionedmodes of inquiry give rise to the use of actuarial
models in risk assessment in humanwelfare contexts. Suchmodels, it is
contended, enable the inquirer to reach an understanding of the level of
seriousness of risk in a particular case rather than to predict specifically
the occurrence of future harm (Shlonsky &Wagner, 2005). Hence, they
must be seen as risk classification tools. It is contended, by some, that ac-
tuarial models can rightly claim the mantle of the ‘gold standard’ of as-
sessment approaches (Schwalbe, 2004). This is justified on the grounds

Table 1
Three meta-theoretical paradigms on risk.

Objectivist Subjectivist Critical

Ontology Social phenomena exist independently
of human agents

Advocates voluntarism, nominalism
and solipsism

Social reality is both produced by social actors
and has an independent, objective existence

Epistemology Inquirers can make accurate, reliable
representations of the social world

Knowledge is a social construction Connects knowledge with power and ideology

Axiology Scientific investigation is neutral and
value-free

Inquiry is value-laden Values can be derived from facts to highlight
oppression

Mode(s)of inquiry Relies on positivism Relies on phenomenology, hermeneutics
and idiographic inquiry

Relies on critical perspectives to effect
emancipation (e.g. critical realism)

Approach to risk Adopts actuarial tools Makes use of unstructured/structured
judgement and consensus tools

Makes use of retroduction and deconstruction
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they draw on positivist principles to identify risk factors which are
statistically significant in reaching a considered formulation about
dangerousness within families. Human subjectivity is curtailed as the
respondent applies the model to score various categories thus
minimising the distorting effects of unstructured, human judgement.

Subjectivism typically presents an antithetical view to the foregoing
tenets. Thus, when it comes to the area of ontology, it proposes a model
of voluntarism (Giddens, 1987) whereby individual actors are not
‘cultural dopes’ but rather exercise their intentions, hopes, choices and
decisions. In effect, they exercise their freedom to change themselves
and social structures. Two other dimensions of subjectivist ontology
are also apparent, namely: nominalism and solipsism. In relation to
the former, the contention is that things of a conceptual nature have a
real existence (for example, ideas). As regards the latter, the assertion
that consciousness ‘is all that there is’, is contrary to a materialist posi-
tion where matter is believed to be the primary reality. Taking a differ-
ent vein, some proponents of subjectivism advocate the view that
knowledge is a social construction. It is not that there is a real world
out there and we map our communication onto it; instead, according
to certain post-structuralist philosophers, we create and reproduce
this world through our continuing communication about it.

When it comes to axiology, subjectivismdefends the value-ladenna-
ture of social inquiry. It is maintained that it is impossible to exclude the
inquirer's values and the way they shape problem-definitions, choices,
interpretations and decisions. The insurmountable divorce between
the inquirer and what she or he studies, becomes untenable as every-
thing succumbs to a perspectival gloss including science itself. To
claim value-neutrality is to unintentionally endorse prevailing values
inherent within the status-quo.

These ontological and epistemological premises shape modes of
inquiry within subjectivism. Prominent here is phenomenology (the
study of inner consciousness), hermeneutics (an inquiry intomeaning),
and social constructionism (the belief that social life is socially produced
as opposed to naturally given). In addition,whereas objectivism is allied
with a nomothetic stance (where the search for general patterns is to
the fore), subjectivism leads to idiographic inquiry—focusing on cultur-
al and historical particulars. In addition, it veers towards an inductive
form of fact-finding, one where statements and ideas about the social
world are drawn from a series of observations. Such meta-theoretical
premises give rise to a distinctive approach to risk. Here, we see the
use of structured judgement by professionals, attempts to extrapolate
meaning from the various actors concerned in the risk situation, the ap-
plication of heuristics of analysis (or short handways tomaking sense of
complex scenarios) and reflexive accounts whereby risk assessors
deliberate on ‘facts and feelings’ to gain a better understanding of pre-
disposing and situational hazards. In a more developed version of this
approach, risk assessorsweigh up risk factors previously agreed consen-
sually by experts. This has been referred to as a consensus model
(Barber, Shlonsky, Black, & Trocome, 2008).

The objectivist and subjectivist paradigms can be counterpoised
with the critical paradigm. The latter adopts the ontological position
that social reality is both produced by humans but also exists in an
objective sense. Bhaskar (1979) helpfully captures this notion in his
metaphor of the scupltress (synonymous with the creative human
agent) fashioning amaterial entity (representative of substantive social
structure). Epistemologically, this paradigm argues that knowledge – of
ourselves, others and the social world – can be used to highlight contra-
dictions, distorted ideology, and oppressive discourse. Moreover, it can
be used to develop ideal standards for appraising social life. Habermas
(1986) expressed this well in his clarion call for an emancipatory sci-
ence based on communicative rationality. For him, this not only em-
braced both positivism and hermeneutics but also moved beyond
them to a new and different sphere of understanding of the social
world where primacy was given to critical reflection and discourse.

In another vein, the critical paradigm unequivocally asserts that,
contra positivism, we can derive values from facts. Bhaskar and

Habermas are two leading proponents of this contention. More specifi-
cally, they argue there is an unassailable linkage between epistemology
and human emancipation. Taking things as they stand, it is better for
people to hold true rather than false beliefs because of their respective
outcomes for humanactors. For them, it is possible, therefore, to provide
‘an objective grounding to certain critical value judgements, and so to
justify an emancipatory project of social change’ (Benton & Craib,
2001, p. 137).

For Bhasker, this means identifying the underlying and often deep-
rooted mechanisms that either work for human betterment and those,
conversely, leading to deleterious outcomes. For instance, the fact
that societies in the west have moved from a manufacturing to a
consumptive-oriented mode of production that has reinforced, whole-
sale, the mechanism of commodificaton. As a result, people become ob-
jects in the neo-liberal market. The task, here, for Bhaskar, is to not only
identify these negative mechanisms but also ameliorate them. This
emancipatory principle applies to risk analysis where intrinsic mecha-
nisms, affecting risk outcomes, operate within the person and also the
wider, ecological environment. For example, a person's innate resilience
might enable them to withstand the effects of a risk-laden environment
where poor human attachments exist. On a wider plane, access to social
support and social capital might offset a potential negative chain reac-
tion in a child's life. However, countervailing mechanisms may also be
detected. On the psychological plane, childrenmay develop insecure at-
tachment profiles and live in socially impoverished environments osten-
sibly compromised by gender-related, racial and cultural inequalities.

It is important at this juncture to consider the strengths and weak-
nesses of each paradigm. Objectivism views risk as real and objective.
It bringswith it the fruits of the scientificmethod toprovide anobjective
calculation of events. In doing so, it mitigates the bias inherent in
contested fields such as child protection where cognitive blocks to rec-
ognition have been shown to intrude into decision-making (Munro,
1999). Moreover, it is accepted that some actuarial tools have a high
predictive validity and credible inter-rater reliability (D'Andrade,
Benton, & Austin, 2005). Hence, they are likely to generate robust infor-
mation for very busy, time-strapped professionals. That said, the con-
tinuing problem of the ‘false positive’ and ‘false negative’ continues to
taint the overall value of such instruments particularly when they are
applied to rare events such as serious child abuse. Consequently, they
net a significant number of ‘sharks’ but also ‘minnows’. More than
this, actuarial tools do not in themselves take sufficient account of a
child's social context nor how spatial and temporal arrangements
change rapidly to alter risk-profiles and trajectories. Social meaning
and understanding is therefore a vital pre-requisite for using the actuar-
ial tool. It can only be but one (important) resource in the professional's
tool kitbag.

Subjectivism, with its emphasis on social meaning and context,
helps to ameliorate these afore-mentioned deficiencies within the pos-
itivist approach to risk. Moreover, it seeks to understand (through phe-
nomenology) and interpret (through hermeneutics) the actor's views of
events. Crucially, if actors define a situation as real, it is real in its effects.
What are presented as objective risks are subjectively perceived aspects
of a person's life. Furthermore, real risk may be socially mediated by the
social fields within which actors operate. As Douglas (1992) strikingly
found, real risks are altered by cultural boundaries. So, subjectivism's
emphasis on the meaning-making activities of the actor, including the
risk situations they are embroiled in, must surely be its formative
strength. Yet, as indicated above, our interpretations of events are noto-
riously compromised by bias or perhaps an ingrained habitus. We use
heuristics to focus on information that is readily available or representa-
tive, discounting other possibilities. Or, we search for information that
supports our pre-existing view and reject informationwhich invalidates
it. Inevitably, making sense of other people's sense-making activities –
the double hermeneutic – is a fraught undertaking. Just as objectivism
needs subjectivism to make it situationally sensitive, so subjectivism
needs objectivism to provide it with detached rigour.
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Moving on, the critical paradigm promulgates the unassailable fact
that risk in human welfare is imbued with oppression, inequality and
asymmetrical power relations. This is one of its core contribution to
the debate on risk. The connection between child abuse and poverty is
irrefutable. As Munro (2007) cogently argues, social professionals are
in danger of privileging psychological explanations of child maltreat-
ment, neglecting social aetiology. The critical paradigm also reinforces
the vital idea that risk-related events in social life are caused by unseen
mechanisms which we cannot observe empirically. This forces the as-
sessor to construct and subsequently test hypotheses about them. In
taking these much needed steps, the risk assessor is taking account of
deep causality. This form of realist inquiry is known as retroduction.
However, attempting to adopt it may not be as simple as it seems. Con-
structing and testing hypotheses about deep causal mechanisms is a
complex processwhichmay bemore fitting for social researchers rather
than busy practitioners in child protection. The challenges of applying
the critical paradigm in practice are consequently to the fore.

If this meta-theoretical typology is accepted, where does all of this
leave us? If we were to follow Thomas Kuhn (2012), we would answer
the question by saying that the three paradigms were incommensura-
ble, presenting irreconcilable ontological, epistemological andmethodo-
logical premises. Consequently, obeying the law on non-contradiction,
the inquirer might be left with no option but to select (what he or she
considered to be) the most enlightened paradigm to explain her lived
reality, thereby rejecting the other two. From a purely logical point of
view, Kuhn was right. However, when it comes to risk in child welfare,
there might be strong arguments in favour of avoiding ontological clo-
sure and separatism within meta-theory (even if merited by abstract
logic) and encouraging a more pragmatist stance, one adhering to
paradigmatic pliability. Put more simply, there might be much to gain
from aligning all three paradigms (even though this might induce un-
comfortable tensions)when it comes to the issue of risk in childwelfare.
This is to side-step the internecine riskwars referred earlier and encour-
age an exchange of ideas across what might be re-framed as more po-
rous boundaries between the paradigms. More moderate expressions
might facilitate points of alignment, or convergence. Put in another
way, real-life investigators are unlikely to adopt a strong, purist or tradi-
tional version of any particular paradigm. Perspectives aremore likely to
be two-eyed. Let us consider, for example, the tenets of amoderate form
of objectivism in social inquiry. Here, objectivism is tempered with
subjectivist notions. Layder (1997) is an advocate of this re-worked po-
sition. For him, ‘the objective realm of social phenomena must be
recognised and properly analysed’ (p. 10). Yet, in arguing this point, he
maintains that the viewpoint of the actor is of critical importance. This
is because actors socially construct their realities even though the objec-
tive world exits outside of them. Society is viewed as the outcome of
human perception and activity but constrains and enables that activity
by imposing rules, rituals and norms on it. Here, we can see how objec-
tivism and subjectivism have been aligned pragmatically.

There are other philosophical and sociological precedents for this
pragmatist stance. Isaiah Berlin (2003), for instance, extolled the view
that seemingly competing, incommensurate perspectives could be recon-
ciled in a creative, pluralistic fusion without succumbing to a relativist
abyss. Echoing this stance, Mouzelis (1995, p. 7). In a comparative vein,
George Ritzer (1980) argued for paradigm linking, leaping, bridging and
integrating. Lastly, the philosopher and theologianPaul Tillich (1966) sur-
mised that the ‘boundary’ between dichotomous perspectives was often
the most creative of places to rest, in terms of knowledge acquisition.

Deliberating on the boundaries between objectivist, subjectivist and
critical paradigms of risk, and thereby harnessing important insights
from each in a synergistic way, leads me to develop a resultant, deriva-
tive position I have dubbed ‘methodological pragmatism’. This not sim-
ply an amalgam of different premises from each paradigm; rather, it is a
gestalt —a conceptualisation that is more than the ‘sum of the parts’.
Methodological pragmatism takes on its own particular hue even
though it is indebted to core ideas within the three paradigms outlined

earlier. Critically, however, I have not constructed it as a fourth para-
digm as it does not possess the internal consistency required of this
meta-theoretical construct (Kuhn, 2012). As a derivative position, I con-
tend that methodological pragmatismmakes a number of salient prop-
ositions about the social world and risk. These are set out below.

3. Core propositions underpinning methodological pragmatism
and risk

(i) Approaches to risk should hold objectivist and subjectivist per-
spectives together in a creative tension. This results in method
triangulationwhereby social workers not only use the most sen-
sitive, specific, actuarial models (derived from the objectivist
paradigm) but also attend to the contextual and situational fac-
tors affecting actors' meanings (which are part and parcel of a
subjectivist orientation). How the service user views his or her
life, significant others, key events and so on, places actuarial
findings in an important context ostensibly qualifying initial for-
mulations on risk in a more nuanced and situation-specific man-
ner. Not only that, a focus on objective risk factors, without
attending to the social context within which they are imbedded,
can potentially skew or distort their real significance. For exam-
ple, a social worker needs to understand how a step-parent
(a risk factor in many risk-assessment schedules) is perceived
by the child in whose care she resides. It might be that the
child is deeply attached to her step-father. It could be that the
step-father sees himself as the child's psychological parent —
genetic differences being put to one side. These emotional affili-
ations mollify any potential concerns arising from the presence
of a step-father in the home. Similarly, a parentwhohas commit-
ted a criminal offence (say tax fraud) is unlikely to pose any risk
to a child. It is the nature of the offence, its meaning and context,
that is all important. Informed risk assessments in social work
must attend to meaning, time and place.

(ii) Importantly, risk assessorswill necessarily adopt various types of
hermeneutic analysis. First, they should adopt an insider perspec-
tive, seeing the world from the service user's point of view, par-
ticularly as regards the risk factors in their lives. Then again,
secondly, it means looking at these meanings from a different
angle, asking questions and puzzling over different interpreta-
tions. This process can be described as moving from a hermeneu-
tic of empathy to a hermeneutic of questioning. Lastly, and more
than that, it involves social workers engaging in the double-
hermeneutic when approaching situations of risk. That is, they
are trying to make sense of service users attempting to make
sense of their experience. Accordingly, social workers' sense-
making activity is of a second-order kind. Moreover, as this is a
complex task, it is best undertaken in the context of supportive,
reflective supervision. It is also a matter of intelligent, accurate,
empathetic perspective-taking with service users. This commit-
ment humanises risk assessment in social work, placing the per-
son at the centre of inquiry. Service users cannot be reduced to an
objective list of risk factors. A hermeneutic of empathy builds
from an ethic of care recognising how service users might strug-
glewith internal and external stressors and surrounding hazards.
Hence, risk assessment in socialwork is a person-centred process
not just a technical activity.

(iii) Risk assessors, in line with the critical paradigm, should investi-
gate the deep causal mechanisms leading to harm and well-
being and, importantly, locate oppressive mechanisms lying
below the surface of everyday experience. This involves a process
of identifying causalmechanismswithin the person (such as per-
sonality traits) and various domains of social life (for example,
rules governing social interaction). Once these mechanisms
have been identified, social workers must seek to mitigate
those causing harm (for example, insecure attachment and
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stigma in children and young people) and strengthen those lead-
ing to positive effects (for instance, resilience, social support, and
emotional literacy).

(iv) What makes methodological pragmatism unique (as a position)
is the manner in which ‘facts and feelings’ emanating from the
application of (i), (ii) and (iii) are processed holistically. This is
amatter of sifting through hypotheses developed from positivist,
hermeneutic and critical conceptions and integrating them
where possible to provide multi-faceted explanations. This is
best done communicatively with others to make linkages, form
hypotheses and, crucially, enact reflexivity. It is like seeing life
through each side of a prism and moving to a centre-point in
the middle where a leap in understanding occurs. For social
workers, such insight informs practice knowledge which, for
Trevithick (2009), ‘describes how knowledge can be used in dif-
ferent practice situations to produce sound judgements and ef-
fective decision-making’ (p. 43).

(v) Risk assessment in child welfare is both fact and value-laden. For
example, a parent who fails to turn up for a contact visit with his
child is an event that is indisputably the case. Yet, it can be
viewed subjectively and has ethical connotations, particularly if
the event has caused some kind of harm. Every pronouncement
on risk therefore has a moral dimension. Social workers not
only need to be trained as technicists, therefore, in the science
of risk appraisal but also need to understand how to process
complex, ethical quandaries. It is here that an understanding of
moral philosophy becomes both helpful and required.
In all of this, social workers apply practical reasoning to make
sense of the facts and feelings emerging from risk assessment. Ac-
cording to the philosopher McIntyre (1999), practical reasoning
occurs when a person thinks critically about his or her natural at-
titude (whichwas referred to earlier): her views, perceptions and
judgements and shares them with others as part of a collabora-
tive discussion. Moreover, practical reasoning is a matter of
reflecting on whether the basis of one's thoughts and actions is
credible and supported by justifiable, ethical reasons. To reiterate,
this is not only a cognitive activity but also a moral and collective
one aimed at building virtue in social workers particularly when
it is habituated. For Pullen-Sansfacon (2010), practical reasoning
is the key pedagogical medium through which social workers
build and sustain virtue in their practice. She proposes that social
work students are encouraged to apply Socratic dialogue as one
pedagogical strategy for developing practical reasoning.

(vi) From an ontological standpoint, the social actor is a complex so-
cial being, and, as a consequence of past psycho-biographical ex-
perience, might well show ambivalence or resort to defence
mechanisms to protect a vulnerable identity. This is especially
true in cases where unmet emotional needs are to the fore.
While phenomenological approaches to risk are necessary, they
cling to an overly rational view of the actor, neglecting these
areas. Risk assessment in child welfare must therefore take into
account emotion, human attachment, object-relations and the
unconscious —but not in an overly deterministic way. In child
protection, powerful psycho-dynamic processes – transference,
projective identification, and splitting – operate particularly
when professional authority has to be exercised. In this context,
Reder, Duncan, and Gray (1999) have argued convincingly that
unmet care and control needs feature strongly in the psycho-
biographies of parents and care-givers who seriously harm their
children. For these authors, social workers must be attentive to
psycho-dynamic processes particularly in the context of how
they balance care and control responses when faced with risk-
laden situations. Rustin (2005) concurs with this recommenda-
tion adding that social workers need to be mindful of how they
unconsciously avoid pain in child protection. For her,mindfulness
is the antidote to mindless practice.

(vii) Social life exhibits a number of collective properties that histori-
cally emerge to form objective features which provide a wider
context for understanding risk. For example, families often follow
established, pre-existing rules, routines and norms outlining the
possibilities and constraints of social interaction. Risk assessors
must become acquainted with these taken-for-granted, objective
aspects of family life if they are to put behaviours within a mean-
ingful context. Parenting assessments in social work must focus
on these rules and norms. For example, how are roles within
the family allocated? How is communication structured? In
what way is decision-making enacted? There may be rules
relating to the behavioural management of children which are
important for social work assessors to understand. Families use
distinctivemethods of making sense of their worlds.When social
workers gain insight into thesemethods they are adhering to eth-
nomethodology —a primary method of investigation within the
subjectivist paradigm (De Montigny, 2007).

(viii) Oppressive, social mechanisms affecting risk do not operate inde-
pendently of people but have properties that are not reducible to
them. For instance, poverty exists as a real, objective dimension
sui generis. While people live with and experience poverty, we
cannot explain it solely in terms of their perceptions or reactions.
Moreover, parents of children ‘in need’ should not be blamed for
their pecuniary status. Poverty has its own defining mechanisms
(such as the barriers it presents to various forms of capital) which
need to be understood in a comprehensive risk assessment. An-
other way of putting this is to say that human activities involving
risk are theoutcomeof thedual influenceof external (macro) fac-
tors and situational (micro) factors. In this interplay inequality af-
fects life outcomes and heightens risk profiles and careers.

(ix) Risk should be seen in the context of the influence of different do-
mains of social life: self, social interaction, institution, culture and
economy. These domains are distinct yet connected. Anotherway
of putting this is to say that risk outcomes are affected by the
interplay between human agency and social structure. This im-
brication takes place within time and space. The level and seri-
ousness of risk in child welfare may consequently change when
actors move to different settings or through the simple passage
of time. To reiterate, risk should be seen in the context of agency,
structure, time and place.

(x) Power operates pervasively in social life to effect and reinforce
asymmetries in social relationships and positions based on
gender, racial, cultural and class-based differences. Power is var-
iegated and often disciplinary placing subjects under surveillance
and control. Risk assessors in childwelfaremust be aware of their
own power, its potential for pacifying, excluding and normalising
less powerful groupings subject to the professional ‘gaze’. Power,
though, also has an enabling dimension and it is here that risk
practices should be seen as empowering growth and purposeful
change.

The aforementioned propositions cohere around a number of
recurring and salient features of methodological pragmatism that have
a direct bearing on risk assessment in child welfare. It is worth rehears-
ing them. First, given the ontological significance of the different do-
mains of life, it is vital that risk assessment keeps to an ecological
focus. That is, it is necessary to understand the person-in-society
nexus. Risk factors exist with the person and also within wider social,
cultural and economic milieux. Second, risk assessment must move
from being a surface appraisal (of facts and feelings) to one of depth. It
is important here that risk assessors are attuned to ‘deep causality’ for
the social world is not a flat, featureless terrain. Unless this insight is
apprehended, change might be difficult to achieve. To reiterate: risk as-
sessment must have epistemological depth for this allows the inquirer
to understand not only what the actor is doing but also how and why
she is doing it.
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Third, risk assessment must avail of triangulation using different
types of tool co-terminously —some more objectively oriented, others
attuned to subjective approaches such as structured observation. It is
only through triangulation we can hope to enhance the validity and re-
liability of assessment. Fourth, this position highlights the ethical nature
of risk assessment and intervention and, primarily, that it should lead
to human emancipation and well-being. This is congruent with anti-
oppressive social work practice. Risk calculation is not an end in itself;
instead it ought to be ameans to a humanistic end. Fifth,methodological
pragmatism is deeply concerned with the meaning service users attri-
bute to their experience. It values a perspectival stance and, with it,
the importance of professional reflexivity —given that social workers
are also meaning-oriented actors. However, reflexivity raises the need
for considered supervision and support. Hence, the supervisor must be
open to the tenets of methodological pragmatism as much as the prac-
titioner. Lastly, there is an archaeological theme underpinning this posi-
tion. This suggests that advanced social work practice must strive not
only to apprehend and apply relevant substantive theory (to explain
events in the empirical world) but also to delve deeper into the meta-
theoretical substratum underpinning each and every aspect of the
lifecourse. This return to meta-theoretical preliminaries engenders a
consideration of the interconnection between knowledge, ‘being’ and
wider moral arguments about risk in child welfare.

4. Conclusion

In this paper I have described some of the first-order, meta-
theoretical premises underpinning risk assessment in child welfare to
contribute to a growing debate about the nature of risk in child welfare.
Three governing paradigms were identified and their component parts
explained. This critical review subsequently led to the development of
a composite position and, with it, a number of propositions about the
fundamental nature of risk assessment. This project has been about
defending philosophy in a run awayworld that privileges instrumental-
ism in social life, reinforces social relations and devalues deep critical in-
quiry. It is about valuing and respecting the complexity of philosophical
investigation. By returning to this level of deep understanding and inte-
grationwe can enhance our knowledge of the person-in-society and the
risks he or she faces andpresents. It is to acknowledge that there is a real
world out there but one that we dimly perceive much like the incum-
bents in Plato's cave. Advancing our understanding of meta-theory
casts further light on the walls of this enclosure so we can grasp the
nature of reality with even greater confidence. I contend that meta-
theoretical awareness should become an integral part of social work
education so that students become increasingly open to this deep
level of understanding —and comfortable using the vernacular that ex-
plains it. Social work education must revel in subtleties, contradictions
and lacunae enabling students to become more adept explorers of the
social world in all its dimensions.
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Chapter 6 

 ‘Getting Back to the Things Themselves’: Strengthening 

Phenomenology in Social Work 

Stan Houston 

Introduction 

Social work in the United Kingdom, particularly in the statutory sphere, is a professional 

discipline out-of-kilter. Its development over the past fifty years or more has shown an 

inordinate emphasis on utilizing what the famous sociologist of modernity, Max Weber, 

referred to as instrumental rationality. This underpinning use of reason is characterized 

by a means-end approach to problem-solving, one where the attainment of a specified 

goal drives our intellectual efforts through the most expedient way possible. 

Weber also attributed a value-neutral stance to this particular form of reason. In 

other words, it was not concerned with the right thing to do in response to a specified 

problem but rather with procedure. Morals and ethics were not primary considerations in 

these deliberations. It followed, for Weber, the widespread and insuperable use of this 

form of reason would lead to an iron cage of bureaucracy, ensnaring the citizen of the 

modern world in forms of intellectual inquiry and disenchanted action that stripped social 

life of its meaning and ethicality. 

From the stance of critical social theory, Jurgen Habermas (1984) adopted 

Weber’s notion of the ubiquity of instrumental rationality to explore modern currents in 

socio-political life. For Habermas, society had evolved beyond medieval times through 

the industrial revolution and Fordist forms of production into contemporary post-Fordist 
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society, largely using instrumental rationality as a way of operating. However, this had 

led to certain societal transformations having a pernicious effect on citizens’ well-being. 

In Habermas’ analysis, the State had decoupled from civil society but then, later on, 

colonized it bringing instrumental rationality to bear on issues and problems in communal 

life previously resolved through time-honoured and sanctified processes of meaningful 

communication and co-operation. In Habermas’ unique parlance, the ‘system’ had 

colonized the ‘lifeworld’ bringing all manner of social pathologies – loss of meaning, 

alienation, disenchantment and impoverished social interaction – in its wake. Habermas 

also identified the need for modern capitalist nation-states to legitimize their ideologies 

and offset their negative effects by offering members of the ‘lifeworld’ piecemeal welfare 

compensations designed to buttress the state’s credibility and quell public discontent. The 

‘system’ had not only colonized the ‘lifeworld’ but also legitimized its role though power, 

money and ideology. 

Weber’s, and subsequently Habermas’, analysis of modern society under the grip 

of an evolving instrumental rationality, continues to offer a rich set of ideas for explaining 

some major trends in contemporary welfare in the UK and other Anglophile countries – 

and the sets the scene for the approach taken within this chapter. In this context, I argue 

that social work has become overly imbued by an instrumental mind-set. This has led to 

practices that implement systems and procedures but at the cost of obfuscating the 

centrality of meaning, relationship and therapeutic growth. Thus, a central aim of this 

chapter is to explore how we might restore the ‘lifeworld’ in social work and create a 

better balance between it and the ‘system’.  

To address this aim, I review important ideas within phenomenology – a broad 

philosophical church which provides a rich understanding of human subjectivity and how 
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it is embedded within the ‘lifeworld’. The various phenomenological thinkers referred to 

below contribute different perspectives on the interplay between ‘interiority’ and the 

‘social’ and hence enlarge our conception of what it means to practice social work in an 

ontologically-intelligent and person-centred manner. Put in another way, phenomenology 

leads to a deep understanding of the person, putting the actor at the centre-point of inquiry. 

Building on this precept, I contend that phenomenological social work is rooted in the 

‘lifeworld’; as such, it requires us to view human relationship as the conduit for realizing 

human flourishing and optimal identity-formation.  In all of this, social work needs to be 

reminded of what lies at the heart of human ontology: the experience of Being or what 

the philosopher Martin Heidegger (1962) referred to as Dasein. 

In considering what this philosophical stance means for social work, I describe a 

number of approaches that implicitly drawn upon phenomenological principles. They can 

be considered as providing an important counter-balance to the predominant voice of the 

‘system’ in social work. Yet, in order to strengthen the use of phenomenology in everyday 

practice, I then concentrate on two phenomenologically inspired existential therapies and 

reflect on what they contribute to social work. This focus is a much neglected gap in the 

Anglophile literature and constitutes an important area to emphasize because, in many 

English speaking countries, therapeutic, relationship-based social work has waned 

compared with the growth of the instrumentalized practices referred to earlier (Ruch et 

al. 2010). More broadly, in social work it is imperative to re-vitalize an interest in the 

philosophy of ‘Being’. This foundational source brings us back to the first principles of 

ontology. In doing so, it enables social workers to move from ‘surface’ to ‘depth’, in order 

to gain a more perspicacious understanding of the human condition and lived experience. 

In making this move, this chapter recognizes the paucity of explicit, phenomenological 
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thinking in social work (Gray and Webb 2008) and attempts thereby to make a modest 

contribution to this important field of inquiry. 

 

Key Ideas and Perspectives in Phenomenology 

 

The phenomenological paradigm continues to hold weight in the canon of social 

science whether it is in its application to qualitative social research or in relation to its 

theorization of the subject-in-society. At the core of this paradigm lies the idea it is 

important to understand the view or perspective of the human subject. Put another way, 

phenomenology is an approach that attempts to see the world from the perspective of the 

people the social analyst is trying to study. More particularly, it is the study of the 

subject’s consciousness, his or her flow of ideas.  

Phenomenology is also concerned with how the subject’s perceptions affect his 

actions – specifically the taken-for-granted activities performed in a semi-conscious way, 

the activities of everyday life which are ritualistically enacted through practical 

consciousness. Most of our actions are habitual and second nature whether it is driving to 

work, cooking a meal or engaging in social gatherings. It is these actions that are of 

interest to the phenomenologist. They derive from the philosopher, Immanuel Kant’s 

(1999), inquiry into human perception and his contention people only ever perceive 

phenomena as opposed to noumena. The former is the world apprehended through our 

sense perceptions and a priori mental cognitions while the latter is the true essence of 

things-in-themselves. Phenomenologists are interested in the first of Kant’s categories. 

Kant’s epistemological bifurcation was adopted and developed by the German 

philosopher, Edmund Husserl (1962). He wanted to develop Kant’s investigation into the 
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phenomenal world by seeking to identify core constructs within perception. Moreover, he 

was specifically concerned with the subject’s stream of consciousness. Kant’s use of the 

metaphor of the ‘stream’ denoted the fact consciousness was always changing and 

without inherent substance much like what we have learnt from David Hume’s 

investigations of the ‘process’ self and Buddhist psychology (Giles, 1993). In effect, 

Husserl was interested in the subject’s ‘lifeworld’ and he was one of the first thinkers to 

coin the term. The phenomenological inquirer attempted to make sense of the subject’s 

‘lifeworld’ by bracketing (putting to one side) her own taken-for-granted ideas about it. 

This reductionist technique was necessary to arrive at the supposedly pure essence of 

consciousness – how this subject experienced particularities in her ‘lifeworld’, how she 

felt about them, and how they conditioned a set response.  

Alfred Schütz (1967) took Husserl’s individualistic approach and gave it a 

sociological twist. This was a very important development within phenomenology as it 

took it beyond the realm of the person into wider domains such as social interaction and 

institutional life. Schütz was concerned with how consciousness could give rise to shared 

meanings and inter-subjectivity while still retaining Husserl’s emphasis on the 

particularities of social life. He, too, was fascinated by the ‘lifeworld’ of human subjects, 

their commonsense sense ways of being with each other which were often habitually and 

unreflectively enacted.  Schütz referred to this as the natural attitude.  This mental 

disposition continues unabated unless some event causes a rupture in our normal 

existence, requiring us to think deliberately about how to proceed. An accident while 

driving to work is an example of a breach in the natural attitude. It is only then a subject 

examines his typifications or ‘stocks of knowledge’ (about things, events and people) 
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seeking out, through further practical reasoning, how to negotiate the situation in order to 

accomplish social life successfully.  

Schütz also made a helpful distinction between the subject’s consciousness and 

the observer’s perception of it. In this formulation there are two levels of meaning in 

phenomenological inquiry. The first level – the subject’s consciousness – was termed first 

order thinking while the observer’s cognitive response to it was referred to as second 

order thinking. Observers fall into a second order process when they attempt to depict, in 

their own terms, how the subject is making sense of her world, what typifications she is 

using, what common sense notions prevail and so on. This demands reflexivity on the 

part of the observer to constantly vet second order interpretations for bias or distorted 

premises. Reflexivity synergizes with bracketing: reflective insights assist the observer to 

distance himself from precipitous forms of interpretation that perhaps have no bearing on 

the subject’s flow of consciousness.  Observers, too, use their own typifications when 

attempting to appraise the subject’s typifications. Hence, a double-hermeneutic is 

required in social analysis. The double hermeneutic instils a process of reflection on the 

observer’s second order typifications of the subject’s first order typifications.  

Again, in a helpful vein, Schütz identified some fundamental categories of people 

subjects interact with in daily life. Thus, consociates are close members of the subject’s 

micro-system: family, peers and friends; contemporaries are part of the subject’s 

‘lifeworld’ yet do not play a close role in her affairs; predecessors are people who have 

passed away but were previously known to the subject; and successors are those 

individuals who will live in the future yet have some meaning for the subject. For Schütz, 

the subject creates a stock of typifications around her associations with each of these 

categories of people. In turn, this builds into an amphitheatre of collective meanings 
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synonymous with the notion of the ‘lifeworld’; it is a rich repository of meaning that gives 

existential substance to life and provides much needed ontological security. Relationships 

with all three categories of people builds social identity: the sense of who one is and 

where one belongs culturally.  

Husserl’s ideas were additionally influential in shaping existential 

phenomenology. Martin Heidegger (1962) became a lead proponent of this strand of 

thinking and was deeply indebted to his mentor, Husserl, for fuelling his path-breaking 

insight into a major shortfall in Western philosophy. Thus, Heidegger argued philosophy 

had erroneously focused on abstract ideas about the world and, in doing so, had missed 

the ontological ‘elephant in the room’, namely: the subject’s being in her ‘lifeworld’. The 

focus of philosophy should move beyond this obfuscating fog and centre on the most 

important area of inquiry: the subject’s practical consciousness, and how it was reflected 

in her use of language in order to socially construct a particular worldview.  

Understanding the subject in the context of her ‘lifeworld’ became an endeavour 

of hermeneutic interpretation but this could never be an objective inquiry. Importantly, 

subjects, for Heidegger, were ‘thrown’ into their ‘lifeworlds’ and would have different 

experiences according to spatial and temporal dimensions. Subjects were to be seen as 

historical creations shaped by antediluvian ‘lifeworlds’: the past entering the present and 

moving into the future. But more than this, according to Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962), 

subjects were fully embodied actors whose experience was mediated and moulded by 

corporeality: the suffering or pleasure of the body. Mind and body were not to be 

analytically prised apart in some Cartesian act of sophistry. Body-subjects felt and lived 

their ‘lifeworlds’ much as an amoeba was imbricated in its aqueous environment. Because 
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of the salience of embodied experience, consciousness was always situated within the 

realms of time, space and, critically, human culture.   

Staying with the modality of the ‘social’, phenomenology has been adopted and 

adapted by other social theories, particularly in theories of agency and structure where 

the nature of consciousness is seen to exert some kind of determining role in human 

action. Let us briefly explore two such attempts to integrate phenomenological theory 

into a wider understanding of society given social workers are meant to locate themselves 

in the sphere of the ‘social’. The first is Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s (1991) 

influential social construction of reality thesis. Echoing phenomenological insights, 

including some of those conceived by Heidegger, they endorsed the contention that, in 

order to understand social life, the social analyst must take cognisance of the nature of 

human consciousness as a first step. For them, what was of interest was the process of 

how consciousness was structured over time to produce patterned social activity within 

the ‘lifeworld’. They referred to this as habitualization.  

Actions and social interaction repeated over time, as a result of conscious 

intentions, become habitualized into social patterns, routines or regularities within the 

‘lifeworld’. Later on, they become objectified, institutionalized and subsequently 

internalized within the actor, forming into typifications in the Shutzian sense or 

instinctual stocks of knowledge about how to perform various tasks in social life. This 

has the effect of making daily living predictable thus enhancing a person’s sense of 

ontological security. The typifications are like pre-conscious recipes for action that take 

away the burden of having to decide how to approach events. Behaviour, in Berger and 

Luckmann’s thinking, is not a product of biological factors. Mostly, it can be explained 

with reference to these taken-for-granted typifications which were once initiated by 
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human subjects but have now become habitualized, objectified, institutionalized and 

internalized shaping, in turn, one’s daily stream of consciousness and significantly, use 

of language. Thus, subjects begin to think of human norms, ways of being and so on as 

real rather than as human artefacts in the first place.  

All sorts of ways of social interacting with others, in families, workplaces and 

cultural fora, have been subjected to this social construction of reality through human 

consciousness initially which has later become socially (re)produced and sedimented into 

the fabric of social life taking on the ‘feel’ of being the natural way to do things as opposed 

to a human construction. So, paradoxically, society is a human product but humans are a 

product of society. But importantly, Berger and Luckmann convey the sense that these 

objectified, institutionalized and rarefied processes become alienated from the person; 

they are external and persistent and sometimes experienced as coercive by the nature of 

their obduracy and apparent solidity. Typifications may feel as if they provide guidance 

on the natural way to accomplish social life but also may have a constraining effect. By 

the nature of their apparent facticity, they hold power over the actor.  

Many of these ideas were taken up by the French social theorist, Pierre Bourdieu 

(1977). Like Berger and Luckmann, he drew on phenomenological ideas including the 

work of Schütz and Merleau-Ponty, in his attempt to construct a theory of agency and 

structure which overcame what he perceived as the false antimony between subjectivism 

and objectivism. In order to achieve this undertaking, he developed a conceptual arsenal 

of explanatory concepts involving the interplay between what he termed ‘habitus’, ‘field’ 

and ‘capital’. Habitus referred to the thinking dispositions inhabiting a person’s 

consciousness which shaped how he expressed himself in social life. The concept 
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overlapped with Shutz’s notion of internalized typifications guiding our way of thinking 

and reacting that are pre-conscious and taken as natural.  

Fields, by way of contrast are sites or nodes of activity or the structured space of 

positions in which an individual is located. For example, they may be educational, cultural 

or economic. Each field has its own logic, constraints, rules and opportunities.  The third 

concept, that of ‘capital’, is the resource people can access in order to make their way 

within fields of experience and includes material resources such as money but also 

symbolic forms such as educational achievements or titles. People vary is the amount and 

range of capital they can acquire or are endowed with according to the logic of the field 

they inhabit or the class from which they come. Bourdieu argues the way a person reacts 

in social life, is a result of an interplay of habitius, field and capital. However, it is his 

conception of habitus which most strongly reverberates with a phenomenological 

sociology of the person. 

 

Phenomenology and Social Work 

There are very few direct references (in English language publications) to 

phenomenology and its role in shaping social work as a value-laden, aestheticized form 

of practice. Webb’s view (2006), that no one has comprehensively applied 

phenomenology to social work, continues to hold weight. However, Gray and Webb’s 

(2008) landmark review of England’s (1986) seminal text, ‘Social Work as Art’, makes 

an important contribution to this area. These authors build on England’s notion that social 

work is a distinctive form of aesthetic practice defined through its attention to meaning, 

coping, lived understanding and attunement to the ‘other’s’ pain. Accepting these tenets 

as ontological givens, they go on to appropriate Heidegger’s critique of the presence of a 
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instrumentalized rationality in modern life including various forms of artistic expression. 

In doing so, Gray and Webb give credence to Heidegger’s notion that authentic art 

emerges from one’s being-in-the world. The corollary to this, is that ‘social work as art’ 

emerges from the social worker’s being-in-the-world-of-the-social. It is not about 

attempts to manipulate the ‘social’ according to some pre-defined instrumental purposes. 

Importantly, these insights show that authentic social work might be realized through 

practices that reveal ‘Being’ in all its richness, pain, solemnity and quotidian 

predictability. 

Aside from this key contribution, most of the other sources that explicitly 

underscore the value of phenomenology in social work centre on the use of qualitative 

research methods to reveal aspects of human crisis, loss or pain. Thus, Houston and 

Mullan-Jensen (2012) attempt to synthesize interpretative phenomenological analysis (an 

in-depth, idiographic research approach) with a model of social world that recognizes 

distinct domains of inquiry. They reference the thinking of Husserl and Heidegger in this 

largely theoretical work which nevertheless can be applied to qualitative investigations 

into social work and social care. Other researchers have focused on social work’s role in 

palliative care. In this regard, Pascal (2010) contends that Heideggerian phenomenology 

provides a useful perspective for researching the lived experience of cancer. Heideggarian 

themes such as attunement, embodiment and temporality were manifest in their results. 

The theme of embodiment was taken up in a different study carried out by McCormick 

(2011). This researcher adopted phenomenology to explore how older woman coped with 

their lived experience of ageing. McCormick concluded that the ‘lived body’ resonated 

as a cardinal theme in the woman’s accounts and ought to be an essential dimension in 

social work practice. 
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In addition to these explicit attempts to use phenomenology in social work, there 

are a number of important practices which exemplify phenomenological themes even 

though they may not reference them directly as such. In UK, practices such as family 

Group Conferences (Hayes & Houston 2007), restorative practices in criminal justice 

(Sherman & Strang 2007) and person-centred planning (2003) all emphasize the 

importance of the service user’s ‘lifeworld’ and the key interface between it and the 

‘system’. Constructivist social work is another approach that chimes with 

phenomenology given its emphasis on narrative in social work. Parton and O’Byrne 

(2000), lead proponents of this approach, explicitly draw on Berger and Luckman’s 

(1991) constructionist take on social reality covered in the preceding section. Moreover, 

the continuing interest in social pedagogy within the UK (Petrie 2007) shows how child 

care social workers are embracing a more holistic, educative approach to the well-being 

of young people. The philosophical roots of this approach lie partly in Kant’s 

epistemology and ethics and the German hermeneutic tradition. 

What is common to the social work approaches listed above is their attention to 

lived experience, narrative, human psycho-biography, developing a deep understanding 

of meaning and ‘being-in-the-world and personal reflexivity. To practice social work in 

the ‘lifeworld’, in the spirit of a phenomenological paradigm, is to acknowledge the 

primacy of the human subject and to fundamentally grasp the nature of his or her 

ontology. This is about getting ‘back to things themselves’, as Heidegger famously 

observed. In this context, social workers need to attend to the significance of meaning 

and subjectivity in service users’ lives be they children, young people or adults. The 

manner in which a situation is defined makes that situation real in those terms. Hence, at 

the outset, it is vital to remember that we are existential, embodied beings-in-the-world 
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who swim in a sea of personalized and inter-subjective meanings. Shared meanings arise 

in the context of relationships within Shutz’s typology; that is, with consociates, 

contemporaries, predecessors and successors. This is the network of significant others 

that need to be appraised in social work assessment. For children with troubled histories 

of parenting, predecessors and successors may take on a particular purchase because of 

their often fractured psycho-biographies. 

Heidegger’s ideas present a challenge for social workers forcing them to re-

evaluate the significance (and profundity) of ‘being’ and ‘being-unto-others’ in the 

‘lifeworld’. Rather than privileging instrumentalized practices, what is important is 

paying attention to the service user’s lived experience and the rich meanings that unfold 

from it including the person’s narratives. Tuning into this dimension and recognizing its 

significance verbally creates the conditions for trust and growth. It is axiomatic that 

‘becoming the person you are, cannot be separated from the historical events and social 

circumstances that surround you’ (Newman 2010, 56). Yet, in modern social work within 

the UK, there has been a drift away from subjectivity to a data base way of operating. For 

Nigel Parton (2006) social workers operate less on the terrain of the ‘social’ and more in 

the zone of the ‘informational’ where hard facts supersede human narrative. 

In all of this, service users are not objects of the system requiring standardized 

responses which lead to attempts at classification nor do they deserve to be dealt with 

mechanistically through impersonal measures of surveillance. The aim of social work 

assessment is not primarily to fulfil a systems’ function or goal, but to grasp what is at 

the heart of a service’s user’s thinking about himself, his identity, his relationship to 

significant others, his view of his future and general attitude to his social world. This is 

an inquiry in to the nature of a person’s typifications, her taken-for-granted assumptions. 
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Following Husserl, social workers must bracket their preconceived assumptions about a 

family member’s ‘lifeworld’, in order to strive for what is the essence of the person’s 

meaning system. 

Not only is this an act of bracketing and reductionism but also one of deep 

empathy and reflexivity. Moreover, it is to acknowledge social workers need to reflect on 

their second order perceptions of the family’s first order meanings. To carry out such a 

complex cognitive task, one requiring emotional intelligence as well, organizations need 

to ensure they provide their staff with supervision conducted through a phenomenological 

lens. This might take two stages and mirror the process of developing phenomenological 

insight, namely: (a) acquiring the skills of accurately describing the meaning typifications 

of say a child or other family member, and (b) interpreting these meanings with accurate 

empathy and the use of theory. Throughout this process of hermeneutic supervision it is 

vital for professionals to realize that their typifications regarding areas, such as good 

enough parenting, the nature of harm and what constitutes change, may well differ from 

those of the parents under investigation. Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus is also pertinent 

here. Hence, social workers need to be very cautious about the impact of their habitus in 

assessing parental capacity and motivation to implement change and be aware of how 

social class intrudes into judgements about acceptable, parenting behaviours. Relatedly, 

assessments need to take account of the fields in which parents are located, the level of 

constriction or openness they afford and the amount of capital they provide. Bourdieusian 

social work embraces a radicalized phenomenology in the sense it acknowledges the 

omnipresence of oppressive power on the lower classes in particular.   

Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge many families coming to the attention 

of social services experience a significant rupture in their natural attitude and practical 
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consciousness. Everyday, taken-for-granted typifications might well have been thrown 

into disarray through loss, change, crisis and even due to the fact social services are 

intervening in their lives in the first place. Such disarray is likely to threaten ontological 

security and trust – two vital areas to buttress particularly during early contact with the 

family. This is a matter of connecting with the person in situ and her ‘lifeworld’ and 

presents a number of rhetorical questions. Does the contact start with the stamp of 

officialdom or the act of having a cup of tea with a service user? What time is spent 

getting to know a young person’s connections with his social networks and how they 

shape his identity? Do we even stop to consider the socially constructed nature of identity 

– how it serves as a lens, or inner working model, for interpreting ontological views of 

self, others and the social world as well the person’s view of the past and future? Do 

interviews take place in sterile bureaucratic offices or in the young person’s meaningful 

‘lifespace’ – emdodied zones of meaningful interchange and memory? In what way do 

social workers construct holistic forms of practice around facilitating a young person’s 

openness to the natural, social, personal and spiritual worlds? Has the young person in 

question had any experience of natural ecology – a guided walk in the mountains for 

instance? Heidegger and Nietzsche said we all need experience of wilderness to sustain 

mental health and spiritual well-being. Mountains exist in the world but also in the mind 

of those who walk their steep, enriching terrains 

 

Phenomenology, Existential Therapy and Social Work 

To date, Anglophile social work has not given sufficient attention to the existential 

therapies that draw on phenomenological ideas. These approaches are committed to 

helping distressed individuals cope with problematic meanings in relation to themselves, 
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others and the social world. Below, I review two of these applications – Daseinanalysis 

and Logo-therapy – and make the point later that social work should attend to their 

insights as they fit within interventions designed to address human meaning in the context 

of the ‘lifeworld’. To reiterate, social work has lost confidence and competence in the 

phenomenological and ‘lifeworld’ spheres due mainly to the primacy of the ‘system’ 

shaping professional interventions according to a rapacious, instrumental rationality. 

Daseinanalysis is a form of helping that draws on Heidegger’s later philosophical 

work as well as Husserl’s phenomenological method. Its founders, Ludwig Bingswager 

(1963) and Medard Boss (1979), departed from Freud as they felt psychoanalysis had 

reduced people to a set of causal mechanisms inherently shaped by deep, libidinal drives. 

For Bingswager and Boss, therapeutic work needed to focus on a more holistic sense of 

the person in their environment, her ‘being-in-the-world’. Daseinanalysis was deemed to 

be a phenomenological anthropology investigating lived experience. The self, in this 

approach, was not seen as an isolated entity. Instead, it amounted to one’s ‘inter-being’ 

with others. With this foundation in place, human suffering was not viewed in terms of 

conflicts between warring, intra-psychic ego-states: it was seen as a product of a person 

being closed off to their lived experience in the ‘lifeworld’. When openly grasped in all 

its richness, the ‘lifeworld’ offered possibilities for existential growth but when blocked 

or constricted it truncated our lived experience and undermined our developmental 

potential.  

Mistrust in others, as an over-arching life-position, was a form of existential 

constriction that could jeopardize positive mental states. Being existentially open, 

enriching our range of encounters and so on, was seen as stimulating mental well-being. 

Mistrusting people could cut oneself off from the possibilities of learning from them and 
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from receiving their care and concern. Anything in life that made a positive claim on 

Dasein’s being should be responded to in all its richness and potentiality.  

To expand, there are certain aspects of everyone’s being that we tend to cover 

over or keep in the darkness and aspects which we illuminate. In a depressed person, the 

disordered and harmful aspects of life may be illuminated leaving the more productive, 

life-generating areas occluded. In Daseinanalysis, the person is encouraged to attend to 

the latter aspect of existence. The issue of illuminating aspects of our positive existence 

is structured around connections with the natural world of environment and ecology, the 

social world including relationships in our ‘lifeworlds’, the personal world or the types 

of thinking dispositions shaping our consciousness and the spiritual world involving the 

values we hold. Human depression might be interpreted in this schema as being closed 

off to any one or more of these dimensions of experience. For example, a person might 

be removed from the experience of aesthetic beauty in the world or the experience of the 

natural environment: mountains, sea, forests and lakes may have rarely been seen as an 

individual lives her life out in a deprived, inner city area. The aim, in all of this, is to help 

the person experience a trial world beyond daily horizons, to encounter different world-

disclosing possibilities for growth. These important dimensions of helping can be 

imported into – and add vitality to – ecological social work as they underscore the nexus 

between the person and their social and natural environment. 

The second approach I wish to summarize was developed by Victor Frankl (2004). 

He termed it ‘logo-therapy’. It can be summed up as ‘healing through meaning’ and 

therefore adds to humanistic counselling approaches in social work. Indebted to the 

phenomenologist, Max Scheler, logo-therapy’s core premise is that the human subject is 

fundamentally motivated to discover meaning: some kind of cause, raison d’etre, ideal, 



 18 

purpose or fundamental, existential orientation in life. Failing to find meaning could lead 

to an existential vacuum and further result in a more serious existential neurosis typified 

by self-destructive conditions such as the abuse of substances or severe depression. But 

more than that, Frankl contended discovering meaning could help a person cope with the 

most adverse of human experiences. Notably, Frankl himself had survived three 

concentration camps during the Second World War and lost several family members 

during the holocaust yet sustained his resilience by believing in his destiny to help others. 

In looking more closely at logo-therapy the contention is, that for each individual, 

there is one unique, indelible meaning for every situation encountered and furthermore, 

the individual is responsible for finding it. This is not, therefore, an open lottery or 

potential set of choices as to which meaning orientation one will choose as part of a 

Sartrean act of good faith. It is not a matter of asking ‘what can I make of this challenging 

situation but rather, what does this situation demand from me’? This is the call of life’s 

narrative or destiny in the moment. However, for Frankl, there were three spheres in 

which life’s meaning might respond. The first was in the context of work or artistic 

activity; what was produced from one’s own efforts could create meaning and buttress 

one in the most demanding of circumstances. The second referred to one’s engagement 

with the ‘lifeworld’ and other people particularly through loving relationships. Living to 

meet the needs of another was a powerful way of sustaining meaning through a period of 

crisis and was congruent with Daseinanalysis in this respect. Thirdly, meaning could 

develop by changing one’s attitude to a debilitating, external situation or to an inner 

condition (such as illness) that could not be changed. Put simply, we may not possess the 

capacity to change the situation but we can change our attitude to it. This notion was 

reflected in the philosopher, Friederic Neitzsche’s, famous dictum (quoted often by 
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Frankl) that by ‘having a ‘why’, we can face any ‘how’. A person may suffer from acute, 

endogenous depression which may, in part, be explained by biological factors. 

Nevertheless, this person can adjust his attitude to such inner suffering by ‘letting go’ of 

the resulting shame it produces. Throughout this process the role of the logo-therapist is 

to act as a phenomenological midwife: to help the person give birth to meaning in one or 

more of these three areas through various techniques aimed at helping the person to view 

her world in a particular way.  

Daseinanalysis and logotherapy should have a central importance for social 

workers whose daily role is to encounter fractured meaning in the guise of loss, crisis, 

trauma and change. They indicate that therapeutic social work should, first and foremost, 

be a philosophical outlook which then proceeds to draw on relevant techniques – as 

opposed to the other way around. This necessitates that social workers have a deep 

understanding of the human condition and centre their approach on ‘meaning’ and 

‘subjectivity’ rather than inner psychodynamic impulses or behavioural conditioning 

through social reinforcement.  Both meaning and subjectivity are created and sustained 

in therapeutic relationship where personal responsibility for change is encouraged. This 

is about answering the cry from deep within the human personality. Daseinanalysis and 

logo-therapy privilege therapeutic responses, in social work and other disciplines, that are 

constructivist, ecological, existential, psycho-biographical, relational and humanistic.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that social work in the UK has been ‘colonized’ by a bureaucratic 

rationality that privileges procedures, systems, pro-formas and the ‘electronic turn’. This 

inordinate response has undercut the ‘lifeworld’ of human subjects: their essential 
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meanings, routines, rituals and use of everyday communication to problem solve. Hence, 

the ‘system’ and ‘lifeworld’ in social work need to be brought into a meaningful 

counterpoise but this can only be done by strengthening interventions that draw on the 

‘lifeworld’. In this chapter, I have argued that phenomenology provides an important lens 

for exploring the nature of the ‘lifeworld’ and how we might intervene meaningfully 

within it. Phenomenology recasts human life as something dynamic in nature, a verb-like 

happening (as opposed to a static noun-like entity), an unfolding experience. In this rubric 

the role and task of phenomenological social work is to facilitate new horizons of meaning 

so that, in Sartrean terms, people burst forth into their ‘lifeworlds’. However, this is 

predicated on ‘getting back to the things, themselves’.  
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‘When I Look I Am Seen, So I Exist to Change’: Supplementing Honneth’s 
Recognition Model for Social Work 

Stanley Houston, Professor of Social Theory and Social Work, Queen’s University Belfast 

Introduction 
The interconnection between identity-formation and the attainment of well-being is receiving 
increasing attention by the social work academy (Thomas & Holland, 2010; McMurray et al, 
2011; Hingley-Jones, 2012). This focus is to be welcomed as the construct of identity has 
sometimes been addressed by social workers in a perfunctory way (McMurray et al, 2011).  
Yet, it is axiomatic that identity conditions our perceptions of self, others and the social world 
in an irrepressible and foundational manner. Desired attributes, such as self-respect, self-
confidence, self-efficacy and self-esteem, are predicated on a flourishing identity, reflecting 
inner congruence. This article contributes to this theme by reviewing critically the work of 
Axel Honneth on the importance of acts of recognition in self-realisation (2005). Importantly, 
it builds on the author’s earlier attempts to utilise Honneth’s thinking to develop social work 
practice. Thus, I have previously applied his tri-partite model to the conceptualisation and 
implementation of family support (2008); the social pathology of individualism within 
western societies and how it manifested in the theme of personalisation in social welfare 
(2009); and the disabling emotion of shame following acts of misrecognition and how critical 
social work might respond to build pride in service users (2015).   

In this theoretical work, I have accepted Honneth’s three conceptual categories of ‘love’, 
‘rights’ and ‘esteem’ at face value, viewing them as sufficient precursors for optimal identity-
formation and conflict transformation. However, this article marks a departure from this 
earlier corpus of work by critically questioning the adequacy of these premises. Specifically, I 
argue that a fourth dimension of recognition, not addressed by Honneth, needs to supplement 
his model to make it more fully apposite for understanding the psychology and politics of 
optimal identity-formation. Consequently, this theory-building move goes beyond the 
expository focus of the previous body of work by applying critique in order to re-work 
Honneth’s social psychology.  

Following this theory-building step, the implications for social work practice are set out 
addressing how the enhanced model overturns processes of instrumentalism in contemporary 
social life and social work which reify the service user, misrecognising her unique identity. In 
making this move, I argue social (in)justice is fundamentally played out through social 
interaction whether in the intimate domain of the ‘face-to-face’ or in institutional arenas. 
Social work, it is contended, needs to reinvigorate both the ‘psychology of identity-formation’ 
and also the ‘politics of recognition’, and retain them as master concepts underpinning the 
social work process of assessment, goal-setting, intervention and evaluation. 

1 Honneth’s Theory of Identity 
The theorisation of human identity continues to attract widespread interest in the social 
sciences with contributions on the subject emanating from, inter alia, cultural studies (Hall, 
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2003), sociology, (Elias, 2000), social psychology (Tuffin, 2005) and psychoanalytical theory 
(Benjamin, 1988; Winnicott, 1999). Within these diverse theoretical outpourings, it is 
possible to identify a number of themes including the idea that identity is ‘sutured’ within 
language and discourse (Foucault, 1980; Lacan, 2005); or that it emerges from early object-
relations with significant others (Klein, 1997); or unfolds within the context of concrete, 
socio-historical circumstances (Bourdieu, 2003).  

Within this corpus of work there is a compendium of sociological (Rorty, 1980; Taylor, 1994; 
Fraser, 1995; Honneth, 2005) and social work literature (Froggett, 2004; Webb, 2010; 
Turney, 2012) acknowledging the link between identity-formation and inter-subjective 
recognition. These texts support the contention that the self is a social product born out of 
day-to-day social interaction. Importantly, they suggest we are first and foremost social 
beings seeking human intimacy and closeness. Heidegger captured this notion so ineluctably 
in his magnum opus, Being and Time (2005), saying we exist to ourselves in the sense of 
already being in a social world that is shared with others.  His stance presented a powerful 
challenge to the Cartesian philosophy of consciousness (Descartes, 1990) which viewed 
identity-formation as an intra-psychic process enacted by a self-sustaining, unitary subject. 
While Cartesians promoted a dualistic model separating the ‘self’ from the social and material 
world, recognition theorists, in the spirit of Heidegger, emphasised the primacy of inter-
subjective relations in forming the ‘social self’.  

In this section, I outline and critically appraise the work of Axel Honneth (2005; 2010), a 
leading proponent of the ‘recognition theoretic’, and contributor to new left thinking. For 
Honneth, ‘recognition’ of the ‘other’ is the axial principle around which the ‘politics of 
identity’ and social justice turns. Moreover, he contends it has become the leitmotif of our 
time and one that constitutes the inestimable, overarching, moral category guiding theory-
building and praxis in social justice.  

These are bold, inexorable claims that deserve to be taken seriously because they centre on 
privately held and publicly identified injustices. Honneth’s concern, here, was the alleviation 
of everyday misery in the form of humiliation, disrespect, social deprivation, unemployment, 
social isolation, poverty, the obsolescence of rural communities and social exclusion. In all 
these types of suffering a normative principle had been violated; that is, there had been a 
misrecognition of the human subject’s feelings at a primal, anthropological level. 

Honneth addressed these themes by synthesising  Hegel’s (1979) ideas on the nature of the 
social self, and Mead’s (1967) postulations on social development, to construct a systematic, 
social theory of recognition. He was animated by Hegel’s argument that one’s relationship to 
oneself was not a solitary experience held in the private theatre of the mind but rather a matter 
of reciprocity. Mead’s theorisation of perspective-taking complemented this axiom. This was 
the process whereby social actors imagined, through an inner conversation, how others might 
be reacting to them. In doing so, perspective-taking internalised social norms and shaped 
social behaviour. Mead also postulated how social change was possible by referring to the 
component of the self known as the ‘I’: the creative, virtuosic force of human agency that 
dialogued with the social ‘me’ (that is, society internalised in the person – its rules and 
prohibitions) to arrive at decisions and initiate change.  

To reiterate, Honneth’s intention was to build on the philosophical and observational 
hypotheses coming out of Hegel and Mead’s work, to search for empirical and historical 
support for the cardinal idea that human identity was irrefutably intertwined with everyday 
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recognition. Moreover, he argued that struggles for recognition were the impetus for social 
change and social justice particularly when experiences of disrespect could be located in a 
common, emancipatory discourse. So, unlike Hobbes (1973) and Machiavelli (1961), who 
propounded the atomistic view that social change emanated from narcissistic self-
preservation, Honneth argued that claims for rightful identity were the driving force behind 
societal transformations.  

With these philosophical premises in place, Honneth constructed the centrepiece of his 
emancipatory project. It suggested that three ‘spheres of recognition’ were required to lay the 
foundation for a positive ‘relation-to-self’, namely: (a) receiving love, care and positive 
regard (b) having one’s rights respected in the widest sense possible and (c) appreciating and 
valuing a person’s skills and contribution to the community. Disrespect, according to 
Honneth, was synonymous with the denial of one or more of these three spheres of 
interactional validation. Moreover, misrecognition provided the justificatory impetus for 
struggle, contest and social change. What made conflict a moral enterprise, opined Honneth, 
were the feelings of outrage – shame, humiliation, hurt - emanating from episodes of 
misrecognition. In this way the moral grammar of outrage confirmed the normative ideal of a 
just society. Table 1 sets out Honneth’s ideas in diagrammatic form.  

Table 1 – Honneth’s three forms of recognition 
 
Forms of 
recognition 

Primary 
relationships of 
love  

Legal relations 
involving rights 

Community 
relations that value 
strengths and build 
solidarity 

Dimension of 
personality 

Needs and emotions Moral standing Worth 

Mode of 
recognition 

Emotional care Showing respect Appreciating a 
person’s strengths 
and contribution to 
the community 

Developmental 
potential 

Security and 
resilience 

Empowerment Competence 

Practical relation-
to-self 

Self-confidence Self-respect Self-esteem 

Forms of disrespect Abuse  Denial of rights and 
exclusion 

Denigration and 
insult 

Threatened 
component of self 

Physical and 
emotional integrity 

Social Integrity Dignity 

 

Let us examine each of these three forms of recognition in greater depth. 

(1) Primary relationships of love and positive regard 

According to Honneth, the first dimension of recognition was rooted in early human 
development but continued throughout the life cycle. When a young infant’s primary 
emotional needs for a secure base were met, she developed a relaxed, confident identity. From 
this base, she could explore her world, master various skills and return to this protective 
haven when an emotional threat arose.  
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Honneth turned to the British, object-relations theorist, David Winnicott (1999) to gain 
theoretical support for his thesis. In particular, he adopted Winnicott’s contention that the 
developing infant was subject to two primary impulses: to individuate, on the one hand, and 
to forge a symbiotic union with the mother, on the other. The key challenge for the infant, 
according to Winnicott, was to successfully emerge from the symbiosis with her mother in 
order to become an independent, confident self – but a self that had nevertheless retained a 
deep sense of its indelible union with her. Basic self-confidence emerged if these 
developmental challenges were successfully met. By way of contrast, unloving responses (for 
example, acts of child abuse) could threaten the infant’s physical and emotional integrity. 
One’s sense of self-confidence, or lack of it, might continue into adulthood affecting the 
quality of trust forged with others. 

(2) Legal relations involving rights 

For Honneth, the human subject must receive respect from others in addition to acts of love 
and care. Recognition through respect denoted the bestowal of human rights. This was to view 
the person as an end sui generis and not a means to an end, to paraphrase Kant’s famous 
categorical dictum (1964). Possessing rights, we feel a sense of equality, empowerment and 
citizenship.  

From an historical perspective, Honneth suggested rights, in traditional societies, were based 
on labour relations and positions within occupational hierarchies; in post-traditional societies, 
however, they had become universalized and derived from the recipients’ rational assent. 
Over time, rights had come to reflect Marshall’s (1950) classic typology endowing citizens 
with civil, political and social welfare entitlements but only as a result of struggle and 
contestation when rights had been denied and integrity threatened. Honneth was keen to 
interpret the typology in the widest possible sense so that the citizen was entitled to live a life 
free from the effects of misogyny, sectarianism, racial prejudice and material inequities. By 
embracing this latter dimension, he was stressing the importance of re-distributive policies in 
politics. Moreover, contra Nozick (1974) and pro-Rawls (2003), this was re-distribution by 
political decree as opposed to the individual’s consent. 

(3) Community of value and solidarity 

The third and final form of recognition took a communitarian turn (Putnam, 2000). Here, 
Honneth adopted Hegel and Mead’s view that identity-formation – and the feeling of being 
unique within the social group - arose from a community recognising a person’s attributes, 
strengths and traits. In adopting this stance, Honneth was basically saying self-esteem arose 
when actors achieved culturally defined goals and subsequently had their accomplishments 
recognised. Such goals differed according to time and place. For example, pre-modern, 
hierarchical societies favoured honour as an attribute whereas post-traditional societies prised 
individual prestige or standing. Moreover, in the latter context, cultural interpretations of 
achievement and esteemed attributes were open to dissension.  

A central plank of Honneth’s argument, here, was that social groups or social movements 
attempted, ‘by means of symbolic force and with reference to general goals, to raise the value 
of the abilities associated with their way of life’ (p. 127). Defining what was to be esteemed 
or otherwise, from a cultural perspective, was the piston in the engine propelling the ‘politics 
of difference’ in modern social life. Yet, in all of this, Honneth saw the possibility of value –
consensus, of solidarity amongst social groups as to what counted as a laudable characteristic 
or contribution to the community.  Solidarity arose as part of a ‘felt concern’ for the other’s 
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value. However, the converse – where insult and denigration featured– led to an impairment 
of the self, to a feeling one’s dignity had been transgressed.  

2 Reviewing Honneth’s Contribution 
By way of comment, what is appealing about Honneth’s programme is its philosophical and 
political comprehensiveness and inclusivity. That is, there is a firm communitarian strand (in 
the idea personal attributes are socially affirmed); there is a libertarian strand (in the appeal to 
a wide body of inviolable, Rawlsian-type rights); there is a neo-Kantian strand (in the 
sensitivity to abstract moral agency); and there is a psycho-social strand (enacted through the 
lens of intimate object-relations).  In other words, Honneth approached the subject of 
recognition by synthesising a range of perspectives – sociological, psychological and 
philosophical. This integration is convincing in that empirical and historical evidence is 
presented for his claims. Moreover, by embracing the domains of the ‘self’, inter-subjectivity 
and culture, he took account of the delicate interplay between ‘human agency’ and wider 
social forces – a theme which has exercised the minds of many sociological inquirers (Archer, 
1996; Bourdieu, 2003; Douglas, 2003).  

In all of this Honneth re-energises critical social theory and moral philosophy while breaking 
with the turn to critical linguistics popularised by Habermas (1986), his long time mentor. 
According to Honneth, social justice stems not just from egalitarian procedures of 
communication, as in Habermas’ ‘discourse ethics’; rather, it is sourced by the fecund nature 
of inter-subjectivity, its immanent possibilities for moral feelings and appreciation of the 
‘other’. Norms are not merely the outcome of unrestricted communication; they occur in the 
context of respected feelings, identities and cultural patterns. The corollary to this is that 
norms are breached through acts of misrecognition and disrespect.  

There are some acute differences of emphasis, though, between Honneth’s approach and that 
of other leading ‘identity-recognition’ theorists. Taylor (1994), although sharing a common 
base with Honneth in viewing recognition as a master construct, neglects, for the most part, 
class and distributive justice. His focus is mainly on the politics of multi-cultural identity 
embracing equality and difference as conjoint themes. As a consequence, Taylor gives 
insufficient attention to the real and substantive effects of economic inequalities, and how 
they impact on recognition struggles. 

Adopting a different cultural lens, Franz Fanon had located recognition struggles within a 
neo-colonial context rather than the Eurocentric paradigm undergirding Honneth’s empirical 
and theoretical work. In his pioneering study, The Wretched of the Earth (1965), Fanon 
investigated the recognition struggles of ‘colonised’ peoples as they attempted to reclaim their 
unique identities through de-colonizing counter-narratives against the backdrop of white, 
hegemonic, universalist and univocal conceptions of culture and civilization. There was a 
moral imperative, here, to recognize the dignity of all, irrespective of their racial or cultural 
affiliations. Putting this another way, the moral consideration of the ‘other’ became, for 
Fanon, the quintessential hub around which decolonisation processes turned.   

What made Fanon’s approach distinctive, was his unique application of an Africanized, 
phenomenological understanding of the psycho-dynamics of race-bound misrecognition and 
its impact on the ‘self’. This was not only an analysis of the inner experience of imposed 
racial identities on subaltern, black populations, but also of how the self might reclaim esteem 
and cultural pride. This phenomenological understanding of misrecognition, through language 
and cultural conditioning, was discernibly different to Honneth’s revivification of the 
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Frankfurt School’s appropriation of critical social theory to counter perceived social 
pathologies in modern western societies. More specifically, Fanon’s starting point was 
misrecognition in grounded, concrete cultural experience as opposed to conceptualising it, 
first and foremost, from an essentially anthropocentric, Hegelian, philosophical position.   

Clearly Taylor and Fanon made different uses of the recognition-theoretic compared to 
Honneth. However, a most prominent conceptual tussle has been played out in the debate 
between Fraser and Honneth (1995). For the former, a bivalent theory was required to explain 
injustice in the domains of culture and economy rather than applying a comprehensive, 
monistic theory of recognition to both, as Honneth had done. In reality, though, Fraser 
conceded that most forms of social subordination involved both kinds of oppression and were 
practically intertwined. Tellingly, Fraser insisted that the redistribution of material and 
economic resources throughout society could not be reduced merely to struggles over cultural 
recognition. As such, it was claimed that Honneth’s recognition theory was deficient when it 
came to causal explanations of economic inequality and, following this, was therefore not 
able to adroitly guide emancipatory praxis. 

Honneth’s rejoinder to these charges, argued that the dynamics of capitalist markets, and the 
economic injustices to which they led, arose from deeply institutionalised and embedded 
relations of recognition.  A superimposing recognition order(s) would consequently have a 
formative influence on society’s economic distribution. There is some evidence for this 
counter-claim. Hence, cultural ascriptions shaping attitudes to gender, ethnicity, familial 
roles, life-course ambitions, and occupational tasks (such as house and care work) can have a 
formative impact on reproducing the division of labour, levels of financial reward and 
inequalities. In this context, the normative consensus that accepts remuneration for work 
outside the home, yet blithely endorses the ‘second shift’ of unpaid domestic work within the 
home, is a misrecognition anomaly. 

Moreover, changes in the superstructure’s normative, cultural and legal orders around the 
membership of unions, the power they held, the attenuation of their legal rights, prohibitions 
on strike action, and the deregulation of employer responsibilities, led blue collar workers to 
experience an ambient fear of expendability in the face of economic hardship. In a different 
vein, cultural stereotypes (propagated invidiously through a range of media outlets) of 
sections of the working class in Britain, portraying them as ‘benefits scroungers’, ‘chavs’ and 
‘cheats’, have led to populist demands to curb welfare allowances.  

That said, it is surely asinine to argue that recognitional practices fully determine all economic 
outcomes in each and every instance. Given the ‘revolving door’ between economic and 
political elites, operating at the highest levels of the neo-liberal state (Klein, 2007), and their 
involvement in globalised flows of capital and multi-national corporations, there are macro-
economic processes beyond the cultural sphere that determine distributional wealth. 
Unemployment may not be due solely to a recognition order gone awry, but linked as well 
with world-wide macro events involving labour saving technologies, fluctuating interest rates, 
banking scandals and so on. Taking all of this into account, we can conclude from the Fraser-
Honneth debate that, while the former downplays the significance of recognition for 
economic distribution, the latter at times overestimates its potential as a capacious construct 
explaining all forms of injustice, particularly ones linked to economic outcomes. 

In the social work literature, Garrett (2010) and Webb (2010) were less convinced about the 
relevance of Honneth’s recognition theory for social work, and more supportive of Fraser, 
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although Webb saw some merit in the way it connected socio-cultural and socio-economic 
aspects of injustice. For Garrett, though, Honneth’s theory led to a psychologisation of human 
problems and, in its wake, a blame culture that stigmatised the oppressed. More significantly, 
it failed to acknowledge the role of the neo-liberal state in promulgating social and economic 
cleavages (a charge also levied at Fraser). As such, the state was curiously a ‘lost object of 
critical analysis, critique and comment’ (p. 1527). This was despite the fact that it played a 
central role in fomenting inequality and directly structuring differences between individuals 
and social groups. Garrett’s point was prescient. Furthermore, even though Honneth did 
consider the role of the state in his most recent work on the nature of freedom in society 
(2014), it was cast in positive terms as the social foundation of democratic life. Evidently, the 
state was a work-in-progress; an institution, along with the family and civil society, that 
enabled citizens to find their social freedoms through shared projects. The scourge of the neo-
liberal state was not something that explicitly registered perhaps because Honneth embraced 
an Hegelian view of it as a guarantor of freedom.       

In contrast to these critical responses, a number of social work theorists have commented 
positively on the significance of Honneth’s work for social work.  Froggett (2004), for 
instance, charts how the use of artistic mediums in social work - such as story-telling, poetry 
and drama - can build a rich symbolic life within service users and contribute to their overall 
wellbeing. She links this creative process with Honneth’s tripartite model of identity-
formation arguing that art connects people, enabling an essential validation of their creative 
faculties and a sense of social appreciation. Importantly, for this theorist, social work as a 
form of art and recognition, counters the turn to technocracy which bedevils social work in 
many quarters. In a run-away run which privileges scientism in social life, to the detriment of 
the arts and humanities, Froggett’s arguments have much purchase. 

Turney (2012), in a different vein, finds Honneth’s emphasis on the alliteration of 
‘recognition’, ‘respect’ and ‘reciprocity’, as integral to relationship-based social work 
practice. More specifically, she makes the case that recognition theory provides an ethical 
platform for working with involuntary service users, particularly in situations where children 
are at risk of harm. Turney’s argument has credence as parents value social work responses 
which show care, acknowledge rights and evince strengths (Turnell & Essex, 2006). An 
involuntary response may well be a reaction to a threatened identity: one that has most likely 
experienced various types of disrespect and misrecognition in the past. 

In a complementary move, Jull (2009) embraces Honneth’s recognition theory as a normative 
ideal for analysing institutional practices in social work.  The notion of recognition, here, 
stands as a counterbalance to embedded, pernicious forms of judgement which lead to 
labelling and stigma.  Judgement, it is argued, can be a form of disrespect or misrecognition 
which has ramifications for the self because it can often be infused with hegemonic, power-
saturated discourses. The impact of the new public management, neoliberal individualism and 
an administrative take on social welfare, combine into a toxic brew militating against the 
recognition ideal. Institutions must be founded, it is argued, on respect and social appreciation 
in order to foster empowerment, independence and participation (Thomas, 2012).   

These positive applications aside, one should not conclude, however, that Honneth’s monistic 
theory of recognition is conceptually complete. His tripartite distinction between the different 
forms of recognition is perhaps deficient in one crucial aspect: it neglects the subject’s 
capacity to change herself and her perception of the world when this important attribute is 
recognised. The nature of existence is to face hardship and suffering. Yet, through others, we 



Social Work & Society   ▪▪▪   S. Houston: ‘When I Look I Am Seen, So I Exist to Change’: 
Supplementing Honneth’s Recognition Model for Social Work 

Social Work & Society, Volume 13, Issue 2, 2015 
ISSN 1613-8953   ▪▪▪   http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:464-sws-868 

8

gain hope and encouragement (as two related forms of recognition) to construct personal 
meaning in the most adverse conditions (Frankl, 2004). Honneth’s neglect of this existential 
capacity is somewhat ironic in that he accedes to Mead’s view regarding the creative part of 
the personality known as the ‘I’. To repeat: to recognise another’s potential to change or 
transform his outlook (on self and others) against the backdrop of immense adversity, is a 
fundamental part of existence. So, I have added a fourth dimension to Honneth’s model 
embracing this additional form of recognition (see Table 2 below): 

Table 2 – A Fourth Dimension of Recognition: Facilitative Relations of Change 
 
Forms of 
recognition 

Primary  
relations of 
love 

Legal relations 
involving rights

Community 
relations that 
value strengths 
and build 
solidarity 

Facilitative 
relations 
encouraging 
personal 
change  

Dimensions of 
personality 

Needs and 
emotions 

Moral standing Worth Cognition and 
emotion 

Mode of 
recognition 

Demonstrating 
emotional care 

Showing 
respect 

Appreciating a 
person’s 
strengths and 
contribution to 
a community  

Instilling hope 
and belief in 
one’s  capacity 
to change 
oneself 

Developmental 
potential 

Security and 
resilience 

Empowerment  Competence Optimism and 
internal locus 
of control 

Practical 
relation-to-self 

 Self-
confidence 

Self-respect Self-esteem Self-belief and 
self-efficacy  

Forms of 
disrespect 

Abuse Denial of rights Denigration and 
insult 

Reinforcing  
learned 
helplessness 

Threatened 
component of 
self 

Physical and 
emotional 
integrity 

Social Integrity Dignity Human agency 

 
To recognize another’s capacity for change and transformation is to recognize the ‘self’ is in a 
constant state of flow, that it is multiplex, context-dependent and discontinuous. The identity 
of the ‘I’ now is different from the ‘I’ of a moment ago in the sense that the current ‘I’ has 
subsumed a moment’s more relational experience (Bergson, 1912).  

Recognizing the self as a work-in-progress with transformative potential, rather than a static 
object, has much intellectual support. Developmental psychologists (Blasi, 1988; Deci & 
Ryan, 1991) have stressed the ‘self’s’ capacity for assimilation and adaptation to the social 
environment as have contemporary neuroscientists (Baggini, 2011). Critical readings of 
Giddens (2004), Beck (2004) and Castells (2000) show their attempts to sketch a theory of the 
modern, reflexive self – a self that is fluid or liquid (Bauman, 2000) and able to re-construct 
itself without the shackles of religion and tradition; a self that is no longer painting by 
numbers, as it were, but master of its own portrait.   
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We also see a challenge to the traditional view of the self as a fixed entity in the work of a 
number of post-structuralists (Lyotard, 1979; Foucault, 1984; Lacan, 2005). In this genre, the 
‘self’ is transparent, in a state of flux, discontinuous and decentred. With no universal or 
timeless truths in postmodern landscapes, everything is relative, indeterminate and open to 
contention including the defining boundaries of identity itself. This latter theme is taken up by 
narrative therapists (for example, White & Epston, 1990). They argue the non-essentialised 
self can transcend the destabilizing hold of negative or ‘thin’ narratives through discovering 
the richer (or ‘thick’) narratives that emerge from varying descriptions of experience. 
Prosaically put, personal freedom is synonymous with what we do with what has been done to 
us. The self has the capacity to move beyond its own limiting, internal censorships. 

This insight resonates with Sartre’s proclamation that ‘the defining feature of the imagination 
lies in the ability of the human mind to imagine what is not the case’ (Thody & Read, 1990, p. 
29). This is an act of expanded cognition aimed at enhancing competence and self-efficacy. 
However, this requires both a narrator and facilitator of personalised meaning. What is being 
addressed here, is the human subject’s capacity, through discursive relations with others, to 
alter course in existential terms, to change disabling narratives that have arisen from episodes 
of denigration. It is not that we ‘have’ a self with essentialist, fixed qualities; instead, we ‘do’ 
a self in the sense the self is a social accomplishment. People can deploy, negotiate and 
achieve new descriptions of themselves and resist essentialist category descriptions imposed 
on them by others. Essentially, though, they achieve this capacity through social interaction 
where recognition of this capacity is to the fore. When nurtured, this capacity can lead to an 
internal ‘locus of control’; that is, the perception the self is in control of its destiny.   

The achievement of a fuller realisation of the possibilities inherent within the ‘self’ is the 
intended outcome of this form of recognition and is fundamental to the helping task (Parton & 
O’Byrne, 2000). The nature of existential therapy pivots on this fundamental premise. For 
instance, Daseinanalysis (Cooper, 2003) assists the individual to examine the full terrain of 
her world including those areas that had previously been occluded. In denying the subject the 
right to explore this terrain – perhaps through enforced passivity – we are denying the creative 
aspects in human personality. 

These additional ideas concerning the ‘self’ and its need for recognition in this particular 
context, are not inimical to Honneth’s programme but rather augment it in the sense they are 
rooted in Mead’s theorisation of identity. Here is what Ritzer (2000) says concerning Mead’s 
formulation of the ‘I’ which was referred to earlier: 

‘The ‘I’ gives Mead’s theoretical system some much-needed dynamism and creativity. 
Without it, Mead’s actors would be totally dominated by external and inner controls. 
With it, Mead is able to deal with the changes brought about not only by the great 
figures in history (for example, Einstein) but also by individuals on a day-to-day basis. 
It is the ‘I’ that makes these changes possible…’ (p. 345) 

‘the ‘I’ constitutes something that we all seek – the realisation of the self. It is the ‘I’ 
that permits us to develop a ‘definite personality’. (p. 345) (My emphasis). 

Yet, a critical question might be raised at this point: is not this added form of recognition just 
another aspect of recognition through love: in which case why create it as a separate category? 
In response to this question, my contention is that acts of love are primarily directed to the 
expression of intense feelings of warmth. Similarly, friendship cements the bond of mutal 
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affection. This is how Honneth shapes his first column particularly when he refers, at length, 
to the intense bond of affection between the mother and her child at the early stage of 
dependence. Such states of being are not concentrated fundamentally on the change process 
which may involve challenge or respectful confrontation, potentiating the listener to reflect on 
her circumstances. Moreover, the sense of self-confidence that ideally emerges from the 
experience of ‘recognition as love’ is not necessarily synonymous with the attainment of self-
belief that emantes from ‘recognition as facilitating change’. I can have self-confidence with 
regards to a presenting challenge but remain blasé as to whether I will succeed or not in 
achieving a particluar set of outcomes. Self-belief differs from this in the sense that I not only 
willingly engage in the activity but am sure I can carry it off to meet the outcomes I desire. 

3 Implications for Social Work 
Table 2 can be used as a counterfactual tool in social work practice. This is because it sets out 
the requirements for ideal, optimal identity-formation regardless of temporal or spatial 
contexts. It is therefore universalistic in its scope. The purpose of a counterfactual tool is to 
set out the ‘ideal’ and measure reality against it in order to highlight deficiencies or to show 
where requirements have been met or partially realised. It can also be used to imagine what 
might have occurred, from a retrospective stance – as a matter of reflective learning.  Some 
important observations arise when the tool is applied to social work. 

First, it invites the question as to whether social work is attending to identity-formation  as a 
founding principle of practice? This question rhetorically foregrounds identity as a master 
concept in social work – one at the heart of the social work encounter. This is a vital 
presupposition because modern social work has become imbued with what Habermas (1986) 
referred to as the voice of the ‘system’: the role of the State in shaping social welfare services 
utilising a technocratic modus operandi. The ‘system’s’ imperatives result in a raft of policy 
and procedure, corporate models of regulation and social care governance, tick-box forms of 
assessment, the categorisation of human behaviours through the ubiquitous pro-forma and in 
social work’s electronic turn (Garrett, 2005).  Identity seems to be occluded in all of this and 
not even on the social radar in many sites where street-level, turbo-bureaucracy is in the 
ascendancy and a new public sector business model colonises many organisational cultures 
(Froggett, 2004). The routinisation of practice in this ‘brave new world’ has emasculated 
professional discretion (Munro, 2011).  

Moreover, there is an increasing turn in risk assessment towards actuarial models listing 
objective risk factors for consideration as opposed to appraising the meaning of risk, 
phenomenologically speaking, for the service users under scrutiny; in other words, what risk 
means for them in terms of how they view themselves, others and their social worlds. Such 
processes of objectification and reification are compounded by the McDonaldisation of social 
welfare (Ritzer, 2010), the propensity for developing tools of surveillance of marginalised 
populations, the rise of the preventive-regulative social State (Parton, 2006), and the 
increasing trend towards commodification in neo-liberal nations.  In this miasma, the ‘psycho-
social’ sphere has been eclipsed by an instrumental mind-set.  

In adult services, the latest ‘hot’ policy of personalisation (Gardiner, 2011) does not 
necessarily refer to the personalisation of human narrative but rather devolving the purchase 
of services to the service user, beneficial as this may be.  What is more, case management is 
sometimes reduced to the eligibility determination for cash assistance, rather than an 
understanding of the self in situ. Even for children in State care, where broken psycho-
biographies are to the fore, the lack of serious attention to the theorisation of identity-
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formation in research, policy and practice is telling (McMurray et al, 2011). Identity might be 
glibly referred to but not always comprehensively understood nor addressed therapeutically. 
In this sense, the tool presents a challenge for those individuals who occupy leadership roles 
in developing human welfare services. Services need to be reviewed in the context of the 
provision of inter-subjective relationships to those in need. This is to reinstate the social 
model in social work, to see relationship-based practice as axiomatic (Turney, 2010) and to 
‘increase the life chances and opportunities of people...by building on their strengths, 
expertise and experience to maximise their capacities (Gray and Webb, 2012, p. 3). 

Second, even when identity is overtly considered in social work practice, we might use the 
tool to examine exactly how this area is approached. The three dimensions of love, rights and 
strengths Honneth elucidated, and the fourth recognising the capacity for change (which the 
author added), are all areas that need to be assessed as they are integral to optimal identity-
formation. To focus on only one area is to miss the holistic nature of identity. In social work 
assessment, information should be widely gathered, facts and feelings surmised and analysed, 
and a formulation reached on areas such as need, risk and the resources required. I suggest the 
tool might be used in this process to highlight what aspects of identity formation have been 
missed or misappraised in the assessment. Who, for example, are the significant others 
providing a child with love and care, respecting his rights, acknowledging his strengths and 
developing an inner locus of control? Such questions are vital in the assessment of parenting 
capacity which should not be reduced to acts of physical care nor just the provision of 
material resources to support the child’s development. In addition, they are helpful in 
determining whether thresholds of significant harm have been met in potential serious cases 
of child abuse. In this context, emotional abuse continues to be viewed as a ‘slippery’ domain 
in the courts and elsewhere; maybe this is because, in part, social workers are not confident in 
their theoretical understanding of identity, its component parts and the impact of sustained 
disrespect on the child’s sense of self. Relating this contention to the tool, Honneth does 
attribute much of his thinking to object-relations theory and the nature of the evolving 
emotional world of the child and its imbrication with close inter-subjective relations. Hence, 
this is to reaffirm we must understand identity-formation as both an intra-psychic and inter-
personal process. Object-relations theory identifies the underpinning mechanisms influencing 
personality development over the lifespan as well as defended reactions to social work 
interventions. It has great relevance, therefore, for working with ‘involuntary service users’. 
Staying with this example, it is also important to assess who in a child’s social ecology 
recognises her strengths, builds up her self-efficacy, and acknowledges her rights as set out in 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the child. Furthermore, it is to ascertain the gaps in the 
child’s social networks, those people who offer consistent recognition in one or more of the 
four dimensions, or alternatively, who misrecognise the child through acts of abuse, 
disrespect, criticism and the reinforcement of learned helplessness. It is to be sensitive to the 
feelings of shame and outrage which follow misrecognition by conveying accurate empathy. 

Third, the four dimensions map across to different forms of social work intervention (see 
Table 3 below). 
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Table 3 – Recognition and Forms of Social Work Intervention 
 

 Primary Relations of 
Love 

Legal  Relations 
Involving Rights 

Community 
Relations that Value 
Strengths Build 
Solidarity 

Facilitative Relations 
Encouraging Personal 
Change 

Forms of 
Social Work 
Intervention 

 Relationship-
based social 
work 

 Social work as 
object-
relations 

 Social work as 
care and 
accurate 
empathy 

 Social work as 
building pride 

 

 Anti-
oppressive 
social work  

 Rights-based 
social work 

 Critical social 
work 

 Political 
social work 

 Multi-cultural 
social work 

 Strengths-
based social 
work 

 Social work 
as 
mentoring 
talents, 
interests and 
skills 

 Community 
social work 

 Social 
Pedagogy 

Social work as:  
 forging a 

therapeutic 
alliance 

 instilling hope 
and optimism 

 enhancing 
self-efficacy 

 social 
constructionist 
social work 

Outcomes for 
Service Users 

Builds self-confidence Builds self-respect Builds self-esteem         Builds self –  
         belief 

 

The contention here is that social work must be an amalgam of all these different approaches, 
applied at different times and places according to the use of professional discretion, if we are 
to ensure service users are helped to acquire an optimal identity. The table directs the social 
worker to outcomes that are not primarily about bureaucratic proficiency nor systemic 
achievements but rather framed according to the nature of the self, or in Honneth’s terms, 
one’s practical relation-to-self. It is how the service user feels about him/herself on a day-to-
day basis which counts. This is about the inner conversations people have within themselves 
when faced with identities that are ascribed (rather self-construed), or where stereotypes and 
reactions based on essentialist notions tarnish the self leading often to stigma and shame. 
Through relationship-based social work, the aim is to enhance a person’s confidence, help her 
build self-respect, esteem, pride and a sense of personal efficacy. Moreover, the table marries 
the ‘psycho-social’ with the ‘cultural’ and ‘political’. The dimensions of ‘care’ and ‘change’ 
are concerned with the person’s intra-psychic world and close relationships whereas the 
dimension of ‘respect’ takes the social worker into the realm of human rights, multi-
culturalism and capabilities. In Honneth’s view, such rights are to be defined widely and 
include opportunities for material well-being as well as liberal rights to expression of one’s 
views. Here, advocacy plays such a crucial role in ensuring equality of treatment and access to 
resources yet retaining respect for difference.  

The dimension of ‘strengths’ directs the social worker to the ecological systems surrounding 
the service user such as schools, work places, community organisations and so on. These are 
the networks that can potentially recognise a person’s unique contribution to social life and 
provide holistic, pedagogical opportunities for growth and development. In all of this creating 
a therapeutic alliance with the service user is of the utmost importance as is instilling hope 
and the expectation change is possible. These attributes of the helping process are at least as 
important as the chosen therapeutic model in realising effective outcomes. In a related vein, 
building self-efficacy comes through the application of cognitive-behavioural methods, 
positive reinforcement, mentoring, and providing opportunities for experimenting with new 
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skills where opportunities exist for learning through observation. To summarise, Table 3 
promotes a counter-factual comparison between actual practice and each of the dimensions of 
recognition and their corresponding social work interventions – noting to what extent social 
work takes seriously the ‘psychology of identity-formation’ and the ‘politics of recognition’. 

Practically, though, it may be very difficult to make a linear extrapolation of recognition 
theory to these different forms of social work practice. Social workers often need to adapt and 
transfer theoretical ideas between different settings, temporal periods, cultures and specialist 
domains of working. Pure theoretical models reflect generalised prescriptions that often need 
to be modified through the application of common sense, intuition, practice wisdom and 
artistry.  The use of self and one’s emotional awareness are also involved in transferring 
theory into action. Bearing in mind the afore-mentioned points, critical reflection is one 
significant way of connecting recognition theory with different forms of social work 
intervention, and complements the application of the counterfactual analysis previously 
described.  

Critical reflection involves examining and debunking taken-granted views about people and 
the social world in order to enhance practice (Fook and Gardiner, 2010). One way of starting 
the process, is to consider a critical incident involving the perceived misrecognition of service 
users. This is an event that is significant or important in the sense that it has potentially 
impeded optimal identity-formation or denied human rights in some fundamental way. 
Through supervision, social workers can be encouraged to describe the incident in full, so that 
awareness of important and relevant aspects of the ‘self’ and ‘situation’ are covered. Table 2, 
outlined above, can be used here to reflect on what type of misrecognition occurred, its 
impact, who was involved, the setting and time period and what social work intervention, as 
detailed in Table 3, was applied to address it .  

Building on this initial step, the social worker is then helped to analyse the facts and feelings 
arising from the incident, any experiences of shame and challenge any underlying 
assumptions or decisions to adopt particular practice responses. Why were certain models of 
intervention used and not others? How were they structured? Did the social worker consider 
the structural constraints impacting on the service users and use Honneth’s model to cast light 
on them?   

Such analysis of the incident, and response to it, then leads to an evaluative stage of reflection 
that applies judgement, insight, and synthesis to the presenting issues. Were the social 
worker’s goals of intervention essentially met or not met? Did the reflection throw light onto 
relevant issues, and wider contexts such as the structural constraints affecting human lives? 
What were the strengths, weaknesses and gaps in the practice response? To what extent were 
the four columns of recognition addressed? On the basis of this evaluation, social workers can 
finally reflect on their learning: how they can enhance recognition-led social work 
intervention. Part of this process of learning, is to reflect on the application of abstract 
recognition theory to practical, grounded ethical dilemmas and complex scenarios involving 
risk and complex need.  

4 Conclusion  
What is truly marvellous about the human subject is his or her capacity to change and adapt in 
the face of challenge and threat. This is an ineluctable aspect of our evolutionary ontology for, 
when we look into the eyes of the ‘other, we see a reflection of ourselves. Put in another way, 
‘when I look I am seen, so I exist to change’. This truism is captured in Cooley’s ‘looking 
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glass mirror’ analogy. Importantly, when the mirror reflects love, care and respect, this is 
likely to have very positive ramifications for the self and its developmental potential. 
However, social workers must ensure vulnerable service users do not see jagged shards of 
glass – broken images refracting shame, ignominy and stigma. Such negative images 
constitute what Honneth referred to as the ‘abyss of failed sociality’ which attenuates the self 
and its creative capacity. Building on this axiomatic postulate, I supplemented Honneth’s 
tripartite model of optimal identity-formation by including a fourth dimension not previously 
identified: that of recognising a subject’s capacity for self-transformation. This aspect of 
recognition is as vital for optimal identity-formation as receiving care, respect and the 
acknowledgement of one’s strengths. Expanding this view of recognition re-emphasises the 
importance of the psycho-social realm in social work and poses a challenge to various facets 
of bureau-professionalism and instrumentalism in modern practice which objectify need. 
Furthermore, the re-worked model embraces the politics of recognition, where claims to 
equality and difference are to the fore and social justice is a fundamental feature of social 
work. 

However, the widespread application of recognition in social work must extend to the social 
work profession as well. How can we expect practitioners to recognise service users if they 
are continuously misrecognised in organisational life? The four-fold model of recognition 
espoused in this paper must apply in formal and informal supervision, the manner in which 
social workers are treated in meetings, how their training needs are identified and met, and 
how induction and mentoring are carried out. Boldly put, social workers must be recognised 
through acts of care and respect. Moreover, managers and policy makers should recognise 
their strengths and be wary about deficit-led cultures of blame. They should also nurture the 
profession’s agency – its capacity to enact transformative practice. More than this, the 
profession must be recognised by wider society and its institutions. Hence, the concept of 
recognition captures something essential in human subjectivity whether the focus is on the 
recipients or providers of social work services.      
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Enabling others in social work: reflexivity and the 
theory of social domains
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This article sets out a framework to structure reflexivity in social work practice. It comprises five 

domains that impact on the individual and social life, namely (a) psychobiography – referring to 

a person’s unique experience throughout the lifecourse; (b) situated activity – highlighting the 

impact of everyday social interaction; (c) social settings – addressing the role of organisations in 

social life; (d) culture – covering the influence of attitudes, beliefs, tastes and ideas on symbolic 

meaning; and (e) politico-economy – alluding to the ramifications of political and economic forces 

on people’s lives. It is contended that power circulates throughout each domain as an enabling 

and constraining force. The article then outlines a process for using the reflexive framework in 

‘enabling’ activities such as practice learning, supervision, mentoring and coaching. By applying 

the framework in these contexts, it is argued that social workers can reflect critically on their role 

and develop emancipatory forms of practice.

key words reflexivity • power • enabling others • emancipation

Introduction

The notion of reflexivity has attracted much interest in the academic and applied fields. 
In the social sciences, there are four main perspectives that attempt to throw light on 
the subject. The first addresses the way in which a body of knowledge can refer back 
to itself in a critically, interrogative manner (Woolgar, 1988). For example, not only 
does sociology examine social relations, institutions and structures in a questioning 
way, it also takes a step back and reviews its own core assumptions concerning these 
areas. In other words, reflexivity in this sense initiates a sociology of the discipline’s 
own knowledge base. 

The second notion of reflexivity is chiefly promulgated in ethnomethodology 
(Garfinkel, 1991) and symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1967) – two central theories 
in sociology that emphasise how meaning is socially produced through social 
performance, communication and interaction. According to these theories, social 
life is not essentially governed by wider social forces but rather shaped by social 
actors reflecting and talking about their everyday actions. Reflection and talk then 
become constitutive: that is, they make the social world happen and shape it. Used in 
this context, reflexivity is a tool that exposes actors’ knowledge, talk and practice to 
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critical analysis rather than taking these areas for granted or seeing them as representing 
some objective truth. 

This previous approach can be contrasted with a third view of reflexivity, which 
is couched within an understanding of contemporary society. Here, it is argued 
that the relentless modernisation of social life enables individuals to reflect on their 
existence and change or re-fashion themselves according to desired life projects. 
Beck (1992) refers to this process as reflexive modernisation. It is exemplified in the 
individual’s reflection on their lifestyle, identity, choices and opportunities. The aim 
is to promote self-actualisation. 

Fourth, reflexivity has been interpreted as a means of furthering an emancipatory 
project (Humphries and Truman, 1994). More specifically, it has been used to show 
how knowledge, norms, roles, social positions and discourses intertwine with power 
and how they are also influenced by wider social domains (such as various types of 
institution) to enable or constrain life outcomes. Applied often within qualitative 
research, and drawing on critical social theory, this version of reflexivity examines 
the impact of personal and social characteristics (eg, gender, sexuality, race or class) 
and the sociocultural world on meaning, narrative, knowledge production and social 
action. In all of this, the intention is to shed light on how individuals are constrained 
by structural contradictions and cleavages, limited life opportunities, status injustices 
and social divisions. 

The literature on reflexivity in social work connects to some degree with these 
perspectives. Before exploring this connection, it is important, first, to echo Sheppard’s 
(1998) view that social work has its own social work-specific meanings of the term. 
As evidence of this point, D’Cruz et al (2007) highlight an additional understanding 
of reflexivity in social work not covered above: one where the role of self, cognition 
and emotion are subjected to analysis. For instance, it is posited that social workers 
need to reflect on their anxiety, ambivalence and fear, especially in situations where a 
care and control function must be exercised or a statutory remit imposed. Importantly, 
for these authors, reflexivity in social work is a multifaceted concept and linked with 
cognate terms such as critical reflection, reflectivity and critical reflectivity. In the 
literature, these terms are sometimes conflated with reflexivity or used interchangeably 
with it, making definitional clarity, not to say consensus, inherently problematic (De 
Cruz et al, 2007; Kessl, 2009).

Taylor and White (2000) approach the notion of reflexivity much like the one 
articulated in the second perspective in the typology. Thus, they argue that social 
workers need to critically appraise how they socially construct their knowledge 
claims and practices. This involves scrutinising tacit assumptions in social work 
concerning, for example, the causation of child abuse or how mental health 
problems are viewed and categorised. Within this stance, meaning is problematised 
and relativised. Furthermore, the authors draw on ethnomethodological techniques, 
such as conversation analysis, to show how social work knowledge is contingent and 
malleable. They also utilise the fourth definition of reflexivity, arguing that social 
workers’ meaning-making activities are embroiled in power-saturated discourses. 

A different stance on the topic is adopted by Fook (2000) and Ferguson (2001). 
They draw on the reflexive modernisation thesis (highlighted above) to argue that 
reflexivity enables service users to consider their potential life trajectories, the risks 
they may be exposed to in making personal changes, and ways of developing intimacy 
with others. Service users, according to Ferguson (2001), can take a more active role 
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in defining their needs and should be afforded opportunities to engage in life planning. 
Reflexivity, in this context, opens up a greater democratisation of relationships, 
particularly in the domestic sphere, as people become increasingly self-aware. Yet, 
as Garrett (2004) has argued, this use of reflexivity may not give sufficient attention 
to asymmetrical power imbalances between actors nor the structural contradictions 
curtailing the expression of individualised life projects.

Butler et al (2007) describe how the fourth perspective on reflexivity has been 
applied to social work practice. These authors challenge social work’s preoccupation 
with evidence-based practice, arguing that professional intervention is more embedded 
in process than evidential outcomes. This is a process that requires the negotiation 
of meaning in an overall context of uncertainty. The authors cite the example of 
working with women who are marginalised by their experience of mental health 
problems. Enabling the women to debunk disabling narratives of self – which have 
been inscribed through socially constructed positions, roles and norms – necessitates 
that social workers are reflexive about how power shapes subjective experience. 
Feminist theory provides the lens through which such reflexive, emancipatory 
practice is viewed. This stance chimes with Fook and Askeland’s (2006) perspective 
on reflexivity as the capacity to identify, not only one’s own influence on events, but 
also that of the sociocultural world. 

In this article, I adopt the fourth understanding of reflexivity to develop a reflexive 
framework for social work practice. This stance on reflexivity enables social work 
practitioners to be sensitive to the impact of power on themselves and service users. 
It also helps them to reflect on how various personal and social spheres have shaped 
meaning and biography. Without this vital understanding, it is hard to see how anti-
oppressive practice can materialise in any meaningful way. However, at this juncture, 
it is important to state that the four types of reflexivity should not be viewed as 
mutually exclusive nor disconnected. Even though the presented framework draws 
essentially from, and thereby privileges, emancipatory reflexivity, it is clear that social 
workers must reflect critically on their own social work knowledge base (utilising 
the first definition). Moreover, they need to examine how they carry out everyday, 
taken-for-granted practices that are embroiled in symbolic interaction with service 
users and other professionals (adopting the second definition), and how their practice 
can facilitate important changes in life trajectories (utilising the third definition).

Below, I describe how the reflexive framework was developed and then illustrate 
it. Following this explication, the article then outlines a structured process for using 
the framework in various enabling contexts in social work. By this I mean those 
contexts where social workers are required to use reflexivity with an enabling ‘other’, 
to examine their practice with service users. Such contexts include, inter alia:

• practice learning, where a student on placement reflects with the help of a 
designated practice teacher; 

• formal and informal supervision, where a social worker and line manager explore 
facts and feelings pertaining to assessment;  

• mentoring, where a novice social worker is helped by a more experienced 
colleague to review their use of self in a practice situation. 

It is vital to place reflexivity within this relational context as internalised thinking, 
without the benefit of communicational exchange, might succumb to bias.
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Outline of the reflexive framework

The framework draws primarily on Layder’s (2006) theory of social domains. This 
theory outlines the stratified, or layered, nature of social life and how it shapes social 
action. In doing so, it provides a conceptually rich understanding of how social life is 
structured into various micro, mezzo and macro contexts, marrying the psychological 
and sociological dimensions of our being, and agency and structure. So far, Layder’s 
theory has not been used for the purpose of developing reflexivity in social work 
practice or even applied more widely. 

In order to address this gap, let us consider Layder’s contention that there are four 
domains shaping social life, namely: 

• psychobiography, referring to a person’s unique existence throughout the lifecourse 
with all its critical events such as loss, change and crisis – psychobiography deals 
with a person’s unique, inner psychological experiences, cognitions, narratives, 
emotions and self-identity;

• situated activity, which involves everyday social interaction (and intersubjectivity), 
including intimate exchanges within families and parent–child exchanges that 
build attachments;

• social settings, which encompass institutions and organisations such as workplaces, 
educational settings and bureaucracies – such settings are underpinned by rules, 
understandings, obligations and expectations, all of which feed into established 
positions and roles;

• contextual resources, which denote the resources or types of capital (economic, 
symbolic, educational and cultural) that are distributed asymmetrically to social 
actors depending on their position, rank and role in society.

Layder (2006: 274) contends that the domains are ‘interconnected through social 
relations of power which are also stretched out over time and space’. In this 
formulation, power is multidimensional, ubiquitous and omnipresent in every 
encounters and settings. As regards the first two domains, power tends to be personal 
and intersubjective, whereas in the second two, it takes on more of a systemic or 
structural influence, leading to the reproduction of social norms, discourses and 
positions. Moreover, power, in each of these domains, gives rise to objective forms 
of constraint and enablement and is linked crucially to the array of resources at a 
person’s disposal.

Significantly, for Layder, the four domains interlock and are mutually dependent. 
For example, the lack of economic resources in social life may impact deleteriously 
on the domain of situated activity, leading to interpersonal tensions between people. 
That said, the domains also possess their own distinct characteristics. The domain 
of social settings, for instance, focuses on institutional processes defining acceptable 
group behaviour. Hence, working in a bureaucracy requires social actors to conform 
to stipulated employee expectations. Such requirements are unique to this domain 
but nevertheless reverberate on a person’s psychobiography and social interaction.

By way of comment, Layder’s theory provides a very helpful understanding of 
social life and therefore has value in illuminating the emancipatory kind of reflexivity 
described earlier in our typology. That said, it requires some revision to make it apt 
for reflexive social work. Fundamentally, I query Layder’s attempt to clump together 
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the spheres of ‘culture’ and ‘economy’ under his fourth domain and reduce them 
solely to various forms of resource. Contra Layder, it is vital to see these areas as 
distinct domains in their own right, with their own properties, even though they are 
indelibly linked (Archer, 1996). Regarding the impact of culture, social work has to 
operate increasingly in a multicultural environment where the ever-present dangers 
of racism, sectarianism, xenophobia and ethnocentrism are frighteningly evident. In 
this world, cultural meanings are not homogeneous – yet the pressures for assimilation 
are all too real, particularly in the context of growing anxieties about immigration. 
Developing a culturally sensitive social work requires that culture is seen as a discrete 
domain in its own right. It cannot be reduced only to cultural resources as culture 
also confers symbols, artefacts, norms and beliefs that shape meaning irrevocably 
(Macionis and Plummer, 2012). 

In respect of the economy, social workers in the Western world are increasingly 
subject to neoliberal welfare ideologies promulgating individualism, commodification, 
retrenchment and the personalisation of services (Ferguson, 2008). These trends 
emanate from political and economic imperatives within modern states and have a 
formative bearing on the lives of service users. So, it is vital to make this influence 
explicit by creating a distinct domain of politico-economy. In making these changes, 
however, we should not lose sight of Layder’s key idea that both culture and the 
economy either provide or withhold much-needed resources.

Lastly, I have attempted to add some theoretical flesh to the schematic bones of each 
domain, making them relevant for reflexive, social work practice. In other words, 
while Layder provides a sociological exposition of each domain, I have concentrated 
on making them apt for social workers by drawing on ideas that have a central place 
in day-to-day practice. This adaptation is by no means exhaustive or comprehensive. 
Instead, it highlights a number of purposively selected constructs underpinning each 
domain that may have a central importance for social workers. Layder’s re-worked 
framework is presented diagrammatically in Figure 1 and summarised below. 

Figure 1: The five domains

Power  Power

Power Power

Psychobiography

Situated activity

Culture Social settings

Politico-economy
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The domain of psychobiography

This domain highlights a person’s lifecourse as it progresses along a trajectory through 
time and space in the social world (Green, 2010). In other words, it establishes a 
person’s unique biographical and embodied history as it has unfolded from birth 
onwards, charting the significance of various transitions from childhood, through 
adolescence, to adulthood and then the experience of later life. At each point of 
transition there may be psychosocial challenges to face and resolve (Sudbery, 2010). 
This domain also looks at how significant events have impacted on the person 
psychologically. What is of concern here is the effect of loss, change, ageing, illness 
(mental and physical), disability, sensory impairment, psychological trauma, crisis, 
estrangement, re-union and opportunities for growth and development. Throughout 
the lifecourse, we are also socially positioned according to our race, class, age, sexuality, 
religion and gender. These categories are socially constructed by powerful discourses 
in society (Butler, 1990).

Within this domain, the construct of narrative is highly significant (Baldwin, 2013). 
This refers to the autobiographical story we build up about ourselves, others, our 
past and imagined, future lives. For some people, such stories can be oppressive, 
recounting the misuse of power by significant others, while contrasting narratives 
can depict positive adaptations to challenging circumstances. All in all, narratives 
integrate a person’s life history around a core, inner identity. Furthermore, narrative 
is a tool for bringing about therapeutic change in social work. A person can reach 
a more empowered stance in their life through telling and reinterpreting their story 
to an empathetic individual (White and Epston, 1990). In this process, they need 
to externalise and distance themselves from their disabling narratives – stories that 
perpetuate shame, poor self-esteem and self-disrespect. By doing so, they can then 
formulate alternative stories about themselves that lead to change or adaptation. 
Narrative is therefore a means to a therapeutic end.

This domain can also be used by social workers to make sense of loss and change in 
a person’s lifecourse and its impact on their identity. For example, social workers (out 
of necessity) need to attend to the procedural and practical requirements for moving 
an older person from supported care in the community to residential accommodation. 
However, by drawing on the domain of psychobiography, the importance of the 
psychosocial aspects of the transition are brought into a sharper focus. Thus, for 
some older people there will be a loss of independence and also a forfeiture of role, 
competence and meaningful activity that could ostensibly have an impact on mood 
and general wellbeing. Furthermore, the notion of psychobiography underscores the 
salience of reminiscence therapy or life history work. This type of intervention can 
counteract depression and loneliness, and enhance relationships between carers and 
relatives with dementia (Chiang et al, 2010). 

The domain of situated activity 

This domain refers to what happens in human encounters, relationships and social 
interaction involving significant others. It explores the micro-sphere of contact 
between dyads or small groups, where meaning is created and identity shaped. 
Such interaction reflects the truism that we are social beings ‘all the way through’ 
(Mead, 1967). When we first come into the world we are deeply connected to our 
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caregivers. As we mature, we develop a sense of our individuality (Winnicott, 1991). 
Yet, even though we move towards greater independence, our relationship with 
significant others continues to provide meaning, social support, comfort and a sense 
of belonging. Conversely, relationships can break down through negative projections, 
interpersonal power struggles, misunderstandings and unmet care and control needs. 
Whatever the outcome, however, people need to be seen in the context of their most 
intimate, close relationships (eg, peers, family and friends). This point is affirmed in 
ecological and systems thinking. One leading exponent of these perspectives, Urie 
Bronfenbrenner (1979), argues that systems of rich and varied personal interaction 
play a vital role in human growth and development.

Given what has been said, attachment theory adds theoretical substance to this 
domain (Howe, 2011). Here, it is posited that children require a secure base with their 
carers to enable them to explore their social worlds confidently and subsequently 
develop cognitive, emotional, social and linguistic skills. In other words, a secure 
attachment assists people to mature into competent, responsible adults who are 
fully open to the challenges they may face in various settings. The corollary to this 
is children who experience impoverished care of some sort and the insecurity it 
may engender. As a consequence, exploratory actions might be compromised and 
human development thwarted. Furthermore, it is suggested that secure children most 
likely develop positive inner working models whereas insecure children are at risk of 
succumbing to unconfident, anxious personalities. It is important to state at this point 
that attachment extends well beyond the spheres of childhood and adolescence into 
the remaining stages of the lifecourse (Howe, 2011). 

If relationships are central to positive identity formation, then it is incumbent on 
social workers to place them at the heart of their practice (Ruch et al, 2010). Warm, 
consistent relationships play a formative role in nurturing a child’s psychological and 
social development (Golding, 2000). Hence, when making care plans for a child who 
requires substitute care (as a result of past traumatic experiences), social workers and 
carers need to use this domain to tune into the child’s emotional needs. More than that, 
they need to consider how they will provide a secure base, foster attunement, effect 
a sense of relational belonging and engender interactive repair (when relationships 
breakdown). As Golding (2000) argues, sensitive substitute parenting pivots on 
building relationships with the child. In addition, through the use of eco-maps, 
genograms and other tools, social workers can assess the quality (or impoverishment) 
of a child’s relationships and social networks outside the home (Parker and Bradley, 
2010). What is vital here is the density or paucity of these relationships, the presence 
of criticism within them, whether they are reciprocal and how much support they 
provide to the child (Tracy and Whittaker, 1990).

The domain of social settings

Most of us interact with and are affected (in some way) by formal organisations and 
institutions – or the domain of social settings. These include the workplace, various 
bureaucracies with which we come into contact (such as government bodies), 
schools we have attended, universities we may have graduated from and possibly 
care institutions in which our older relatives may now reside. As social workers, we 
may visit children living in residential care or secure accommodation. Other social 
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workers may have been involved in the compulsory detention of adults in a mental 
health setting. 

Many of these social settings, according to Layder (2006), have a distinct 
organisational shape and form. For instance, within them people often relate to 
one another in a formal and tightly structured manner. This style of relating can be 
seen typically in bureaucracies such as social services. Moreover, actors within social 
settings are expected to adopt predefined social relations, positions and practices. 
Hence, social workers in case conferences are expected to relate to other members of 
the meeting in a professional manner and adopt certain practices such as conveying 
their assessment of need, risk and required resources. Social relations within the 
conference are invariably clearly defined and hierarchical in nature. The chair of the 
conference may show their authority and exercise power over decision making. These 
relations, positions and practices are socially reproduced over time and embedded 
in procedural codes and tacit rules. According to Layder (2006: 280), they are ‘the 
reproduced outcomes of past social activities that influence behaviour in the present’.

Many contemporary social settings are further characterised by efficiency, 
predictability, quantitative measures, technology and bureaucracy (Ritzer, 2004). 
In social work, efficiency is shown in the way claims on the service are processed 
expeditiously in order to retain a capacity to assess new referrals. Predictability occurs 
when social workers adhere to strict procedures dictating how and when actions are 
to be performed. A fixation on quantity is manifest in managerial reviews of contract 
volumes and statistical outputs. Technology is reflected in computerised assessment 
frameworks, the electronic turn in human welfare and the move towards paperless 
records (Garrett, 2009). Lastly, bureaucracy is revealed in specialisation, hierarchy, 
technical competence, impersonal relations and formal written communication. What 
is more, the contemporary audit culture continues to use bureaucracy as a primary 
tool for organisational improvement and social care governance.

Social workers can use this domain as a sensitising concept to examine how 
bureaucracy helps or hinders their role and practice. It encourages them to examine 
the balance between administration and face-to-face interaction with service users 
and take action when the former is notably disproportionate. As part of this inquiry, 
the degree of professional discretion can be examined as practice can sometimes be 
curtailed by procedural mandates (Payne, 2011). Furthermore, it is important to 
review how different social care organisations (working in the community, voluntary, 
statutory and private sectors) diverge in role, structure and function and how this 
effects inter-agency and multidisciplinary communication. Organisational life is also 
characterised by change and the stress it brings. Hence, it is important to reflect on 
how this change impacts on role and function and the delivery of services. Lastly, 
the domain of social settings provides a lens for viewing how the organisation affects 
service users. To what extent is it perceived as cold, detached and impersonal?

The domain of culture

Quintessentially, culture is a way of life that imbues meaning. It moulds how we 
approach social life in the most fundamental, taken-for-granted way, shaping our 
attitudes, beliefs, tastes, styles, fashion and use of language. It is also the ultimate source 
of societal values and ideologies (Layder, 2006). Critically, it is socially reproduced 
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by social actors from one generation to the next although cultural expressions are 
open to change (Archer, 1996). 

When thinking about culture, two core elements become apparent: the ‘material’ 
and the ‘symbolic’ (Macionis and Plummer, 2012). The former refers to the 
range of artefacts that give our life meaning. Artefacts are physical, person-made 
objects that have significance for social actors. We can think here of modern-day, 
consumer products as examples. More practically, material culture includes technical, 
manufacturing objects as well as a range of different types of building and engineered 
infrastructure. Symbolic culture, by way of contrast, points more to the concepts 
constituting social life: the range of ideas, beliefs, norms, ideologies and values that 
shape how we interact with others. 

Furthermore, when examining the domain of culture, the role of power and social 
control becomes evident. This is reflected in ethnocentrism. Through this lens, the 
observer views their own culture as the ‘gold standard’, the ideal against which other 
cultures must be measured (and found wanting). As a form of cultural power, it gives 
rise to xenophobia, fear of the stranger, concerns over ethnic purity and the ever-
present threat of contamination. Hence, it is antithetical to emancipatory social work. 
An alternative lens is cultural relativism. This is where we examine other cultures on 
their own terms without importing preconceived views. Cultural relativism asserts 
that there is no human culture that is necessarily better than others. Norms and 
language are all socially constructed, according to this perspective. 

Cultural relativism aligns with multiculturalism. Diversity, pluralism and respect 
for difference are all hallmarks of this type of cultural position. Importantly, in 
multiculturalism, minority peoples are not cajoled to assimilate to the host culture’s 
language and norms, provided fundamental human rights are not contravened. 
Moreover, multiculturalism respects the rights of various subcultures to define their 
distinctive identities. Subcultures refer not only to ethnic groupings but also to youth 
movements. 

Social workers increasingly practice within a diverse society. The domain of culture 
brings this reality into sharp focus particularly when conflicting social and cultural 
norms are to the fore. The need to practice in a culturally sensitive manner might be 
viewed as sacrosanct especially when working with minority groups, migrants and 
asylum seekers. In this work, the aim might be to enhance the cultural capital of these 
groups. Yet, the practice of female genital mutilation, for example, challenges social 
work values, invoking reflection on what is culturally permissible and what should 
be deemed as child abuse. Thresholds of significant harm in child protection may 
well be socially constructed but the process of deciding what is acceptable caregiving 
can call into question a broad commitment to cultural relativism. In making these 
judgements, we are trying to balance, on the one hand, a respect for cultural identity 
and, on the other, the need to eliminate harmful practices.

The domain of politico-economy

This domain encompasses the combined effects of the state, the judiciary, the 
institutions of government and the economy. It is fundamentally concerned with 
the material reproduction of society through the steering mechanisms of power, 
administration and money. What chiefly defines this domain is the economic doctrine 
of neoliberalism – the contemporary expression of capitalism that has emerged as the 
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world’s dominant economic paradigm (Steger and Roy, 2010). Its chief supporters 
maintain that the consumerist, free market (which should be independent of state 
interference and regulation) leads to sound economic performance, market stability, 
and overall gains in wealth over time. Neoliberalism is also fundamentally expressed 
in public policies such as the deregulation of the economy, the liberalisation of trade 
and the privatisation of state-owned welfare and enterprise. 

However, two central problems flow from neoliberalism: commodification and 
inequality (Therborn, 2013). Both involve the (mis)use of systemic power and have 
implications for social work (Ferguson, 2008; Garrett, 2009). Commodification refers 
to the way in which various aspects of life are turned into commodities or things 
for sale. When commodification occurs in an unbridled way, market values colonise 
social life. People are no longer subjects but rather units of production whose labour is 
bought and sold without sentiment. In short, people become de-personalised objects. 
More than that, important areas of life, such as education, become a product to be 
sold as opposed to a way of developing people. Commodification also ensures that 
people in receipt of welfare services are drawn into market forces – means-tested 
benefits and targeted provision being two examples. As regards the second area, 
that of inequality, Layder (2006) argues that material resources under neoliberalism 
are unevenly distributed and aligned according to personal and social categories 
such as age, social class, ethnicity, gender, disability and occupational status. In the 
United Kingdom and the United States, for example, income inequality is increasing 
(Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). Those designated as ‘poor’ have notably fallen behind 
average earnings while the richest have progressed well beyond this level.

This domain poses a number of central questions for social workers:

• How do they respond to service users facing poverty, inequality and 
discrimination?

• To what extent do they engage in welfare rights, advocacy, negotiation and 
respectful challenge in support of service users? 

• How can they confront commodification? 
• Is unmet need highlighted to senior managers within the organisation?
• Is material inequality factored into assessments and viewed as a key cause of 

problems such as poor mental health and delayed child development? 

Such questions are predicated on the reality that social work is situated between the 
individual and society, between those who have power and those who are excluded.

Using the reflexive framework in an enabling process

We are now in a position to consider how these domains can be used within an 
enabling process to foster emancipatory reflexivity. In this process, I contend that there 
are five stages of reflexive inquiry (see Figure 2). These stages build up, cumulatively, 
to deepen the participants’ understanding of themselves, their role and the needs of 
service users. The intention is therefore to apply them sequentially. What makes this 
reflexive process unique is its centre-point: the particular rendition of the domains 
based on a reworked version of Layder’s theory of the person-in-society. For the 
purpose of clarification, the terms ‘supervisor’ (referring to a team leader, practice 
educator or mentor acting as an enabler) and ‘supervisee’ (alluding to a student or 
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social worker whose practice is being developed) have been appropriated to designate 
the key actors involved in the enabling process.

Stage one – the supervisee and supervisor apply the framework separately to 
their own life experience

In this initial stage, the supervisee and their supervisor consider separately how 
each of the domains have impacted on their lives, outlooks, beliefs, purposes and 
ambitions – and, crucially, their view on social work as a helping process. In this 
undertaking they consider their unique psychobiographies, the narratives shaping 
their stories, their progression through the lifecourse and how these areas have been 
shaped by powerful discourses. The role of emotion in personal experience, arising 
from attachments to significant others, should also be considered. In addition, both 
the supervisee and their supervisor should consider how organisations, culture and 
the politico-economy have moulded their perspectives and outlook. This stage is 
designed to develop insight and inner awareness, and reveal blind spots or occluded 
bias. Arguably, for social workers to maximise their use of self, spontaneously, they 
require such inner knowledge.

Recording thoughts and feelings in a reflexive diary, in this and subsequent stages, 
should help to capture important themes. This is an important undertaking as the 
supervisee (or supervisor) may have experienced trauma in their past lives. Potentially, 
this could resonate with a service user’s experience to the point of unhelpful over-
identification. Or, it may be that the supervisee has experienced a secure and stable 
upbringing in which case it may be more of a challenge to develop accurate empathy 
with a service user whose early experience has been marked by loss and change. 

This initial stage may present as a challenge to both parties, particularly if they 
work in an organisational setting where bureaucratic and procedural imperatives 

Figure 2: Stages in enabling others

Stage one: Reflecting on self

Stage two: Reflecting on the enabling 

process

Stage three: Reflecting on the service user’s 

experience

Stage four: Reflecting on social work 

practice

Stage five:Meta-reflection– bringing it all 

together
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militate against reflexivity. Not having the time to engage in such introspection, 
because of unremitting practice demands, poses a formidable barrier to this kind 
of activity. Consequently, the organisation has to support reflexivity as a time-
honoured undertaking in its own right. As Thompson (2006) argues, however, this 
commitment has to be part of a wider learning culture that embraces continuing 
professional development.

Stage two – the supervisee and supervisor consider how the domains shape 
their interaction in supervision

In this second stage, the actors explore together how the domains influence their 
interaction in the enabling process. They may well have experienced very different 
psychobiographies. What is more, it could be that they contrast markedly in their 
respective personal and social attributes. For instance, there could be a gender and class 
difference. Moreover, they could look at the world through divergent cultural lenses. 
The supervisor might come from a minority ethnic background and symbolically 
hold a worldview that is foreign to that of the supervisee. Importantly, how does 
this affect the way they relate in supervision, what issues may it create and what 
potential misunderstandings may it evoke? Supervisors also appropriate distinctive 
styles of enabling. In this context, Hawkins and Shohet (2006) refer to authoritative 
and facilitative styles of engagement. The former comprises prescriptive, informative 
and challenging interventions while the latter embraces cathartic, empowering and 
supportive statements. A supervisee, because of their distinctive psychobiography, 
might find the former style intimidating.

Furthermore, how do events in the lifecourse impact on the supervisee’s professional 
development needs? How do the domains shape the way the supervisor mentors or 
tutors? How is power utilised in the enabling process, particularly if it contains an 
element of assessment? The organisational domain of social settings may well impose 
strictures on the enabling process. If so, what are they? In considering the impact 
of the organisational context, the actors recognise that the enabling process occurs 
within a multifaceted context (Morrison, 2001; Tsui, 2005) – one involving not 
only the supervisee and supervisor, but also the service user, outside agencies and a 
wider cultural domain. Likewise, for Morrison and Wonnacott (2010), the enabling 
process is not confined to the enabling dyad of supervisor and supervisee, but is also 
imbricated with a range of stakeholders (service users, other staff). It is a complex 
process that seeks to implement a range of functions, including management, support, 
mediation and development. 

Stage three – the supervisee and supervisor apply the framework to ‘tune in’ to 
the service user’s needs and plan the social work process

Building on the preceding stages, the actors jointly attempt to understand how the 
domains, and the power operating within them, have shaped a service user’s life, 
meanings, perspectives, needs, experience and the risks they face or present. This 
means taking account of devalued characteristics and status injustices, including acts 
of misrecognition (Fraser and Honneth, 2004). In particular, it begs the question 
of how wider economic realities, such as the climate of austerity, have impacted on 
wellbeing. The domain of psychobiography has a particular purchase here, enabling 
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the actors to reflect on the service user’s unique narrative and whether rights and 
capabilities have been fostered or ignored. 

This stage of reflexive inquiry involves a process of tuning in to the service user’s 
life in order to deepen accurate empathy, compassion and sensitivity and also to gain 
greater insight into how assessment, planning, intervention and evaluation should be 
structured. It should be remembered that ‘tuning in’ is a means to an emancipatory 
end. In this context, the framework addresses the psychological and social aspects of 
being. This is an important dualism as there can be a danger of privileging one of 
these spheres over the other when trying to identify causal factors (Munro, 2002). 

Tuning in also involves exploring the legal and policy context shaping intervention. 
Taking account of this context means being aware of legal duties and powers, 
particularly in child and family social work and in mental health social work. The 
legal and policy context introduces the care and control dichotomy implicit within 
social work and the need to maintain an appropriate balance between both sides, 
fraught as this may be. In all of this, we are reminded of the centrality of the service 
user in supervision (Morrison and Wonnacott, 2010).

Stage four – the supervisee and supervisor apply the framework to reflect on 
the former’s interaction with the service user

In this stage, the actors examine how the domains affect the supervisee’s interaction 
with the service user. A critical issue here is how the supervisee’s gender, age, cultural 
background, race, religion and social class interface with the service user’s different (or 
perhaps similar) profile in relation to these personal and social categories. Importantly, 
how are differences in power and cultural capital expressed? The supervisee may be 
white, middle class and in their fifties. If they have to undertake a piece of therapeutic 
disclosure work with a young, male, Muslim child, where sexual abuse is suspected, 
how will such differences influence how the work is planned? Reflective insights 
gained from stages one, two and three will need to be harnessed here to make sense 
of these interactional dynamics. It is also important to appraise how this interaction 
affects the implementation of the social work process. This stage facilitates anti-
oppressive social work and multicultural sensitivity approaches to social work practice 
(Payne, 2014), which attempt to combat discrimination on grounds of race, age, 
gender, disability and sexual identity. It also underscores Doel’s (2010) emphasis on 
the need to take account of contextual differences in case planning.

Stage five – towards meta-reflexivity

This is the final, cumulative stage in the reflexive process. Here, the insights gleaned 
from the preceding stages are brought together, examined, processed and synthesised. 
Practically, this might be approached by becoming very familiar with the content 
of the reflexive diaries, applying tentative codings to particular entries and then 
developing deeper themes at a higher level of abstraction. The focus of attention 
is on the preceding stages, which have looked at how the domains influence the 
personal and professional self, enabling and being enabled, the service user’s meanings 
and the nature of the social work process. By reviewing these antecedent stages, the 
supervisee and supervisor search for recurrent themes around the use of power, and 
the use of self in the practice arena. How does who we are, because of our background 
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and range of social experience, shape how we carry out emancipatory social work 
practice with service users whose experience may differ radically from our own? 
Responses to this question come as a result of a process of meta-reflection, a process 
that integrates the insights from stages one to four.

Conclusion

This article has outlined a framework to guide emancipatory reflexivity and an 
enabling process to ground it. Drawing from Layder’s (2006) social theory, five core 
domains of influence on the person were described, namely psychobiography, situated 
activity, social settings, culture and politico-economy. A brief, and by no means 
exhaustive, sketch of each domain was elicited, making a number of connections with 
social work. It was argued that the domains commingle and power flows through 
them much like blood through capillaries. They cohere in complex ways to effect 
change in people’s lives and also shape inner identity. The message being relayed here 
is that we are social beings shaped by a wider social context. Thus, it is to the ‘social’ 
that we should look when attempting to reflect on human behaviour. Importantly, 
identity is a social construct forged primarily through the domain of situated activity 
and relationship. If we are to heighten our reflexive capacity, we must consider the 
different facets of the ‘social’, time and time again. Reflexivity must centre on the self 
as a domain-shaped construct. It must also take account of the enabling relationship 
and interaction with the service user and be sensitive to their needs. 
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Abstract

Individualism continues to have a notable impact on social work. The personalisation of

services and the individualisation of care are just two examples of this societal trend.

Whilehelpingserviceusers to articulate theiraspirations forabetter future, individualism,

if taken too far, undermines the social aspects of life. In response to this concern, this paper

argues that social work must appreciate the interplay between the individual and the

collective spheres, and its impact on identity formation, in order to enhance human

well-being. To give substance to this argument, Jenkins’s model of social identity is appro-

priated and augmented to take account of four interlinked, yet distinct, orders of experi-

ence, namely the individual, interactional, institutional and societal orders. This reworked

conceptualisation is then considered in terms of its implications for social work practice.

Keywords: Individualism, identity, personalisation, social theory

Accepted: August 2014

Introduction

In Western nations, there is a resurgence of individualism (Roulstone and
Morgan, 2009; Dowse, 2009; Mooney and Neal, 2010; Wiklund, 2010;
Dodd, 2013). This trend refers to the rights, freedoms and general salience
of the individual in modern society. It stems from a neo-liberal order valoris-
ing autonomous citizens who participate fully in the market. What is more, it
suggests that people, as agents, are no longer bound by traditional, cultural
mores, immutable relationships and predictable, solid routines. Instead,
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they are encouraged to embrace a state of being where personal psycho-
biographies are refashioned according to the vagaries and eddies of modern
life; the opportunities afforded by digital technology and social media; and
relentless consumption.

Many domains of our being—psychological, social, institutional, cultural
and economic—are embroiled in these changes. The new individualism is
as much a part of the private sphere as the corporate order (Elliot, 2014).
Thus, it is enmeshed in the ‘personal’ and the ‘political’. Because social
work operates in the domain of the ‘social’, that interstice between the
state and the informal sphere of family and community, it both reacts to,
and perpetuates, the new individualism (Ferguson I, 2012). Top-down
imperatives, in the form of social policy directives, and bottom-up currents,
in the shape of communal movements and voices, meld to reproduce indi-
vidualism as a force majeure.

Even when neo-liberal, neo-conservative, political pundits talk about the
need for the ‘big society’ (Cameron, 2010), in reality this masks an unrelent-
ing, economic individualism—one leading to the ‘sink or swim’ society. In
what some commentators view as ‘broken Britain’, the strategic direction
for welfare services appears to be founded on an ‘unholy trinity’ of regulative
concepts, namely individualism, responsibility and social order (Mooney and
Neal, 2010). Unsurprisingly, this bandwagon has corrosive effects. As Scharff
(2011) surmises, the contemporary emphasis on individualism has created the
view that structural inequalities can be reduced to individual fecklessness and
lassitude. Furthermore, it is contended, individuals can achieve their aspira-
tions through self-efficacy and self-belief; it is only the dissolute who fail. In
this dispensation, moral identities are predicated on success in corporate life.

In this paper, I argue there has been a reawakening of individualism in
social policy and social work practice. While it has produced some positives
for the service user, the more negative side referred to above is also
evident. For example, the much vaunted strengths perspective in social
work has philosophical roots lying in humanistic individualism. It synergises
readily with contemporary neo-liberalism yet runs the risk of obfuscating
structural inequalities (Gray, 2011). Moreover, the ‘enforced individualism’
with the personalisation movement might have the effect of impeding social
justice rather than promoting it (Ferguson I, 2012).

All in all, we are at a stage when the ‘social’ and ‘relational’ in social work
are being eclipsed by a move towards the free-standing agent. I make this case
by showing how the new individualism has taken hold at a societal level
leading to gains and losses for actors. More than that, I contend it has
impacted on social work: a profession mandated to focus on the interplay
between the ‘individual’ and the ‘social’. The work of Richard Jenkins
(2004, 2008, 2010) is drawn upon here and reworked, to provide a unified,
analytical framework for examining the connection between the individual,
social identity and social work.
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The rise of individualism in (late) modern life

A number of contemporary, sociological thinkers have explored the rise of
individualism in modern life, connecting it with different ideas about the
person and society. For Anthony Giddens (2004), contemporary conditions
potentiate the actor’s reflexivity and promulgate a creative capacity to
shape the self. Thus, the actor’s ability to think, formulate meaning and act
in an authorial, as opposed to a socially determined, way becomes intrinsic
to human agency and the constitution of society. Reflexivity entails a
process of constant self-monitoring, reflecting on social circumstances and
cogitating about the other’s intentions. In The Transformation of Intimacy
(2002), Giddens applies his thesis to the private domain of sexuality, intimate
relationships and the family. Here, the actor’s romantic life becomes a project
within which to invest as traditional cultural and religious mores decline.
Moreover, this is a process of existential rumination on the nature of person-
hood and the personal narratives which permeate it.

Ulrich Beck (2000), an intellectual associate of Giddens, has a somewhat
similar view of this process which he terms reflexive modernisation. For
Beck, the knowledge arising from human reflection is not tangential to
social life; rather, it is constitutive of what we do and take for granted. Al-
though Beck supports Giddens’s treatise, he views reflexivity in a more ex-
pansive way. Centrally, the awareness of risk in modern society plays a
formative role in shaping our identities. Yet, modernisation is not only
about the dangers associated with risk; it also opens up possibilities for
greater choice, for the occurrence of an appreciable sense of individualism.

The capacity to monitor risk is linked with human agency and sticks to it
like chewing gum to a shoe. Such agency is fundamental to reflexive modern-
isation where more and more arenas of social life, that had previously been
sequestered, are opened up for inspection. Hence, the public, private and
intimate aspects of our being are freed from the bind of tradition, only to
be refashioned or reinvented. Freedom here means what we do with what
has been done to us. Reflection in this context is witnessed in the application
of reason, deliberation, choice, experimentation and resistance to the
taken-for-granted. All of these creative faculties take place in the context
of uncertainty and contingency. The positive ring of individualism in this
creative vein tackles essentialist positions on gender and age-related roles,
illuminates the corporeal domain of life and expands opportunities for
emotional expressiveness.

If Giddens and Beck send out a number of positive messages about indi-
vidualism in society, then it is important to register the misgivings of other
social theorists about this social phenomenon. Zygmunt Bauman (2000,
2006), for instance, suggests modern society is best captured through the
notion of ‘liquidity’. By this, he means that society, like a liquid, has under-
gone great changes in its constitution. Social structures that were once
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fixed or perhaps even brittle are now much more fluid, labile and prone to al-
teration. Time has become instantaneous and space more malleable in the
‘so-called’ liquid society.

Not only does a sense of liquidity reshape social institutions, but it also
moulds social lives. Liquid life becomes noted for its precariousness, its un-
certainty, the great pace and change of events which interlace personal biog-
raphies. From another angle, it can be seen as inaugurating new beginnings
where we are encouraged to ‘feel the fear and do it anyway’ (Jeffers, 2007).
Importantly, identity becomes privatised, fractured and frail as individuals
are disembedded from their social moorings. Rather than identity being
fixed, it is now a project of work, a performative responsibility as Judith
Butler frames it (2006), a ‘do-it-yourself’ challenge that splices together
short-term aims, none of which coheres into a linear, homogeneous experi-
ence. We no longer ‘have’ an identity; instead we ‘do’ identity as part of an
everyday, skilled accomplishment.

Yet, with these unprecedented changes, and the dissolution of wider social
bonds, the individual comes to feel less secure and more ontologically
vulnerable. Identity suffers with the pressures to be adaptive and malleable.
Moreover, the fleeting, provisional nature of the modern social encounter is
fuelled by the consumerist market which puts its stamp on individualism. This
juxtaposition of (turbo) capitalism ‘cheek-by-jowel’ with individualism
becomes a toxic brew as individuals look for commercial solutions to person-
al, relationship-based issues (Lasch, 1980). Thus, contemporary selfhood
under consumer neo-liberalism has become increasingly asocial and bound
up with narcissistic quests for self-enhancement at the expense of emotional
depth in human relationship. In this context, Richard Sennett (1998) refers
to the corrosion and destabilisation of character in modern-day, global
capitalism.

Bauman’s concerns are further echoed, to some degree, in the work of
Anthony Elliott and Charles Lemert (2009). In the opinion of these
authors, individualism is linked with the pervasive impact of globalisation.
In effect, globalised consumerism demands that individuals reshape their
lives, continuously, at various levels: domestic, sexual, psychological and
corporeal. Our culture places an onus on instant gratification, short-termism,
immediate results and self-invention. Tellingly, for Elliott and Lemert, this
focus on exigency has pathologising effects. In the workplace, this is revealed
in how workers are treated as dispensable commodities creating an ambient
fear of expendability. Thus, they are recast as entrepreneurial innovators and
pressurised to become ‘movers and shakers’ or else face the ignominy of
being yesterday’s people.

While this may feel like riding on a juggernaut, to appropriate Giddens’s
metaphor, with its unstoppable momentum, the evanescent quality of the
experience has led many people to experience a debilitating uncertainty.
With the freedom to choose one’s lifestyle and identity comes ontological
anxiety (Honneth, 2010). In effect, the burden of narcissistic choice
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becomes unbearable. Instead of finding ourselves, say Elliott and Lemert sa-
gaciously, we lose ourselves. Or, in the stark words of Axel Honneth (2004):

Urged from all sides to show that they are open to authentic self-discovery and
its impulses, there remains for individuals only the alternative of simulating
authenticity or of fleeing into full blown depression, of staging personal ori-
ginality for strategic reasons or of pathologically shutting down (Honneth,
2004, p. 475).

What is more, in the (late) modern world, our emerging sense of self is more
open to censure, scrutiny and evaluation from others around us, bringing with
it a much greater susceptibility to stress and status anxiety. Social, evaluative
threats create the possibility of a loss of self-esteem (Wilkinson and Pickett,
2009) and that ubiquitous sense of shame which Thomas Scheff (2010) has
dubbed the master, social emotion in modern-day life.

Not only that, the refusal to transcend the ‘I’ into the ‘we’ that comes with a
self-centred individualism can lead to various pathologies such as anomie,
loneliness and depression (Ehrenberg, 1998) or the phenomenon of being
an ‘intimate stranger’ or part of the ‘lonely crowd’. The problem, here, is
not the barriers to self-realisation but rather viewing self-realisation itself
as the only, master narrative. The attainment of freedom, in its fullest
sense, necessitates that a person not only aspires to individual rights for
himself or herself, but sees the ‘other’ as having rights as well. This was
Hegel’s critical argument in his work, Philosophy of the Right (1952). In
this philosophical perspective, the ‘I’ finds its most noble sense of freedom
when it embraces sociality unequivocally. Self-realisation, according to
Hegel, comes from the engagement in shared projects and connections
made through the family and civil society.

Individualism in social work

Individualism permeates social work and social care through: (i) person-
centred models of counselling (Miller, 2011), (ii) person-centred planning
with children and adults with a learning disability (Graham, 2010; Windley
and Chapman, 2010), (iii) the personalisaton of services (Sunders, 2010;
Welch and Fernandes, 2010; Williamson, 2010; Taylor and Morris, 2011;
SCIE, 2011) and (iv) the promotion of ‘life politics’ (Ferguson, 2008;
Ferguson H, 2012). Let us briefly examine each of these modalities.

Person-centred models of counselling embrace the spirit of individualism
with gusto and are given leverage by the current emphasis, in social policy,
on improving access to psychological therapies. The continuing interest in
Gerard Egan’s (2009) counselling model is a case in point. In stage one, the
client’s present scenario is explored. This concerns the individual’s biograph-
ical story, how it may conceal various blind spots (or gaps in understanding)
and how unidentified opportunities for growth may be realised as a
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consequence. In stage two, the narrative is extended to outline the indivi-
dual’s preferred scenario: how life, as a part of a process of wish fulfilment,
might be better defined to meet one’s goals. This entails creating agendas
for change that involve choice and commitment. In the final stage of the
model, practical strategies are formulated to address the person’s preferred
scenarios. The instrumental nature of the method materialises at this point
as the individual brainstorms various options for meeting his life outcomes
and shapes them into a workable plan.

Person-centred planning shares many of the features identified in Egan’s
model. It is a structured, imaginative process for enabling a person with a
learning disability, a child in the care system or someone who is generally dis-
empowered for whatever reason to make plans for her future. This model
rightly aims to empower and challenges stances embracing a medicalised
or paternalistic approach to a service user’s needs. In doing so, it attempts
to place the individual at the centre of decision making, recognising and
valuing her gifts, capacities and strengths rather than falling into a myopic
language of deficits. Through a range of creative methods, individuals are
exhorted to exercise choice, independence and plan for ‘alternative tomor-
rows’. Human agency is supported rather than objectifying the service user
by contorting her needs into pre-formed schemes and services.

However, the humanistic language of ‘becoming a person’ can be decon-
structed sociologically to reveal deeper insights. Nickolas Rose (1998,
2003), for instance, suggests counselling activities, such as the one described,
can sometimes inadvertently lead individuals into an examination of their
own self-conduct and, as a consequence, implicate the self with oppressive
social structures. For Rose, this is about certificating modes of conduct, in-
scribing the individual in multiple nodes of power and providing the means
by which human subjectivity enters the calculations of the authorities. Such
a view provides a cautionary reminder that no action is free from structural
influences or the influence of governmental discourse.

The personalisation of services is a fairly recent social policy initiative
drawing on discourses in the disability movement (Lymbery, 2012). It was
designed with the aim of ensuring service users would have choice and
control over the type of support delivered to meet their assessed needs. Fur-
thermore, it was constructed to have the added effect of enabling citizens to
lead the lives they wished to live, being assured the services delivered to them
were of high quality and expressed respect for their independence and dignity
(Sanderson and Lewis, 2012). As I (Houston, 2008) have said elsewhere:

. . . through the mediumof personalization, service users take moreresponsibil-
ity for their problems, implement their own solutions and manage the accruing
risk. Social workers, in this modernised form of ‘active welfare’ are individua-
lised quasi-marketers whose role is to broker and advocate’ (p. 841–57).

Dean’s (2003) metaphor of the chess game is apposite here. Welfare provi-
ders become the enterprising knaves while welfare recipients, no longer to
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be cast as passive pawns, are now upgraded to autonomous monarchs. In this
role, they become active co-producers of services. Prudentialism and entre-
preneurism mark out personalisation as a form of individualism flourishing
under neo-liberalism. Its encouragement of self-governance, moreover,
makes it emblematic of a technology of care where the aim is to control popu-
lations indirectly by making individuals responsible for their own well-being,
health, self-esteem, ethical conduct, risk profile and adherence to societal
norms (Rose, 1998). In furthering such areas, Dodd (2013) argues, personal-
isation privileges individualism over structural difference and unequal strati-
fication, thus frustrating the politics of disablement.

Harry (Ferguson 2001; Ferguson I, 2012) has made a concerted argument
for a social work oriented towards ‘life politics’. He has embraced the ideas of
Giddens and Beck to argue that social work, in a period of late modernity,
must promote a reflexive, personalised awareness. Such a change of emphasis
from a social work embroiled in a traditional emancipatory politics suggests it
should engage with key societal processes including individualisation, the
new intimacy in the private sphere and the deepening of reflexivity.

In Ferguson’s estimation, these changes mean social work, viewed through
the lens of life politics, should engage in a new methodology of life planning
for late-modern citizens whereby they are helped to gain mastery over their
lives, and articulate their aspirations for healing experiences. He states:

. . . social work education and practice need to develop an orientation which
fully understands individualisation processes, the new intimacy, reflexivity
and choices open to consumers of services and to respond accordingly.
Social workers need to be as skilled in how to develop nurturing relationships
with clients that promote self-actualisation, mastery and healing as they are in
practising emancipatory politics through an anti-oppressive approach (Fer-
guson, 2001, p. 53).

Interestingly, Ferguson (2008) has also adopted aspects of Bauman’s thesis
on the liquid society in relation to social work practice. Here, the seemingly
solid, static and sedentarist nature of social work is challenged. In its place, he
argues modern-day practice inclines more towards a mobile, flowing form of
activity in arenas such as the office, the car journey and the home visit. A focus
on corporeality creeps into the thesis when the heart of the experience is seen
to lie in the sensual body of the practitioner.

Let us pause, at this juncture, to reflect more critically on individualism in
social work. Although it is clear Ferguson is not abandoning emancipatory
social work, his rendering of the relationship between it and ‘life politics’ is
less transparent (Garrett, 2003). More specifically, the connection between
the individual’s life-biography, and the social orders that continue to
ensnare it through stratified, unequal patterns of class, racial, religious and
gendered affiliations, needs greater theoretical attention. This view also
applies to person-centred approaches and the social policy of personalisation
described above.
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Moreover, while Ferguson is right to highlight the positive benefits for
service users of reversing the former sequestration of existential issues
(such as death, divorce and sexual expression), the negative ramifications
of this move, if taken too far, also need more detailed examination. In
other words, service users might find the new found responsibility for their
existential life projects too threatening and unbearable if insufficient consid-
eration is given to the impact of social networks, institutions and social struc-
tures on their social selves.

One’s identity is not a separate entity (carried out in the private theatre of
the mind) as individualism might presuppose. Rather, it is imbricated with,
and adjusts to, the social spheres around it. Essentially, a social work that
adopts person-centred models or life politics must be set within a broader,
ontological canvass of social identity, if it is to link credibly with human eman-
cipation and positive self-realisation. The central problem is that individual-
ism supports a Cartesian view of the self as solitary and disconnected from the
world around it. This is the myth of the self-contained individual that Norbert
Elias critiqued in his essay, denounced in his genealogical investigations. It
sets up an atomistic edifice subverting identity as opposed to one enriching
a sense of our inter-being.

Towards a unified framework for social identity

Richard Jenkins (2008) sets out an informed, sociological framework for
understanding the nature of human identity. His core contention suggests
this most personal, yet social, of constructs lies at the hub of our experience
in the modern world shaping indelibly our perceptions of people and
events, and how we react internally or externally to them. Identity, for
Jenkins, primarily involves a sense of similarity with others (what can be
termed a collective sense of identity) and difference from them (what can
be viewed as our uniqueness). For some, it represents the apotheosis of posi-
tive identification with an ethno-religious group; for others, the nadir of pain-
fully, shy introspection. Whatever form it takes, it ‘is our understanding of
who we are and of who other people are, and, reciprocally, other people’s
understanding of themselves and of others (which includes us)’ (Jenkins,
2004, p. 5).

Drawing heavily on the work of Erving Goffman, Jenkins (2010) posits that
identity, whether in its individual or collective expression, must be under-
stood in the context of three distinct, yet interconnected, analytical orders
of existence which operate co-terminously in the social world (see
Figure 1). These orders provide a heuristic template for understanding the
formation, allocation and assertion of social identities.

The individual order is the domain of the embodied person and her intern-
al, phenomenological experience of the world. Prosaically put, it is the ‘think-
ing that goes on in one’s head’. However, this thinking is shaped to a
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significant degree by the individual’s perception of what others are thinking
about her. ‘Individual identity—embodied in selfhood—is not a meaningful
proposition in isolation from the human world of other people. Individuals
are unique and variable, but selfhood is thoroughly socially constructed’
(Jenkins, 2010, p. 18). This interplay between internal and external identifi-
cation resonates with George Herbert Mead’s (1934) idea of the interchange
between the ‘me’ (the internalised attitudes emanating society) and the ‘I’
(the private response to the ‘me’).

The interactional order, by way of contrast, deals with symbolic interaction
between self with others. Thus, friends meet and greet one another informally
whereas a business transaction between an employer and employee gives rise
to a more formal exchange of views. According to Jenkins, interaction pro-
vides an important source of mutual recognition and validation in each of
these differing contexts for identity formation is never a unilateral process.
The give and take of communication, the need to establish understanding
and consensus, indicates this order is structured. Deviations from normal
expressions may well be noted or perhaps experienced with a degree of em-
barrassment. Drawing on Goffman again, Jenkins views this order as the
arena of impression management and ‘saving face’.

The institutional order, lastly, refers to the realm of the social group and its
impact on identity. Some groups in which we participate, according to
Jenkins, are ascribed an identity by external sources, by the so-called ‘eye of
the beholder’; other groups, conversely, give their participants an identity.
Formal institutions such as workplaces, schools, bureaucratic organisations,
hospitals and prisons are representative of the former; that is, individuals are
allocated (often) essentialist positions, roles and tasks. For all that, struggles
takeplacewithinthesesitesasrevealed inthewayinformalgroupsresistbureau-
cratic control.Again, to return toGoffman’s (1934) research, inmates in restrict-
ive, total institutions or asylums found subtle ways of thwarting official rules so
that, at least, a tincture of internal identity formation could be controlled.

Jenkins’s construction of these different orders of human life, and his
notion of the interplay between the individual and the collective, provides

Figure 1 Range of order
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a helpful, unified framework for transcending individualism in social work,
and for valorising the idea that identity is socially constructed. However, to
enhance its explanatory potential, the framework’s understanding of the
human world requires some reconstruction. More specifically, what is of
concern is Jenkins’s lack of explicit attention to the impact of wider
society, not just its institutions, on identity formation. Society itself should
be seen as a macro domain, or order, sui generis (Layder, 2006), with its
own distinct properties that affect the individual, interaction and institution
orders. To accommodate this perception, I have added a fourth order, namely
the societal order, to enhance Jenkins’s framework (see Figure 2).

Following Derek Layder (2006) and Pierre Bourdieu (1977), the societal
order is seen as a sphere where human subjects face an inequitable allocation
of various types of capital (or resources). Hence, cultural, material and au-
thoritative capital is distributed unevenly according to gender, class and
racial stratifications with increases in societal inequality having egregious
implications for everyone’s well-being, not just the dispossessed and disaf-
fected (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). Tellingly, for a growing underclass, in-
equality affects identity in a negative manner by inducing stigma, shame,
status anxiety, stress and frustration when opportunities for achieving
desired ends are thwarted. It is also important to state at this juncture that
power, domination, ideology and vested interests underpin the various
forms of social stratification and inequality expressed on a society-wide
basis. These mechanisms serve to legitimise identities in the hierarchies
defined by wealth and social status.

Social work and social identity

Person-centred interventions have a vital role in building a meaningful and
fulfilled identity. The opening-up of existential issues, the definition of
hopes and dreams, and the delegation of responsibility for well-being and

Figure 2 Human identity and the order
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welfare demonstrate a humanistic concern for the individual, and one that
acknowledges active personhood. Such approaches create what Martin
Buber (1937) referred to as an ‘I–Thou’, as opposed to an ‘I–It’, relationship
whereby the person is viewed as a subject rather than an object.

That said, a restrictive individualism does not capture the nuances of social
identity highlighted earlier; nor does it satisfactorily recognise the interplay
between the individual and the social group, that Jenkins helpfully articu-
lates. In short, it must be seen as a partial stance. Furthermore, without
fully embracing the social nature of identity, it is in danger of reproducing
and reinforcing the societal pathologies outlined earlier. Personalisation in
social work might fall into this trap if it is not supported by a fully developed
social ontology of the person: an ontology which weds personalisation with
helping relationships (Sowerby, 2010). Social work must recognise and
respond to the multi-layered nature of social identity.

Social work and the individual order

Social work within the individual order should embrace the kind of individu-
alistic approaches charted above but in a manner that recognises the dialectic
between the inner and outer worlds of identity. If the service user’s image of
herself results from an internal conversation between the ‘I’ and the ‘me’, to
reference Mead again, then the social worker must appraise sensitively this
existential dynamic. Cooley’s portrayal of the ‘looking glass self’ is another
way of capturing this interchange and provides a master, sensitising
concept for tuning in to a person’s identity needs.

Adopting these insights, the social worker must foster the right conditions
to make this internal conversation flourish. Put in another way, if the ‘me’ of
the service user’s social identity reacts to the responses of the outside world,
then social workers must create conditions in which the individual is recog-
nised in a positive way. Experiences of misrecognition violate the ‘self’. For
Axel Honneth (2007), recognition, in its fullest sense, must be expressed in
three different ways, namely through (i) care, (ii) respect (of one’s rights)
and (iii) an acknowledgement of one’s contribution to social life and the com-
munity. In order to embrace fully a paradigm based on recognition, social
workers must be phenomenologically oriented; that is, they must listen to
the service user bracketing preconceptions to arrive at the quintessence of
her inner thinking. This is an important precondition for accurate empathy.

Moreover, a phenomenological understanding of inner thinking is required
to apprehend the significance of stigma. According to Goffman, stigma can
lead to a spoiled identity. Similarly, in Jenkins’s thinking, stigma represents a
situation where difference, rather than similarity, is to the fore; or where idea-
lised expectations are perceived to have been breached. In this connection,
social work must also be sensitive to the shame accompanying a sense of differ-
ence. Shame is the outcome of problematic social bonds whereas pride in one’s
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identity follows positive social encounters. Social work should aim to foster
pride and also the ventilation of shame for, if left unrecognised, it can lead to
anger, withdrawal and the dissolution of social bonds.

Social work and the interaction order

As indicated above, the interaction order is the sphere of the face-to-face. It is
where relationships are formed and sustained over time. For social workers,
their engagement in relationship is not just about appropriating a non-
directive style. In many situations, relationship in social work is the conduit
for giving information, rapport building, challenging perspectives, allowing
a measure of dependency, and acting as a therapeutic container. In this
context, Ruch et al. (2010) have made a convincing case for relationship-
based social work reflecting the accumulated wisdom of psycho-social and
object-relations models of practice. Such models have an important role in il-
luminating the interaction order.

Furthermore, the interaction order is the zone where a number of inviolable,
social rules shape action. Thus, daily face-to-face work is constrained by
temporal and spatial necessities. It is highly attuned to bodily idioms. The
rightdegree ofattention tothe serviceuser is required.The impressionsprofes-
sionals transmit, and how they are received and interpreted by service users,
mustbereflexivelyappraised.A prolongedstareoftensuggestsnegativejudge-
ment while lack of eye contact might imply disinterest. Professionals must also
understand that service users, too, are conveying impressions that can be
misinterpreted. Deference might need to be shown in some circumstances.
Its absence can lead to embarrassment. What is more, the salience of the
face, and ‘saving face’, should not be underestimated. Finally, a regard
for the fragility of the interaction order is vital. One’s sense of well-being is
ostensibly as good as the quality of the last interaction with a significant
another. Repairing relational breakdown and restoring relational attunement
and harmony must take precedence in day-to-day social work.

In all of this, the self is sensitive, context-dependent, processual and contin-
gent. It is very susceptible to external labels which can then be internalised.
Furthermore, social workers must understand the fundamental importance
of the dialectic between the service user’s internal and external worlds and
how it impacts on self-definition. Equally importantly, they must appreciate,
reflexively, how this dialectic operates to shape their own thinking and the
way they frame their practice. In Anglophile countries, bureaucratic, foren-
sic, risk-oriented and informational frames are evident to some extent in
statutory social work and sometimes work against the interaction order.

Social work and the institutional order

Service users come together in a range of institutions and groups including
prisons, hospitals, schools, residential homes and community associations.

543Beyond Individualism

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/article/46/2/532/2472171 by Q
ueen's U

niversity Belfast user on 26 N
ovem

ber 2021



It is imperative their individual and group identities are enhanced in these set-
tings given what we know about past assaults on the self as conveyed in the
findings of critical abuse inquiries but also Goffman and Foucault’s work
on the institution with its panoptical gaze.

In a related vein, Jenkins (2008) suggests group identities can be ascribed
from the outside by powerful caretakers and authorities (sometimes applying
stereotypical categories), yet in other situations they are open to the group’s
own definition. He references Karl Marx’s distinction between a class ‘in
itself’ and a class ‘for itself’. The former depicts a mass of individuals in
roughly the same social position who have been categorised by external
sources as having common characteristics. The latter reflects a class that
has become conscious of its own group identity, has realised its common inter-
ests and has mobilised to defend them. If social work is to take empowerment
seriously, then it must strive to facilitate the latter form of identification, one
which is not imposed externally but rather self-generated by service users
themselves.

Two empowerment-led methods are offered here as brief illustrative
examples of how a group ‘for itself’ identification can be facilitated by
social workers. The first is self-directed groupwork (Mullender and Ward,
1991). In this method, social workers work alongside service users enabling
them to have an important say in the definition of their own needs, interests,
aspirations and group identity. The role of the social worker is to offer guid-
ance and support in the initial stages of the group’s development; thereafter,
the group increasingly take on responsibility for their own momentum, activ-
ity and ostensible radicalisation.

The second method is exemplified in Augusto Boal’s (2000) model of eman-
cipatory drama, or image theatre, with oppressed groups. Here, a facilitator
introduces drama techniques to the participants so they can create corporeal
representations of oppressive situations but also identify problem-solving
strategies. These techniques foster a sense of social identity and community
membership that depends on the ‘symbolic construction and signification of
a mask of similarity which all can wear, an umbrella of solidarity under
which all can shelter’ (Jenkins, 2008, p. 110). The corporeal aspect of the
technique fits with Jenkins’s idea that identity is essentially embodied. The
body represents continuity of experience, ‘an index of collective similarity
and differentiation, and a canvas upon which identification can play’
(Jenkins, 2008, p. 19).

Social work and the societal order

As indicated earlier, I have approached the societal order in terms of its
unequal distribution of various kinds of capital. This distribution often
depends on signifiers such as gender, age and class. Social workers can gain
a more detailed understanding of how this process works through the work
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of Pierre Bourdieu (1977). In this context, Paul Michael Garrett (2012) has
outlined a model of Boudieusian social work that problematises individual-
ism in social work and the impact, more generally, of neo-liberalism on the
profession.

For Garrett, social workers should be attuned to Bourdieu’s rich concep-
tual arsenal of habitus (durable schemes of thought and action that have
been internalised by the actor through socialisation), field (the structured,
rule-bound locations in which actors take part) and capital (the resources
that have been acquired by or afforded to actors). The attainment of
capital, or not as the case may be, within the societal order is given greater ex-
pository weight when considered in light of both habitus and field. Put in
another way, the juxtaposition of all three heuristics explains how disadvan-
tage occurs but also change, for actors can make virtuosic choices (to some
degree) to better their social positions. Importantly, this analytical triad
links the subjective nature of social life (of which individual identity is a
part) with its objective counterpart (that is, societal structure).

Service users will enter transactions with social workers with a pre-defined
habitus, one that has been shaped by their surrounding fields and the amount
of capital available to them. Social workers, too, enter encounters with
service users with a socially induced habitus. To theorise anti-oppressive
practice from a Boudieusian perspective entails a reflexive understanding
of this unique interplay: tuning into the service user’s habitus but also one’s
own as a social worker and how they are both linked to the subjective and ob-
jective dimensions of social life. Such an understanding is emancipatory in the
sense it helps social workers to map out, empathically, the disabling fields
affecting service users’ habitus and their (non)access to capital. In addition,
it problematises an overzealous individualism in social work by illuminating
the fact that identity formation involves both an individual and social process
and one that is fraught because of its inherent subjugation of some groupings
in society.

Conclusion

Our identity is a product of internalised reflections that are insuperably
shaped by significant others and the outside world. To step aside from this
ontological position is to risk the miasma of extreme individualism which, al-
though championing existential choice, has the potential of accentuating the
individual’s experience of angst. A moderate form of individualism in social
work has its place, as I have argued, but not if it becomes a totalising discourse,
one emasculating the role of the collective. In this paper, I considered a
number of expressions of individualism in social work focusing critically on
person-centred models of counselling, the personalisation movement,
person-centred planning and the engagement with ‘life politics’. There are
other expressions not covered such as how individualism marries with: (i)
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strengths-based social work, (ii) the growing interest in spirituality, (iii)
quality of life debates and (iv) solution-focused approaches. In this context,
Richard Jenkins’s model of social identity, which I have augmented, provides
a unified, conceptual framework for the profession at a time when we need to
reinstate the ‘social’ within social work. In all of this, the profession must
respond to the politics of social identity for the fact of being who we are is
never a neutral affair. Through an understanding of the dynamics of the indi-
vidual, interactional, institutional and societal orders, social workers are
better equipped to problematise identity formation and thus enhance their
sensitivity to identities that have suffered debasement. In the final analysis,
social work’s adherence to the time-honoured principle of self-determination
is predicated on the realisation of social determination.
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� Summary: This article provides a review of the contribution of Axel Honneth’s model

of recognition for critical social work. While Honneth’s tripartite conceptualisation of

optimal identity-formation is positively appraised, his analysis of the link between mis-

recognition, the experience of shame and eventual sense of moral outrage, is contested.

Drawing on a range of sources, including the sociology of shame, Honneth’s ideas about

the emotional antecedents of emancipatory action are revised to guide critical social

work with misrecognised service users.

� Findings: The intellectual background to Honneth’s recognition model, emanating

from leading German philosophers, is described and its application to social work set

out. Even so, Honneth’s model is found to be deficient in one primary regard: its

assumption about the emotional antecedents to quests for withheld recognition

is misapprehended. In particular, the argument in this article is that the ubiquitous

emotion of shame, which Honneth argues flows from misrecognition, must be carefully

addressed through the medium of relationship, otherwise it might lead to repressed

shame and frustrated attempts at social struggle. To this end, a social work process is

delineated for dealing with shame, following episodes of misrecognition.

� Applications: Honneth’s model of recognition, along with revised ideas about how to

recognise and manage shame, is incorporated into a conceptual framework for critical

social work practice. With this renewed understanding of the impact of shame, follow-

ing misrecognition, social workers should be better equipped conceptually to enable

service users to take action for empowerment.
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Introduction

This article critically appraises Axel Honneth’s theory of recognition (1996) and its
implications for social work practice. Honneth’s ideas have radically challenged
notions of social justice, empowerment and human well-being within contemporary
social, political and moral theory. As an influential heir to his mentors in the
Frankfurt School, he continues to develop a corpus of thought concentrating on
the subject’s struggle to attain a wholesome identity; that is, a way of being attuned
with oneself so that self-respect, self-confidence and self-esteem flourish. The sub-
ject’s experience of positive recognition from others is the axial hub around which
these three aspects of self-relation turn. Moreover, Honneth sees recognition as the
fundamental, overarching moral category guiding theory-building and politicised
praxis aimed at securing social justice.

The social work profession and academy should, therefore, attempt to make
sense of Honneth’s substantial intellectual achievement, test its relevance and help-
fulness for practice, and add critical insights to make it more pertinent to the needs
of service users. This inquiry is urgent because social work must theorise the inter-
connection between the ‘personal’ and the ‘political’ in order to explain events in
social life (Andersen, 2013; Gray & Webb, 2013; Lens, 2001). Theory has to be
conceptually sufficient so it can offer an understanding of ‘private ills’ (e.g., forms
of psychological suffering) and their link with ‘public issues’ (e.g., discrimination,
injustice, and relations of asymmetrical power). The bifuraction between the psy-
chological and political realms of social work practice in western States has
remained contentious and insufficiently explored, particularly in the neo-liberal
age of globalisation, xenophobia, near imminent environmental catastrophe and
the meltdown of turbo-capitalist markets (Ferguson, 2013). Simply put, the notion
of recognition needs to move beyond a much popularised and vaunted term in the
social science lexicon, to a psycho-social construct enabling service users to take
action for empowerment. This denotes a process of change whereby sub-altern
groups move from being passive spectators to engaged activists in order to enhance
control of their lives and social situations (Mullaly, 2007).

In this context, social work is a unique profession because it intervenes in the
interstices between personal lives, civic status (and its subordination) and the social
world: ‘Thus, it is concerned with the social and personal; the psychological and the
public, the individual and the collective; with the self and agencies affecting it’
(Croft & Beresford, 2008, p. 400; emphasis in original). Social workers not only
advocate for service users with senior managers within their organisations (in order
to canvass resources) but also respond to psychological loss, crisis and change in
specialist settings such as palliative care and, more generally, transitions through-
out the human lifecycle. Critical theory helps to make these interventions psycho-
logically, culturally and politically sensitive. For example, social workers need to
understand the rampant politicisation of migrants and refugees as it has a signifi-
cant bearing on issues of misrecognition, inclusion, participation and integration in
society. It is not enough to practise traditional casework with these groupings:
increasingly, social work needs to respond at the level of policy advocacy, research

4 Journal of Social Work 16(1)



and public education. In all of this, social work faces a conflict between its core
values (such as respect) and the political ideologies underpinning western, neo-
liberal States. Recognition theory provides a lens for social workers and service
users to examine these conflicts and determine ‘what is going on’, ‘what is to be
done’, and ‘how is it to be done’. Such is the politics of social work recognition.

As to the structure of the article, first I summarise Honneth’s work on the theme
of recognition and describe its resuscitation of a cardinal permise in Hegelian
philosophy: the intersubjective nature of selfhood. Next, consideration is given
to the social work academy’s growing interest in the recognition paradigm,
noting some positive appraisal but also clear-sighted critique. With these founda-
tions in place, I highlight a central gap in Honneth’s model. This refers to his
assumption that experiences of disrespect, engendering the emotion of shame,
lead ipso facto to social struggle aimed at seeking withheld recognition. It is
argued that a reworked understanding of the psychology of shame in Honneth’s
work is necessary if service users are to make any recognisable headway in con-
necting their assaulted identities with attempts to take collective action in the out-
side world. In other words, the translation of experiences of disrespect (and its
correlate of shame) to group empowerment, user involvement and self-advocacy, is
one that can be hampered by unconscious defence mechanisms leading to repressed
shame.

Critical social work has a vital role to play here in addressing how emancipatory
action might be curtailed by this psychological reaction. For example, The
Disability Rights movement in the UK has not only redefined our understanding
of what types of services should be provided, but also who should provide them
(Coulshed, 2006). Independent living, person-centred planning, co-production, per-
sonalisation and direct payments are innovations in the UK that flow from a pro-
gressive, social model of disability. This movement has rightly highlighted that
service users, themselves, can be service providers. Yet, in the process of empower-
ing service users to take on such a role, past experiences of psychological shame,
stigma, humiliation and misrecognition may need to be worked through as they can
lead to psychological and social withdrawal. In effect, they are often barriers to
change. It is not purely an outward matter of advocating, commissioning and
negotiating: social workers need to tune-in and demonstrate accurate empathy
for psychological experiences of disrespect. This takes us to Honneth’s central
propositions about identity-formation and social change.

Honneth’s model of recognition

One striking feature of Honneth’s output is its self-consciously and painstakingly
reflective vigilance in testing and reworking its philosophical claims. In his magnum
opus, The Struggle for Recognition (1996), Honneth brought together, succinctly
and coherently, a range of inter-related ideas forged out of extensive inquiries into
the nature of human development in the context of unfolding historical social
relations. Capturing philosophical themes, intuitions and musings, as part of an
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earlier 15-year inquiry, this culminating text remained true to the leitmotif of the
Frankfurt School: to maintain a strong unity between theory and praxis. A golden
thread of inquiry underpinned this work knitting together the thoughts of a
number of intellectual luminaries including Hegel, Feuerbach, Fichte, Mead and
Habermas. The ideas emanating from this genealogy are traced briefly before out-
lining the centrepiece of Honneth’s thinking: his tripartite model of identity-
formation.

Honneth, at a preliminary stage in his thinking, was greatly inspired by Georg
Hegel’s early Jena writings (1979). Hegel was the first major philosopher to evince
an inter-subjectivist paradigm and link it with social norms. He believed human
identity flourished in the context of social relationships characterised by exchange
and reciprocity. In doing so, he emphasised the sociality of the human subject.
Even prior to the distinction between one person and another, there existed,
according to Hegel, a primordial bond, or social symbiosis, between them.
Hence, inter-subjectivity was viewed as an a priori phenomenon. Here, we came
across the idea of a fundamental unity between people, one that even preceded their
understanding of themselves as separate beings. Moreover, human engagement
reached an ethical apex when subjects recognised, not only their inter-connected-
ness, but their joint value. This view of the primacy of social life was in marked
contrast to reductionist conceptions of society as an aggregate of individuals
caught in a Hobessian ‘war-of-all-against-all’ or a Machiavellian quest for narcis-
sistic, self-preservation.

Honneth’s intellectual journey was further animated by the work of Ludwig
Feuerbach (1986). For this German philosopher, the subject was a sensuous
being endowed with corporeality – or a physical presence, which interacted with
other embodied subjects in the social sphere. The use of the word sensuality
referred to the subject’s feelings, sentiments and visceral intuitions. Upon entering
the social world, the subject opened out to it and hence engaged in some form of
rich inter-change with others. We were not rational automatons, argued
Feuerbach, but rather beings of the heart as well as the mind. When the wordly
winds of gain and loss, fame and fortune, pleasure and pain, and praise and blame
blew unpredictably through a person’s life, they were inevitably met with an emo-
tional response. In particular, the subject experienced hurt, shame and outrage
when humiliated. From hurt came an instinctive impulse to act to restore a tainted
identity. As such, human praxis was, for Feuerbach, a kind of emancipatory sen-
sualism following assaults on our identity. The oppressed, thrust forward by emo-
tional outrage and condemnation of their treatment, became political actors
seeking recompense through a moral grammar of social struggle.

Feuerbach rooted these conceptions in an anthropocentric paradigm of philo-
sophical anthropology. It suggested we developed a reflective identity through
social interaction to become moral beings. Furthermore, the social aspect of our
being was so ineluctably anchored in our needs that to disregard this dimension of
human life was to show disrespect. The subject’s needs for positive acknowledge-
ment were an omnipresent reality across cultures and historical epochs, forming a

6 Journal of Social Work 16(1)



moral substratum of experience. When need was threatened through acts of
misrecognition, a space was created for a normative critique of those breaches of
inter-subjectivity.

Honneth was also influenced by Johann Fichte (2000). The latter posited that
self-consciousness was formed out of a circular, reciprocal reaction with another’s
consciousness. This notion mirrored closely the central premise underpinning sym-
bolic interactionism, a sociological theory developed by the American pragmatist
thinker, George Herbert Mead (1967). Borrowing from Fichte and Mead, Honneth
refined and developed his theory of recognition according to the premise that ‘I can
produce in myself the reaction that my actions are likely to evoke in the person with
whom I am talking’. Thus, both philosophers articulated something essential about
social life and moral behaviour: our ability to perspective-take with others in order
to influence their actions and maintain a social bond. We developed a capacity as a
species to carry out an internal dialogue enabling us to reflect on what others,
and society at large, expected of us. So, for Honneth, formative processes in the
recognition of the other involved role-taking and internal conversations about
expectations of behaviour.

Yet, Honneth was clear that role-taking was not just a process of internal,
monological dialogue with oneself; more than that, it involved communication
with significant people. Jürgen Habermas (1986) emphasised this facet of social
life when he established the conditions for egalitarian communication: a situation
where speakers listened to each other and attempted to understand what was being
said in order to reach a consensus. He termed this communicative action and con-
trasted it with a conversation where speakers were strategic in intent, using power
to manipulate the discourse in accordance with pre-determined ends. Honneth
underscored the significance of communication but argued, contra Habermas, it
was not the crucial engine driving emancipation. Coming from a post-linguistic
stance, he saw the impetus for change in terms of claims for rightful identity in the
widest sense possible.

Synthesising these grounding insights from various German philosophers,
Honneth articulated the quintessential dimensions of recognition in social life.
Formatively, they fell under three headings, namely recognition of the subject’s:
(a) need for love and care (b) rights as a human being and (c) strengths or contri-
bution to a community. Table 1 sets out these dimensions of recognition, their
sources and psycho-social connotation.

Self-confidence was developed in the infant by primary caretakers showing acts
of love and care. Honneth looked to Winnicott’s object-relations theory (1971) to
substantiate this form of recognition. Winnicott suggested that the very young
infant experienced a symbiotic union with her mother accompanied by an undif-
ferentiated sense of self. Through ‘good enough’ mothering, or maternal recogni-
tion, this profound dependence gradually lessened as the infant became more aware
of her nascent identity. Any separation anxiety would be contained psychologically
by the available and sensitive mother, enabling the child to develop ontological
trust, leave the ‘secure base’ of protected care, and explore the social world.
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The movement from complete dependence following birth, to relative inter-depen-
dence as a mature, functioning adult, challenged Freud’s view that human devel-
opment was primarily a product of intra-psychic processes forged on repressed,
libidinal needs. The child’s inner working model, embracing the perception of self
and others, could be threatened, however, by acts of child abuse leading to
impaired self-confidence in later life.

Self-respect, by way of contrast, occurred as a result of a different type of rec-
ognition, one lying in society’s attribution of diverse human rights to each and
every citizen. The individual was entitled to freedom of expression, the right to
vote, to take part in an assembly, to own property – all indicative of the great
liberal tradition of rights. But more than that, respecting the other meant she
should not have to endure the privations of material inequities and impecunious
hardship nor suffer xenophobic discrimination against her cultural identity. To
achieve a sense of full self-realisation, subjects should also be accorded rights as
full participants in the democratic polis. They should be empowered to take an
active role in deliberating on policy, law and statue rather than being thrust into
the role of passive recipients of centralised decrees. To return to Mead and sym-
bolic interactionism, if role-taking was a deeply ingrained anthropological fact, an
irrepressible human need, it must surely have a normative content pivoting on a
consideration of the other person’s rights in the situation. To ground this point, the
trinity of ‘rights, respect and role-taking’ reverberates strongly with social work
approaches to young offenders. Yet, in some social systems regulating this area, a
justice paradigm has prevailed over a welfare one. In the former, risk-analysis
occludes needs-assessment and punishment overturns restorative care (Carr,
2012). When this occurs, role-taking is attenuated as insufficient consideration is
given to the fact that many young offenders come from impoverished backgrounds.
However, under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989),

Table 1. The psycho-social implications of Honneth’s model of recognition.

Forms of recognition

Recognition as

love/ care

Recognition as

acknowledging

human rights

Recognition as

identifying strengths/

social contribution

Outcomes of

recognition

Attainment of

self-confidence

Attainment of

self-respect

Attainment of

self-esteem

Ultimate source

of recognition

Micro sphere of

significant others

Macro sphere

of society

Mezzo sphere of

community

Forms of

misrecognition

Abuse, denigration,

criticism,

emotional neglect

Denial of rights,

exclusion, treating

the other

as an ‘object’

Focus on a person’s

limitations or

ignoring her

contribution

Outcomes of

misrecognition

Lack of self-confidence Self-disrespect Impoverished sense of

worth and dignity
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the best interests of children should be a primary consideration dominating all
actions.

Self-esteem, according to Honneth, came by recognising a person possessed
unique strengths or talents. People were situated in different social networks and
communities where they could contribute to the well-being of others. In previous
times social standing had been tied to the group to which one belonged. In the
modern age, it was linked to an individual’s achievement. Regardless of the period,
having this contribution recognised by social networks built pride and competence.
Strengths could be vocational in nature, or reflect prowess in sports, or educational
attainment, or musical flair. To be competent in at least one area, and to have this
recognised, enhanced resilience. It accentuated one’s ability to deal with stress.
Educational achievement could activate positive chain reactions or at least divert
negatives ones. We know about the value of recognising skills in young people in
the education system as a way of enhancing their capacity to ‘bounce back’ from
adversity (Ungar, 2004). Self-efficacy was associated with this resilience. In con-
trast, misrecognition of one’s contribution to the community undermined esteem
and, with it, dignity. This linkage between resilience and community is taken up by
Ungar’s (2012) path-breaking international research. For him, building resilience is
an ecologically complex and multi-dimensional process. Moreover, it is a process
that draws on resources in both the individual and the environment. This assertion
complements Honneth’s stress on the domain of social networks. Ungar’s findings
also connect with recognition theory when he reports that services must be deliv-
ered in a respectful way, paying attention to the young person’s rights, providing
care and prioritising the person over bureaucracy.

Recognition and social work

Honneth’s work has received limited attention by the social work academy. That
said, two authors have formatively evaluated its contribution to social work. They
are Paul Michael Garrett (2010) and Stephen Webb (2010). Both eschewed the
tripartite model though the latter was somewhat more positive in his overall
view. Garrett pointed to the model’s supposed ‘psychologisation’ of human prob-
lems and reductionist focus on micro encounters. Both referred to its conceptual
limitations when it came to the question of the redistribution of wealth. Their
concerns reflected Nancy Fraser’s (Fraser & Honneth, 2003) enduring polemic
against Honneth. Fraser argued Honneth’s three spheres of recognition explained
cultural injustice but not exploitation in the sphere of political economy. Cleavages
in class, inequalities in living standards, and material disadvantage, were under-
theorised, it was claimed. For Fraser, the redress to neo-liberalism lay not just in
the restoration of wounded cultural identities but also in the reinstatement of the
subject’s status in social and economic life and her parity with others to participate
equally in social situations. Fraser’s argument carried some weight given the reality
of oppressive class systems under neo-liberalism and the need to give redistribution
a firmer footing in economic policy.
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However, this critique did not give sufficient credence to Honneth’s later work
(2012) where the recognition concept was extended more visibly to political and
economic institutions, their exploitation of the worker, and the social impact of
working conditions. In making these shifts towards an understanding of political-
economy, Honneth defined a leftist-Hegelian critique of liberalism. With this
understanding, he extrapolated the third sphere of recognition to a subject’s con-
tribution within the field of labour. A person’s experience of the labour market, to
quote Honneth, ‘must remain categorically embedded in moral experiences to such
a degree that its role in obtaining social recognition does not disappear from view’
(2007, p. 75). Child rearing, social care within institutions supporting vulnerable
people, and so-called ‘housework’, were all examples of realms of labour disres-
pected by modern society. The carer’s rank in these areas was considerably deva-
lued. The impact of unemployment, on mental health and family well-being, must
also be viewed as a form of societal disrespect. For example, a long-term, loyal,
hard-working employee is suddenly made redundant as a result of a competitive
take-over of the firm for which he works. His subsequent depression at losing a
valued role has manifest implications for his family. His children suffer, not only
due to the loss of income, but also because of the psychological loss of their father.
Thus, the capricious nature of the market weaves its way into the private sphere of
family life, impacting on child welfare and ostensibly igniting a negative chain
reaction in personal psycho-biographies.

Other social work commentators, including this author (Houston, 2013), have
been more approving of recognition theory. Thus, Froggett (2004) drew on
research conducted in a cross-professional community and healthy living centre.
The practice of inter-personal recognition, she found, fostered creative forms of
expression (such as the use of art and drama) and personal development. The
recognition principle was seen as fundamental to developing creativity within
staff and service users. By gaining confidence through creative expression, users
were empowered to think about instances of misrecognition in wider domains of
their lives. In a different vein, Marthinsen and Skjefstad (2011) gave credence to the
recognition construct in their empirical research of a social work programme in
Norway. The social workers were able to develop the service users’ self-confidence
by actively recognising their strengths. One important consequence of this stance
was the development of occupational skills in the long-term unemployed. Cortis
(2007), correspondingly, discovered Honneth’s recognition-theoretic resonated
strongly with the suffering described by parents in a case study exploring family
support services. Commenting on Honneth’s tripartite model of love, rights and
strengths, she said: ‘These categories give voice to the social suffering of users in the
study, and meaningfully capture the outcomes they experienced by using family
services’ (p. 257).

Jull (2009) took up a different theme by presenting the norm of recognition in
social work as a foil to institutional practices underpinned by negative judgements
of service users. For Jull, judgement leads to disrespectful practice. This idea that
institutions present barriers to recognition was also mirrored in Filsinger’s (2003)
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attempt to apply Honneth’s three forms of practical self-relation to psychosocial
practice with people with a learning disability. Institutional regimes, it was argued,
can present sources of misrecognition as witnessed in ‘indignities, disregard and
restrictions to autonomy’ (p. 21).

We can build on these sources to link Honneth’s three limbs of recognition with
related approaches to social work practice (see Table 2).

Recognition as love/care centrally finds a home in relationship-based social
work (Turney, 2012). The development and maintenance of a therapeutic alliance
with the service user, where care is shown, sustains and nurtures the relationship –
even in contexts where the need for control is also present. Caring, relational social
work stands in marked contrast to the cold, rational feel of some bureaucratic,
welfare interventions. Indeed, Ferguson and Woodward (2009) argued relation-
ship-based practice was a modern antidote to bureaucracy and managerialism.
Computerised systems, audit checklists, actuarial, risk-averse schedules, sometimes
displace the person, not recognising identity needs. Our self-image depends on how
other people react to us, what they reflect back through their facial expression,
vocal tone and demeanour. For Honneth, consciousness cannot be separated from
social context. It follows, therefore, that social work can be conceptualised as a
form of symbolic interaction. A social worker has a major responsibility to culti-
vate positive thoughts of self-relation in service users by focusing on the quality of
the social interaction within professional encounters. Positive interaction is the
process by which the capacity to think about self is both developed and expressed.
In this medium, a social worker can counter the effects of stigma and labelling.
Commensurate with this focus on the symbolic world of the service user, is
the requirement to understand how relationship affects intra-psychic development.
To reiterate, Honneth drew on Winnicott’s ideas concerning the importance of
object-relations for the developing self. Attachment theory (Golding, 2008)
embraces this perspective with its focus on how the ‘inner working model’ develops,
defence mechanisms operate and attachment patterns unfold throughout the
lifecourse.

Table 2. Types of recognition linked with approaches to social work.

Types of

recognition

Recognition as

love/care

Recognition as

identifying strengths/

social contribution

Recognition as

acknowledging rights

Related social

work approaches

Relationship-based

social work

Strengths-based

social work

Rights-based social work

Social work as

‘symbolic interaction’

Community social

work

Structural social work

Social work as

‘object-relations’

Ecological social

work

Political social work

Anti-oppressive

social work
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Recognition, in the form of identifying strengths within others, is mirrored in
strengths-based social work where the onus is to empower service users. This
approach builds on the premise that people have the innate capacity to reflect,
grow, adapt to their circumstances, assimiliate new information and utilise inner
resources to address challenges in life. It is antithetical to a deficit-led model which
negates self-esteem. Moreover, for Honneth, this form of recognition demands a
social medium: a group or network which values the subject and the contribution
she makes to the collective sphere. Community social work and ecological perspec-
tives adhere to this fundamental principle (in different ways). In doing so, they take
account of how contrasting social systems – micro, meso and macro – nurture an
individual’s strengths and their potential. As I have reported elsewhere (Houston &
Dolan, 2008), the assessment of social support is intrinsic here and might include
the provision of a mentor to enhance a person’s skills. Providing support to
another person is the sine qua non of recognition.

Acknowledging and respecting the other’s rights, is reflected in rights-based
social work practice (Ife, 2012). The discourse on human rights occupies one of
the most emotive and contested positions in contemporary socio-political debates.
It lies at the epicentre of social work and its codes of practice, particularly at a time
when the misrecognition of socio-cultural identities is to the fore in many countries,
and structural cleavages between rich and poor families are becoming increasingly
apparent. Given the reality of these challenges, Honneth’s recognition framework
takes on a particular purchase, because it moves beyond a conception of rights as
abstract entitlements to one concerned with an enhancement of personal identity.
Re-formulated in this way, the law, through the medium of respectful relations, has
the power to create emotional well-being. Hence, the person is not a virtual actor
but rather a sensuous being dependent on daily acts of respect. Human rights must
be connected with real-life, embodied people who feel pain. These ontological
premises sharpen empathy for service users making it more percipient.

Rights-based social work can also be aligned, under a broad canvas, with other
radical forms of practice such as critical social work (Allan, Briskman, & Pease,
2009), structural social work (Mullaly, 2007) and political social work (Webb &
Gray, 2014). These approaches share a common commitment to redress social
inequality and relationships based on asymmetrical power. Whether of a modernist
hue (where material conditions are to the fore), or postmodernist complexion
(focusing on the celebration of difference and diveristy), the aim is to foster
social change through transformative practice. Honneth’s model of social justice
provides a new angle on critical social work through the philosophical anthropol-
ogy of the person presented earlier. Stated in another way, it is not always clear
what ontological assumptions of the person underpin the various forms of critical
social work and anti-oppressive practice. It is not always apparent what view is
taken on identity-formation and the nature of social interaction. The pathologies of
capitalist society must be understood in terms of their effects on the person, first
and foremost, how they dismantle a person’s being-in-the-world and psychological
constitution. For Honneth, the prime mover in neo-liberal de-humanisation is not
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instrumental rationality (as stated by the early Frankfurt School theorists) nor
distorted communication (as argued by Habermas). Modern social theory, the
well-spring of contemporary, critical social work, must relocate its analysis in the
structural conditions of reciprocal recognition. In this context, Honneth is suggest-
ing that the intersubjective nature of human identity can act as the fillip to critical
practice. Recognition, in this formulation, becomes the normative foundation for a
new critical theory of the person and society.

In reviewing the above categories, it is important to state that, in practice, the
different forms of recognition are interlacing. That is, love and care underpin a
rights-based approach and a strengths-orientation. When practising community
social work, we are implicitly acknowledging rights of citizenship. An empowering
social work response will, most likely, show all three forms of recognition. In the
domain of mental health, for example, social workers are required to show care
when addressing severe mental distress; reduce social isolation through creating
supporting social networks; and uphold rights when advocating for users caught in
the labyrinth of the psychiatric system. In mental health social work, empowerment
may also take the form of supporting the development of service user, consumer
and survivor perspectives. The following quote from Honneth should enliven these
perspectives: ‘because engaging in political struggle publicly demonstrates the
ability that was hurtfully disrespected, this participation restores a bit of the
individual’s lost self-respect’ (1996, p. 164).

Critical social work, disrespect and shame

At this stage we need to enlarge the analysis by challenging a core premise in
Honneth’s theorisation of social change: that is, that moral experiences of disres-
pect should be viewed, unproblematically, as the driving engine for demands for
recognition. Contra Honneth, disrespect may often create emotional blockages to
change, inertia or activate the flight mechanism. To avail of Honneth’s path-break-
ing contribution, critical social work must re-work his ideas on this theme by
appraising how subjects react emotionally to experiences of disrespect.

According to Honneth (1996), disrespect can be shown in a number of ways.
First, the body can be violated as in acts of physical abuse, sexual abuse and
torture. These acts represent the most fundamental forms of degradation because
they result in severe humiliation and shame. It is not only the physical pain that is
felt but also ‘the feeling of being defensively at the mercy of another subject, to the
point of feeling that one has been depived of reality’ (p. 132). There is lasting
damage to one’s confidence and trust in others. In all of this, the subject has lost
autonomous control of her body and, furthermore, experiences a kind of psycho-
logical death. A second form of disrespect, argues Honneth, comes from the denial
of a person’s inviolable rights. As a consequence, one’s personal autonomy is
affected; one also loses the status of a fully-fledged citizen endowed with moral
entitlements to take part in social interaction. This situation results in a loss of face
and moral self-respect, with its accompanying shame, because the subject is no
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longer recognised as capable of forming moral judgements. For Honneth, the
experience can represent a ‘social death’. Finally, according to Honneth, the
third face of disrespect reveals itself when one’s contribution to the community
is not acknowledged. This omission impacts negatively on status, self-worth and
self-esteem. When one’s abilities are not recognised by the social group to which
one is affiliated, it leads to a sense of social ostracism – a lack of connection with
networks that are meant to validate one’s place in the established, social order.
Using metaphorical terms, Honneth argues that cultural denigration leads to
psychic scars and injuries.

To reiterate, these three forms of disrespect, for Honneth, lead to humiliation,
denigration and shame, endangering human identity much like the way a pernicious
infection threatens bodily health. However, unlike Hegel and Mead, who failed to
address the societal implications of disrespect, Honneth saw shame as the prime
mover in motivating a subject to engage in social struggle or conflict. He therefore
seized upon this missing link connecting psychological suffering to pragmatic action.
Feeling ashamed propelled one into a quest for the denied social recognition that
sustained human identity. In his inimitable style, Honneth put the point as follows:

in the context of the emotional responses associated with shame, the experience of

being disrespected can become the motivational impetus for a struggle for recognition.

For it is only by regaining the possibility of active conduct that individuals can dispel

the state of emotional tension into which they are forced as a result of humiliation.

(1996: p. 138)

At this juncture, what are we to make of Honneth’s thoughts concerning the
moral and psychological antecedents of social struggle? While the tripartite model
of identity formation has much relevance to social work, as argued above, his
assertion that shame unproblematically generates political struggle is naı̈ve and
must surely confound anti-oppressive practice rather than enrich it.
Phenomenological, sociological and psychoanalytical evidence (considered below)
presents a different set of findings regarding the psycho-social dynamics of shame.
Attempts to translate shame into user-empowerment may well flounder unless this
is understood.

Shame, as an emotion in human life, has received increasing attention in a range
of literature – both fictional and academic. From a psychoanalytical perspective,
Helen Lewis (1971) discovered shame was ubiquitous when analysing numerous
verbatim transcripts of psychotherapeutic sessions with her clients. In fact, the
experience of shame was much more prevalent than other emotional reactions.
Like Honneth, Lewis saw shame as quintessentially a reaction to a disrupted
social bond – when one became disconnected from both understanding and
being understood by another. However, it was often suppressed or bypassed.
Quite assuredly, it did not lead neatly to Honneth’s emancipatory praxis.

The emotion of shame has also received notable coverage from a sociological
perspective. Georg Simmel (1904) examined how people needed to express
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themselves creatively but feared the consequences of departing from social conven-
tions. To do so, would be to invoke shame. Alternatively, for Charles Cooley
(1922), shame was a by-product of self-reflection: wondering what the other was
thinking about one’s actions. Being conscious of how we appeared to others,
through a ‘looking-glass mirror’, could either lead to shame or pride depending
on whether one felt judged or validated. Thus, these emotions were the outcome of
a self-monitoring process in the form of an inner dialogue linked to social inter-
action. Cooley’s thoughts in this regard influenced Irving Goffman’s (2005) idea
that face-saving overtures (in order to ‘cut a good figure’), and deferential demean-
our, were integral to the interaction order. In effect, they were designed to fend off
rejection and embarrasment. A person experiencing the latter emotion was strongly
motivated to re-establish the social bond, to be relieved from the crippling impact
of shame. This was a somewhat different conclusion to the one drawn by Honneth.

The sociologist, Norbert Elias, made a novel contribution to this area. In his
landmark exploration of the civilising process through pre-modern and modern
times (Elias, 2000), Elias linked the experience of shame with departures from
‘manners’ in social life. Simply put, a civilised person must abide by socially
approved etiquette. Children had been socialised into this rubric from an early
age and with it came ever decreasing shame thresholds, making shame more ubi-
quitous. Yet, for Elias, as with Lewis, shame was often a hidden experience, one
not easily identified nor vented. It could not be viewed automatically as an inex-
orable source of politicised contestation.

The sociologist, Thomas Scheff (2000), acknowledged the salience of this body
of work on shame. Like Honneth, he believed human beings were intrinsically
social in nature. Indeed, he argued we were ineluctably driven to maintain the
social bond with others. Preserving social connectedness necessitated, though,
that we adhered to a ‘deference-emotion system’. In other words, actors strived
to maintain social attunement with each other by submitting to idealised, social
expectations. If we failed to live up to these expectations, the emotion of shame
often appeared. Shame thus acted as a social regulator of behaviour. By way of
contrast, when we believed we had met what was required of us, interactively, then
pride, the converse of shame, would result with its positive ramifications for the
self. Notably, given their ontological prominence in social interaction, Scheff
argued shame and pride could be considered the master emotions in human life,
occurring throughout many cultures and exhibited through historical events and
artistic traditions. They were quintessential and ubiquitous feelings. More import-
antly, Scheff saw shame as often unacknowledged by the subject or bypassed,
endorsing the observations of Lewis, Goffman and Elias. One reason for this
was that shame was recursive: it reacted back on itself, so that we became
shamed about feeling shame in the first place. The process could be mutually
reinforcing and insuperably destructive, generating anger, as depicted in Figure 1.

As can be seen, shame commences with the perception that a bond with someone
has been disrupted or broken. There follows negative consequences for the ‘self’. In
short, self-esteem becomes tarnished. When this occurs, a person might experience
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shame due to a negative evaluation of self. Feeling this way often produces anger,
because to be humiliated is a painful experience. Anger, in turn, can further disrupt
the social bond because it can be seen as an attack on the self. The cycle mirrors
Honneth’s misrecognition thesis up to the point when shame is experienced. For
Scheff, shame then becomes a buried affair leading to potentially destructive cycles
of anger and relational breakdown. Honneth, in marked contrast, presents it as an
enlightening gateway to political action – given the right social context. However,
the previously highlighted body of psychological and sociological work supporting
Scheff’s stance is noteworthy. It questions, therefore, Honneth’s understanding of
the psycho-dynamics of shame. That said, it is important to retain Honneth’s
important premises on recognition and identity (outlined earlier) and yet accom-
modate Scheff’s insights. Such an undertaking might provide critical social work
practice with a deeper understanding of the interconnection between misrecogni-
tion, shame and empowerment.

To make this interconnection more visible, I contend that shame might be
approached in a social work encounter as follows in Figure 2.

It is axiomatic that a caring, holding relationship, where a therapeutic alliance is
struck, offers the best medium for helping someone address disturbing emotions
such as shame and guilt. Indeed, this is a cardinal principle of social work (Turney,
2012) and is synonymous with what Ferguson terms ‘intimate practice’ (2013).
It also primarily reflects Honneth’s first limb of recognition – the need for love
and care. Crucially, this relationship should be devoid of negative judgement. From
the security of this connection, a service user might begin to explore episodes in her
life when she had been misrecognised and the feelings engendered. The experience
of (buried) shame may be present and identified through shame markers such as
blushing, negative self-talk, the pain of feeling different to others, a leap to anger,
or a deep sense of embarrassment. The antecedents to such inner distress might be
considered in terms of Honneth’s three forms of misrecognition: withholding care
to a person, denying her rights, or failing to acknowledge her strengths. Identifying
and exploring shame, bringing repressed feelings into conscious awareness, har-
rowing as it may be, can effect catharsis and assist in managing the emotion. Inner
mindfulness of the impact of shame on one’s thoughts and bodily states can lead to

Disrupted social bond      Shame Nega�ve evalua�on of self 

Suppressed/ 
recursive shame

                 Anger 

Figure 1. Scheff’s cycle of unacknowledged shame.
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the technique of gently ‘letting-go’ of the experience instead of investing in repres-
sion or its ostensible transmutation into anger. Social workers can help at this point
to reverse shame to restore pride by enacting Honneth’s three limbs of identity-
formation with the service-user: recognising the person’s need for care and
solicitude, her rights and strengths. By regaining some sense of pride, service-
users are better placed to take action for empowerment – seeking the lost recog-
nition they deserved without having to also deal with the debilitating effects of
shame hampering the empowerment process.

Step One -

Step Two -  

Step Three -    

Step Four -     

Step Five -     

Step Six -           

Iden�fying Shame as a By-Product of Misrecogni�on 

Exploring the Impact of Shame 

Managing Shame 

Restoring Pride through Recogni�on  

Developing a Therapeu�c Alliance through Acts of Recogni�on  

Empowering Service Users to Challenge Misrecogni�on 

Figure 2. Responding to shame in critical social work through recognition.
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The various components of Honneth’s model of recognition, and the re-worked
view on shame based on the work of Scheff and others, can be collated into a
conceptual framework for social work practice (see Table 3).

A framework such as this can be used to enable service users to explore experi-
ences of recognition and misrecognition in their life-pathways and the presence of
pride or shame. It also provides the social worker with an understanding of what
methods, skills and approaches are appropriate to address different forms of mis-
recognition. When shame is identified, a shame-sensitive form of social work prac-
tice, depicted in Figure 2 above, can be employed to help ameliorate it and instil
pride. For service users, the latter orientation is more conducive to examining the
impact of the domains of the ‘personal’ and the ‘political’ on their lives compared
with the repressive effects of shame. In doing so, the framework also enables users
to take action for empowerment. Here, the social worker must use her relationship
with the service user to recognise the latter’s worth, to show care, acknowledge
rights and locate strengths. Relationship-based social work, reflecting the philo-
sophical anthropology of Honneth and his intellectual precursors, is the medium
par excellence for growth and change.

The framework also sensitises social workers to some of the fundamental
psycho-social dynamics underpinning oppression and connects this understanding

Table 3. A conceptual framework for critical social work.

Types of

recognition

Recognition as

love/care

Recognition as

identifying strengths/

social contribution

Recognition as

acknowledging rights

Outcomes of

recognition

Attainment of

self-confidence

Attainment of

self-esteem

Attainment of

self-respect

Ultimate source

of recognition

Micro sphere of

significant others

Mezzo sphere of

community

Macro sphere

of society

Forms of

misrecognition

Abuse, denigration,

humiliation,

criticism,

emotional neglect

Focusing on limitations

and ignoring

contributions to

social life

Denial of rights and

social exclusion

Outcomes of

misrecognition

Lack of self-confidence

and potential

for shame

Impoverished self-worth

and potential for

shame

Self-disrespect and

potential for shame

Related social

work approaches

Shame-sensitive social

work (see Figure 2);

relationship-based

social work; social

work as ‘symbolic

interaction’;

social work

as ‘object-relations’

Shame-sensitive social

work (see Figure 2);

strengths-based

social work;

community social work;

ecological social work

Shame-sensitive social

work (see Figure 2);

rights-based

social work;

political social work;

structural social work
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with different types of anti-oppressive and rights-based interventions. In doing so,
it acts as a conceptual tool enabling students to reflect when on placement; social
workers to tune-in to a new referral; and social work academics to consider some of
the essential elements of a value-led curriculum. Moreover, it can be used to under-
gird anti-oppressive supervision moving beyond a bureaucratic, risk-averse, check-
list model to put the ‘social’ back into social work. Hence, supervisor and
supervisee could consider how recognition and misrecognition have played out in
the lives of service users and how the ‘ethics of recognition’ ought to shape
case assessment, planning, decision-making, management and evaluation. The
examination of care and control conflicts, and work with reluctant and resistant
young people and adults, takes on a particular purchase when examined through
the lens of recognition theory and the disabling effects of shame. Negative reactions
from service users may well reflect a central feeling that they have been disrespected
in some fundamental way. A resistant young person may have had a lifetime of
abuse and denigration in his family and institutional care contrary to Honneth’s
first limb of identity-formation. The lens of recognition gets to the heart of the
matter.

Conclusion

German philosophy contains a fecund vein of ontological insights about the human
condition, the prerequisites for personal identity and, most importantly, human
flourishing. The contours of this school of thought have been traced noting Hegel’s
foundational proposition that our sense of self is quintessentially a ‘social’ affair.
Honneth’s development of this corpus of thought, addressing particularly our
practical relation-to-self, has been discussed noting the salience for social work
of the three limbs of optimal identity-formation, namely recognition in terms of
care, rights, and strengths. However, sociological insights about shame, as an emo-
tional response to misrecognition, are at odds with Honneth’s premise that it is the
antecedent to social action; it is here that Scheff’s work has been brought to bear to
rework this aspect of the recognition model. With this renewed understanding of
the impact of shame, social workers are better equipped conceptually to empower
service users to make the link between misrecognition and acts of resistance or
contestation. It is the attainment of pride in oneself which activates a belief that
change to the prevailing social order is possible. Critical social work practice is
quintessentially a response to human injustice and oppression that builds from a
deep ontological understanding of the self, hurt, humiliation, shame and also the
conditions required for optimal self-confidence, self-esteem and self-respect.
Fuelled by a philosophical anthropology of the self, social workers can develop
renewed insights into the fundamental nature of social ‘being’, realising that the
‘I’ is in the ‘We’ and vice-versa (Honneth, 2012). Arguably, this philosophical
insight ought to unite different forms of radical, rights-based and anti-oppressive
approaches in social work.
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Bronfenbrenner’s model of bio-ecological development has been utilised widely within the social 

sciences, in the field of human development, and in social work. Yet, while championing the rights 

of marginalised families and communities, Bronfenbrenner had under-theorised the role of power, 

agency and structure in shaping the ‘person–context’ interrelationship, life opportunities and social 

wellbeing. To respond to this deficit, this article first outlines Bronfenbrenner’s ‘person, process, 

context and time’ model. It then seeks to loosely align aspects of Bronfenbrenner’s model with 

Bourdieu’s analytical categories of habitus, field and capital. It is argued that these latter categories 

enable social workers to develop a critical ecology of child development, taking account of power 

and the interplay between agency and structure. The implications of the alignment for child and 

family social work are considered in the final section. 
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Introduction

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of child development (1979, 2005) has 
made a seminal contribution to our understanding of how children and young 
people mature and progress in their formative years. His work has been applied in 
a raft of contexts and has laid a determinative foundation for social work’s nascent, 
ecological perspective. Within the United Kingdom, it underpins the Framework for 
the assessment of children in need (DH, 2000) with its articulation of three interlocking 
domains, covering child development, parenting capacity and the impact of family and 
environmental factors. Bronfenbrenner’s ideas have also been embraced in a number 
of key social work texts that emphasise personal development within a social context 
(Aldgate et al, 2006; Trevithick, 2009; Horwath, 2010; Sudbery, 2010). Moreover, his 
ecological framework has been widely cited and appropriated within areas such as:

article
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• family support to children ‘in need’ (Jack, 2000; Hardy and Darlington, 2008; 
Branch et al, 2013); 

• the assessment of children and families (Serbati et al, 2013); 
• the theorisation of resilience, trauma and attachment (Harney, 2007); 
• the empirical investigation of familial relationships (Tudge et al, 2009). 

In all of this, ‘Bronfenbrenner sought to sort out and explicate the common principles 
of both ecology and systems thinking in a manner having application across various 
social scientific disciplines’ (Besthorn, 2013: 175).

Within the social work literature, however, less emphasis has been given to a critical 
examination of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, addressing its strengths and weaknesses, 
and attempting to ameliorate the latter by drawing on complementary, theoretical 
sources. More specifically, Bronfenbrenner’s conceptual framework has not been 
systematically reviewed by the social work academy from the standpoint of critical 
social theories that address the role of power and social structure in shaping human 
development, agency and social systems. In this article, I respond to this gap by 
explicating Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) core ideas and principles as found in his ‘person, 
process, context and time’ (PPCT) formulation. The strengths and weaknesses of this 
conceptualisation are then reviewed. At this point, an argument is made for aligning 
certain aspects of Pierre Bourdieu’s (2003) social theory of agency and structure 
with the PPCT model, as a way of complementing, extending and building on it. 
I finally look at the implications of the alignment for child and family social work.

At this point, it is important to register that, at first glance, Bourdieu’s starting point 
is notably different from that of Bronfenbrenner’s. The former attempted to articulate 
a theory that illuminated the analytical relationship between agency and structure: 
a central preoccupation in sociology and social theory. This can be contrasted 
with Bronfenbrenner’s oeuvre, which focused on the psychosocial determinants of 
optimal child development – even though he was passionately interested in social 
justice. Yet, at a general level, both theorists acknowledged the importance of (a 
differentiated) social context in shaping human practices, social outcomes and the 
person’s consciousness. While their linguistic and conceptual configuration of this 
social context was different, it is contended that there are some convergences between 
the two theories, which allow for their mutual enrichment. In particular, Bourdieu 
brings a sophisticated battery of concatenated, analytical constructs to any inquiry 
into human development. Importantly, what is being proposed is not a synthesis 
between the two theories given their different epistemological orientations, but rather 
a pragmatic alignment that enables a much broader perspective to emerge on how and 
why children either meet, or fail to meet, expected developmental outcomes in a 
social world beset with enabling and constraining social structures, asymmetrical 
relations of power and unequal access to resources. This endeavour recognises the 
importance of building conceptual bridges in social work theorising, amalgamating 
the strengths of diverse sources of knowledge. 

Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development

In this section, I primarily cover Bronfenbrenner’s later work (2005) on a bio-
ecological understanding of human development. However, prior to reaching this 
mature position, his early, iconic treatise – as set out in The ecology of human development 
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(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) – had principally emphasised the pivotal role of the social 
context surrounding the individual. As his thinking progressed, through self-reflection 
and self-critique, the focus on context was enlarged to embrace a much deeper 
understanding of the person, and how factors within innate constitution could impact 
on development throughout the lifecourse. This was explicated in his PPCT model 
and is summarised below (see also Figure 1). 

The person

The person, for Bronfenbrenner (2005), embodies a multiplicity of biological 
and genetic mechanisms that commingle to produce effects on behaviour and 
development. For example, children are born with distinct temperaments: some are 
shy and sensitive, others are extrovert, while another cohort are ‘hard to warm up’. In 
addition, they present to the social world with three types of characteristic, namely: 
(a) demand characteristics, (b) resource characteristics and (c) force characteristics. 
Demand characteristics refer to those immediately obvious and visible markers defining 
our being. Significantly, they influence another person’s reactions to and expectations 
of us. For instance, my age, gender, race or disability can dramatically impact on the 
way another responds to me in terms of their demands. Resource characteristics, by way 
of contrast, are not outwardly visible but rather refer to internal mental, emotional 
and cognitive dispositions within the person. So, the way a person constructs the 
world cognitively, will impact on how they deal with various different situations. 
Clearly, such dispositions can be a positive resource for re-framing challenging life 
events, such as stress, or a barrier to meaningful change if the person’s cognitive set is 
imbued with pessimism. Resource characteristics also embrace an individual’s access 
to social and material assets, including the provision of good housing, nourishment, 

Figure 1: Overview of Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development
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educational achievement and strong attachments to significant others. Lastly, force 
characteristics are reflected in the person’s inner drive, capacity for resilience, internal 
motivation and sense of self-efficacy. One child might be resolute in the achievement 
of their goals while another gives up easily. The first is rich in force characteristics, 
the latter lacking in these attributes. 

Process

By process, Bronfenbrenner is concerned with two types of interaction: one with 
an object and a second with another person. Taking the former, a child may engage 
in meaningful play with a range of toys in a nursery. This activity stimulates the 
child’s cognitive development and motor skills. Or, an adolescent loses a sense of 
self when playing a guitar. This activity gets the young person into the ‘zone’ and, 
in doing so, develops skills that can be recognised by others. In respect of the latter 
process, human development is predicated on social interaction with significant 
others. Through social interaction, we develop our sense of self, learn to role-take 
with others, develop skills of empathy and problem-solving and form and sustain 
intimate relations. Impoverished interaction, by way of contrast, leads to care and 
control problems, tarnished identities and insecurity and can eventuate in negative 
chain reactions with deleterious outcomes for the young person. 

Context

Under this heading, Bronfenbrenner set out his now famous, and time-honoured, 
description of the various imbricated systems shaping child development (see Figure 
2). He listed them as micro, meso, exo and macro systems. When combined, they 

Figure 2: Overview of Bronfenbrenner’s contextual systems affecting development
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formed a tessellated configuration of ever-increasing spheres of social influence, much 
like a grouping of nested Russian dolls. 
The micro system captures the arena where the child spends most of their time in 
intimate, face-to-face interactions with significant others, such as their family or peer 
group. It is here that attachments or strong bonds are formed, a secure base is realised 
and identity is moulded. The micro system is also the place where socialisation takes 
place and, with it, moral development. The converse of this idealised picture might 
instead be the case. Thus, micro systems can be typified by disrupted attachment, poor 
socialisation, unpredictable home environments and domestic violence.

The meso system charts the combined influence of each of the child’s micro systems 
on their development. What is more, it represents those activities and roles that overlap 
across the range of micro systems. Hence, a young person may be involved in a church 
choir along with a number of his peer group. It is this rich soup of interaction that 
provides stimulation, structure, purposive action and meaning. One’s narrative – or 
the story one tells about oneself – takes hold through the daily concourse of the 
meso system: its rich multiple linkages. Yet again, the meso system might signify 
weak or tenuous relationships or even an absence of connection. Even where solid 
connections exist, they may be typified by criticism.

The exo system has more of an indirect influence on developmental wellbeing, 
according to Bronfenbrenner. The person may not be a part of this system but 
nevertheless is affected by its influence. For example, a parent who is made unemployed 
by their workplace (a part of the exo system) becomes depressed at home and this 
has an understandable effect on their children. Or, reductions in neighbourhood 
policing (a relevant exo system) may circumscribe opportunities for outside play. This 
system is therefore more distant from the subject and often takes on an institutional 
form that indirectly has a knock-on effect for the micro and meso systems. Social 
services departments might be seen as a key part of the exo system for service users. 

The macro system is the enveloping, overarching sphere embracing culture primarily 
but also the polity and economy. It is the arena where social and political policy is 
formed. Large-scale processes are instituted here. As an example, welfare regimes 
develop distinctive forms of help or recast the nature of societal concern for the 
most disadvantaged. How a state deals with inequality and the distribution of wealth 
has major ramifications for the developing child and family wellbeing. The macro 
system, for Bronfenbrenner, has a discernible influence on life options, choices and 
outcomes. For him, social policy must support and resource the carer if children are 
to succeed in meeting their potential. 

Time

The last aspect of Bronfenbrenner’s theorem is ‘time’. Earlier on, he had referred to 
this as the chrono system. Not only do spatial factors affect human development, 
but also temporal challenges throughout the lifecourse and historical changes within 
society. Events in time change the dynamics within each of the afore-mentioned 
systems. People enter and exit our social milieu according to expected transitions, 
losses and unexpected changes. Time can also afford relative stability and continuity as 
we mature. Our psycho-biographies are often marked by meaningful calendar dates: 
birthdays, deaths and so on. The time period marked by adolescence might evince 
‘storm and stress’ but not always. 
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By way of comment on the PPCT model, we can say that Bronfenbrenner’s ideas are 
most helpful to social workers because they remind us that human development is 
primarily a social affair. While psychological theories of progression, such as lifespan 
psychology (Santrock, 2009), have their place, it is to the ‘social’ that we must look 
if we are to avail of a comprehensive understanding of child development (Taylor, 
2004). That is why Bronfenbrenner’s approach should make ‘intuitive sense to any 
social worker’ (Sudbery, 2010: 153). Moreover, the PPCT model provides a schematic 
focus for social work assessment and intervention. Social workers can:

• map the density, thickness and vibrancy of a child’s micro- and meso systems;
• examine their linkages;
• look at how and where emotional and social support is given, where it is absent 

and whether it is bi-directional;
• pinpoint low-warmth, high-criticism networks.

More than that, they can use the model to reflect on the wider impact of culture 
and political systems particularly as they are reflected in inequalities (Jack, 2000). In 
highlighting the significance of these social dimensions, Bronfenbrenner had not lost 
sight of the individual, their internal world of thought and perception and human 
agency. This consideration is vital, as social work looks to the interplay between the 
internal and external worlds.

However, even though Bronfenbrenner was very concerned with structural 
cleavages, and actively campaigned against them, he offered a limited theorisation 
of power and ideology to strengthen his scholarly and advocacy endeavours. In his 
work, it is not clear how power permeates social life at the micro, meso, exo or macro 
levels, how it circulates within social structure in an enabling and constraining way. 
We need to know how individuals can use power, as a transformational resource, to 
achieve their aims when facing oppositional forces emanating from class, race, religion, 
norms, roles and routines. How power works in reproducing social stratification is 
another query. 

The manner in which power functions as a form of discipline and punishment in 
neoliberal societies must also be perused (Foucault, 1977). In The ecology of human 
development, Bronfenbrenner (1979) does refer to power, but in a limited way that 
gives no substantive answers to these questions. Instead, he briefly alludes to settings 
of power. These are sites where certain actors, or power elites, control the allocation 
of resources and they can be formal (as in board meetings) or informal (as occurring 
in social life). Yet, how they achieve and maintain this status is not clear. Structural 
barriers to child development cannot be understood fully without comprehending 
coercion and conflicts of interest. Without this understanding, ecological theory is 
limited to an expository, rather than explanatory, account of the person-in-society. 
Moreover, anti-oppressive social work practice is inconceivable without a credible 
theory of power (Tew, 2006).

This theoretical gap also compromises Bronfenbrenner’s understanding of 
phenomenology. Phenomenology is an approach that attempts to analyse and describe 
everyday life and its associated states of consciousness. To be fair, Bronfenbrenner did 
acknowledge this dimension and how it played a role in human development. For 
him, people inwardly define events or make constructions about them and this, in 
turn, shapes their behaviour. This insight comes out in his understanding of the person 
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referred to earlier. But again, it is not clear how power, ideology and socialisation shape 
a person’s consciousness, nor is there a consideration of the mechanisms that allow 
this to happen. People’s perceptions are influenced by external factors such as cultural 
norms. Cultural norms, however, may well be shaped by powerful interest groups. 
We need further clarity on these points if a critical ecology of child development is 
to emerge. At this point, we can look to some of Bourdieu’s ideas for inspiration.

Bourdieu, power and social ecology

It is impossible to fully capture the rich nuances of Bourdieu’s social theory within the 
confines of this section, so the following presentation will be have to be selective and 
attenuated. Essentially, Bourdieu (1991, 2003) comprehends power as a phenomenon 
that is generated culturally and reproduced through the constant outworking of 
agency and structure. The debate over agency and structure concerns the relationship 
between the individual and the wider social sphere. In effect, it reflects on how 
structure exerts power to determine action; and how structural constraints impact 
on human freedom and creativity. 

For Bourdieu, the interplay between agency and structure can be illuminated 
through three interlinked concepts: habitus, capital and field. Habitus is the deep-seated 
set of durable, internalised dispositions, propensities and predilections to think, feel, 
judge and act in certain predetermined ways that we gain from societal conditioning 
and socialisation (Bourdieu, 2003). It therefore comes about through our immersion in 
the social world and the power it exudes to shape our inner consciousness or meaning-
making activities. Over time, a person’s habitus will come to mirror social divisions 
within the surrounding culture. As I have said elsewhere (Houston, 2002: 157), 
‘fundamental life chances are determined by our habitus because it becomes embodied 
in the way we speak and in our preferred tastes, proclivities and deportment’. That 
said, habitus is not immutable or irrevocably deterministic as new experiences with 
the social context can introduce different social norms and people can exercise free 
will and agency over habitus – albeit to some degree.

In terms of child ecology, habitus incontrovertibly shapes the way caregivers parent 
their children, their approach to child development and the routines and rhythms 
within the familial domain of experience. This is because it has been conditioned 
over time through the media, parents’ own upbringing and micro systems, normative 
discourses, class allegiance and other influences in their social ecology. For instance, 
health and social care policy discourses convey notions of ‘good enough parenting’ 
and normative accounts of childhood development that direct parents to act in certain 
ways or else face the ignominy of being branded deviant (Smith, 2012). 

In a related vein, Bourdieu’s (2003) notion of capital refers to a person’s access to or 
possession of a range of different types of resource. These resources can be material, 
cultural or social. In addition, people can claim a certain social status or occupational 
rank and these attributes are examples of symbolic types of capital. Being well 
endowed with various types of capital enhances one’s power to transform or influence 
events, and creates opportunities to maximise personal goals and intentions. Thus, 
capital potentiates strategic action. Dominant classes within society are invariably 
privileged in the amount and type of capital they possess, giving them an advantage 
in the ubiquitous power plays in which they indulge, whereas subaltern ones strive 
to build on their meagre allocation. 
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Returning to the theme of social ecology, the allocation of social capital can 
inexorably affect a child’s educational development (Connolly, 2004). In this regard, 
Payne (2008) surmises that neighbourhoods possessing high levels of social capital are 
much more likely to have better-achieving schools compared with ones where social 
capital is thinly dispersed. What is more, children raised in families where capital is 
plentiful, have more access to books, reading opportunities, educational technology 
and extra-curricular supports. Beyond education, the allocation of capital can also 
affect health outcomes. This is because it promotes better access to information about 
health, thus averting risky behaviours and parenting practices. Parents with social 
capital are also much more able to access support to promote their mental wellbeing. 

Bourdieu’s third concept – field – denotes the social and institutional arenas or 
networks in which actors are socially positioned. Within these arenas, a person’s 
habitus is nurtured and embedded. Not only that, actors compete for various types of 
capital within the field in order to improve their positions and thus it is characterised 
by power differentials, struggle, contestation and vested interests. Fields can be social, 
cultural, educational, religious, artistic, economic or intellectual and are invariably 
hierarchical. Each has its own specific logic and set of principles guiding action. 
The interaction between these principles, a person’s habitus and access to capital, 
determines where they are positioned in the field.

For children and young people, the educational field takes on a particular purchase 
given that educational outcomes affect so many life opportunities (Fowler, 1997). 
Using a Bourdieusian lens, we can view it as an arena in which children are socially 
positioned and subject to rules defining behaviour, deportment and attitude. This 
arena may augur well for middle-class children whose habitus is congruent with 
the school’s expectations. However, a working-class child (or child from a minority 
ethnic background) may enter this field with an alternative set of dispositions, 
embodiment and language code – perhaps more geared to attaining practical rather 
than academic skills. Teachers in the school may, to compound matters, reproduce 
the field’s principles in the way they relate to the children and form judgements 
about their abilities and progress. In doing so, they (unintentionally) exercise power 
to reproduce inequality. 

Aligning the ideas

Having presented an overview of the two theories, we can now consider whether 
there are tentative points of contact between them (see Figure 3). This is not to 
suggest that there is a direct correlation between Bronfenbrenner and Bourdieu’s 
ideas, or that their key concepts are in any way synonymous. Rather, it is to make an 
approximate connection within a broad family resemblance. Alternatively put, there 
is a loose intersection between some of the theories’ concepts based on the fact that 
they border or verge, however hesitantly, on similar conceptual territories. Thus, this 
move is not about synthesis; instead, it is to make the case for pragmatic alignment 
in order to buttress, widen and build on Bronfenbrenner’s theory – moving it in the 
direction of a critical ecology. 

As can be seen, there are four primary interfaces between the two theories. First, 
it has already been noted that Bronfenbrenner’s idea of the ‘person’ embraced an 
understanding of their inner world of cognition, attitudes and feelings. While this 
does not directly map across to Bourdieu’s articulation of habitus, there is a degree 
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of overlap between the former and latter notions. Clearly, both theorists were 
interested in the person’s cognitive world and sought to apprehend it through a 
phenomenological approach. Equally, both saw this world as being shaped by social 
context and processes of socialisation. That said, Bronfenbrenner was more interested 
in how the inner world of thought and feelings influenced development. Bourdieu, 
alternatively, was more concerned, sociologically, with the reproduction of power 
and domination through habitus. Yet, this latter insight can amplify and widen one’s 
understanding of child development by showing the mechanism through which 
children and parents come to internalise hegemonic, behavioural and social norms, 
roles and social positions.

The second interface concerns the resources at the person’s disposal. Earlier, I 
indicated that Bronfenbrenner asserted how a person’s access to a range of material 
and social resources could directly affect their developmental pathway. This insight 
chimes with Bourdieu’s understanding of capital – particularly as both theorists 
foregrounded the importance of educational and cultural resources in opening up 
life chances. Even so, capital, for Bourdieu, was much more of a loaded concept as 
it was linked with social class, economic ideology and the actor’s relative position in 
various social fields. This more politicised view of capital, arguably, can strengthen an 
ecological perspective on childhood by showing how inequitable resource allocation 
in neoliberal society can stigmatise and devalue actors (Peillon, 1998) – even though it 
may be viewed as perfectly legitimate by those in powerful (and subordinate) positions.

A third resonance can be detected in Bronfenbrenner’s idea of force characteristics 
and Bourdieu’s notion of human agency. Both convey a sense of the actor’s capacity 
to act independently of social constraints through intention and purpose. Moreover, 
both ideas are linked to available resources or capital. Hence, a parent can avail of 
economic resources to better their prospects and realise their goals through gaining 
access to employment training. However, even though there is some similarity 
between these conceptions, Bourdieu provides a more nuanced account of agential 
powers by linking them with habitus. Bourdieu reminds us that, even though habitus 
penetrates deeply into the human psyche, we are not mindless vehicles driven by 
our inner dispositions. Instead, habitus acts like a loose set of guidelines giving us (a 
qualified) space to strategise, adapt and improvise, as we gain a ‘feel for the game’. 
In Bronfenbrenner’s account, agency seems to be linked more to internal traits such 
as resilience, motivation and persistence. Once again, the Bourdieusian perspective 
provides a much deeper view of human power, theorising how it is a product of 
the dialectic between the internal and external worlds. A young person’s motivation 
and persistence cannot be seen only as intrinsic qualities but also as a product of 
their social position and ingrained dispositions inculcated by social class and culture.

Lastly, we might draw a connection between Bronfenbrenner’s stress on the social 
context and its various systems of influence, and Bourdieu’s notion of the ‘field’. 
We can find some correspondence between a young person’s meso system, their 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human 
development

Bourdieu’s theory of agency, structure 
and power

Aligned concepts : Aligned concepts:
The person’s cognitive and emotional 

characteristics 
The person’s habitus

The person’s resource characteristics The person’s attainment of capital
The person’s force characteristics The person’s agency
The person’s social context The person’s position in fields

Figure 3: Towards a tentative alignment
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engagement in the life of their school and, from an alternative viewpoint, their 
participation in the educational field. Similarly, the macro system and cultural field can 
be juxtaposed (to some degree). That said, the field is often a power-laden site: a site 
of struggle and contestation, a battleground of positioning, leverage, one-upmanship. 
While Bronfenbrenner’s schematic portrayal of the four systems helpfully differentiates 
the social context, and its influence on child development, it under-theorises the 
role of power. In the real world, argues Bourdieu, systems are held together through 
hegemonic forces. What is important, here, is a young person’s position within the 
field, what capital is afforded to them by the field, how it allows them to access (or 
debars them from) other fields.

Implications for child and family social work

We are now in a position to consider how the two theories can be used, in combination, 
by social workers when assessing a child’s development. A childcare assessment in social 
work involves a ‘perceptual/analytic process of selecting, categorising, organising and 
synthesising data’ (Coulshed, 1988: 13) in order to reach an informed formulation 
on risk, need and resources. It seeks to gain an understanding of the problems, the 
people involved, the settings and the interactional processes taking place. In particular, 
the assessment might concentrate on the three interlinked domains outlined in the 
Department of Health’s assessment framework mentioned earlier (DH, 2000). One 
of these domains attends to the child’s developmental needs under the categories of 
health, emotional expression, behaviour, identity, social presentation and self-care skills.

By applying Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model, and Bourdieu’s conceptual categories 
(of habitus, capital and field), we can gain a deeper understanding of these assessment 
areas and processes. Thus, when gathering information about the child and family, 
we can explore aspects of the person, the processes in which they are engaged, the 
composition of their micro, meso, exo and macro systems, and the effects of the 
temporal dimension. More than this, the family’s circumstances can be viewed from a 
Bourdieusian lens, bringing a fresh perspective on power, showing how development 
is constrained by wider social structures. Hence, the synergistic connections between 
these two sources, as depicted in Figure 3, can add an analytical purchase to the 
assessment as they combine insights from social ecology with critical perspectives on 
agency, power and structure. The central importance of analysis in assessment is taken 
up by Turney et al (2012). They argue from the research evidence that effective child 
and family assessment ‘needs to move beyond the simple collection of information 
(that is, a record of what happened) to a consideration of why … it requires the 
social worker to understand and analyse the information’ (2012: 101). Such analysis 
can be enhanced by applying:

• theoretical frameworks (Brandon et al, 2008); 
• different types of reason (rational and intuitive) (Reder and Duncan, 2004; 

Munro, 2010); 
• reflective evaluation (Holland, 2010).

In a related vein, the PPCT model can throw light on the nature of a child’s cognitive 
and emotional characteristics. It might help us to understand what sense a child has 
made of significant life events (eg, loss, change, disruption, trauma, broken attachment) 
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and transitions in the life cycle (eg, their first day at school, entering adolescence, 
leaving home). We are trying, here, to apprehend dominant patterns in thought, 
cognitions, narratives and emotional reactions as a way of forming an impression 
of the inner world of that child. The way they construe themselves, others and 
the social world will have manifold implications for the way they act: this is a key 
phenomenological supposition. In all of this, ‘keeping the child or young person “in 
view” is fundamental to good assessment’ (Turney et al, 2012: 201). It requires skills 
of communication, recognising and managing emotions, and respecting the child’s 
agency (Winter, 2011).

Yet, as indicated earlier, the child will present with cognitive and emotional 
characteristics that are shaped indelibly by habitus. It is not that their inner world 
is only a product of psycho-biographical influences (such as insecure attachments) 
and life-cycle transitions: it also a matter of wider, societal and cultural conditioning 
(Robinson, 2007). It is axiomatic that children are socialised by families, peer groups 
and institutions and by way of their class and ethnic positions (Connolly et al, 2009). 
This can result in a habitus that privileges education as a route to a better future. 
Inspirational teachers, in the child’s meso system, might have inculcated deep-rooted 
messages about the need for academic success. Yet, the converse might equally be true. 

Relatedly, ethno-religious environments imprint a way of being and set of mental 
habits that can have definitive effects on social and emotional development by, for 
example, restricting the range of fields a young person can enter. By incorporating 
a cross-cultural, ecological perspective, social workers can gain greater insights into 
diverse upbringings (Robinson, 2007). The same argument applies to the child’s 
caregiver. For example, discourses of mothering (Smith, 2012), in contemporary 
neoliberal society, present unique demands on caregivers, as mothering comes under 
increasing public scrutiny. Expert advice about how to carry out the role seeps 
into consciousness and is an ever-present background noise defining normative 
expectations of care. Such expectations of caregiving become even harder because 
of demands within the workplace (the exo system) and changes within the family 
(the micro system). 

In each of these contexts, social workers can form hypotheses about habitus through:

• deep, phenomenological listening to children and their family members;
• observation of them in their environments (or fields);
• assessing their resource allocation (or accumulation of material, cultural and 

symbolic capital); and, crucially, 
• understanding the impact of the neoliberal, political field on life opportunities.

In this undertaking, core assessment skills of communication, observation, reflection 
and evaluation are required (Coulshed and Orme, 2006). For Garrett (2013a: 42), 
Bourdieu implores us to engage in ‘active and methodical listening as opposed to 
half understanding based on a distracted and routinized attention’. In all of this, 
social workers must challenge their own normative assumptions about parenting, 
significant harm, child development and progression through the lifecourse. In this 
regard, Bourdieu called for a ‘disruptive, insistent interrogation of established truths’ 
(Garrett, 2013a: 43). This is to embrace a debunking frame of mind and requires that 
taken-for-granted shibboleths are reviewed critically. 
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Crucially, this critical examination must extend to the political field – the site 
of neoliberal policy where, as Rose (1989: 121) contends, ‘childhood is the most 
intensively governed sector of personal existence’. Bourdieu critiqued the economic 
and political doctrines of neoliberalism for undermining the state and effecting an 
unbridled form of deregulated capitalism. As Garrett (2013a, 2013b) reminds us, 
Bourdieu had waged war on the ‘scourge of neoliberalism’. As the state, and its welfare 
arm, truncate under neoliberalism, there is less economic capital for communities, 
less provision for family support, fewer diversionary schemes for young people, a 
reduced stream of infrastructural support for early years provision and a diminution 
of universal prevention. Within this shrinking context, social workers need to be 
sensitised to the fact that fields for children and young people decrease in range, 
capital becomes much harder to accrue and the social glue of community loses it 
binding force.

Social workers might also appraise, as part of their assessment, the impact of 
demand characteristics on development. In effect, how have visible, personal and 
social characteristics, such as age, race and gender, shaped how others have reacted 
to the child and parent and influenced their sense of identity? Moreover, how have 
such reactions determined developmental outcomes? We might respond in a more 
informed way to such questions if we bring in Bourdieu’s notion of the ‘field’. The 
point is that these demand characteristics will have different implications depending 
on the field in which the child is engaged. A peer group field, with like-minded 
compatriots, might take these characteristics for granted (as they define an in-group 
identity) (Jenkins, 2014) whereas an educational field, involving adult teachers from 
a different background, might possibly respond with pre-determined assumptions 
about character or pre-formed expectations about ability. 

Furthermore, when it comes to an assessment of the social context surrounding the 
child, social workers can make use of Bronfenbrenner’s model to probe the influence 
of the child’s micro and meso systems. They can ascertain their:

• range and size;
• geographical concentration or dispersal; 
• openness and accessibility; 
• density and connectedness; 
• degree of clustering and level of homogeneity (as regards sharing similar values, 

needs and interests). 

Moreover, they can ask questions about:

• levels of intimacy;
• frequency of contact within the system;
• whether relationships are symmetrical or not;
• whether contacts are routine, episodic or crisis oriented. 

Answers to these questions will have a direct bearing on developmental outcomes.
What is more, social workers can assess levels and kinds of social support within 

these systems: emotional, practical and informational. They can check whether 
communication is bi-directional and supportive or critical. Social network maps 
(Dolan et al, 2006), eco-maps (Sudbery, 2010) and genograms (Coulshed and 
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Orme, 2006) are useful tools when it comes to applying Bronfenbrenner’s systems 
to a family’s situation. But we can add to this inquiry by importing Bourdieu’s idea 
of capital. This needs to take account of the presence, or absence, of material, social 
and cultural capital within these systems, how the capital is used to progress the 
child’s development, and how capital is linked to the various fields in which the 
family members are socially positioned. A paucity of material capital, such as poor 
housing and limited income, can have a deleterious impact on many aspects of life 
(Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010).

When it comes to an assessment of the child’s force characteristics (their persistence 
and motivation to achieve goals), social workers can review and problematise this area 
from the standpoint of human agency. According to Bourdieu, agency is indelibly 
linked to the subtle interplay between habitus, field and capital. Motivation, as such, 
may not be a fixed inner trait but rather a moving disposition depending on the 
position occupied by the child in any one field and the capital available to them. It is 
interesting that Bourdieu recasts agency as a kind of strategising: a way of maximising 
one’s purposes by drawing on capital, knowing the field’s logics, considering the 
implications of one’s actions and making an informed move. The issue is how children 
and young people are impeded and enabled in this process – and how they come 
to learn the field’s rules. Might it relate, in part, to a habitus infused with a sense of 
learned helplessness, a sense that they cannot control events based on past experiences? 
Or, that they are prevented from participating in decision making affecting them 
(Thomas, 2009)? From an assessment point of view, we need to know how the social 
world helps or hinders the development of childhood agency (Winter, 2011). The 
PPCT model will throw up some clues but a deeper take on aetiology might arrive 
from a conceptual awareness of agency, power and structure.

Finally, the adoption of these two theoretical approaches negates the tendency to 
privilege developmental psychology, as if it were the premier knowledge base for 
explaining child development in social work (Taylor, 2004). In this context, we need 
to heed Munro’s (2002) salutary warning that child and family social workers prefer 
psychological over social explanations when attempting to understand complex family 
situations. What is more, the former source has gained added currency within the 
profession because of the increasing support for evidence-based practice (Mathews 
and Crawford, 2011). However, an unconsidered appropriation of developmental 
psychology can lead to sweeping, universalist claims founded on an ‘age and stage’ 
model of child maturation (Burman, 1994). Moreover, it can promulgate:

• a view of children as ‘becomings’ rather than established ‘beings’ (James and 
James, 2004); 

• a notion of children entering the world as a ‘tabula rasa’ (a blank canvass upon 
which adults ‘paint by numbers’) (Jenks, 2005); 

• a perspective on childhood that encourages lengthy dependence on caregivers 
as opposed to acknowledging children’s agency (Burman, 1994); 

• a fixation with psychometric testing, measurement and concepts of deficiency, 
normality and abnormality (Green, 2010). 

In all of this, childhood has become an intensively governed domain by the so-called 
‘psy’ professionals (eg, psychologists, psychiatrists and social workers) (Rose, 1989; 
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Healy, 2005). What is taken for granted as the ‘normative’ standard then elides into 
an authoritative benchmark.

In spite of its dominance, however, the critique of this epistemological position has 
been well rehearsed (Robinson, 2007). Primarily, it fails to locate children within 
their cultural and historical context. If appropriated uncritically by social workers, 
the Eurocentric (and ethnocentric) premises that underpin (a crude application of) 
traditional developmental psychology can lead to oppressive practice when it comes 
to dealing with families whose backgrounds are ethnically and culturally diverse. It 
can mean that social workers disregard the uniqueness of a parent or child’s habitus 
and how this is a product of different fields and access to cultural capital. This myopia 
obscures the legal injunction within section 22 of the Children Act 1989 to take 
account of ‘the child’s religious persuasion, racial origin and cultural and linguistic 
background’. Cross-cultural competence in social work demands that we reframe 
‘our practice as contextual, working with environments rather than working despite 
environments … creating microclimates within broader contexts’ (Fook, 2002: 162). 
Contextual awareness is generated not only by applying Bronfenbrenner’s PCCT 
model but also Bourdieu’s theorem of agency and structure. By adhering to these 
sources, social workers can ensure that the missing side of the Department of Health 
triangle (referred to earlier in relation to the Framework for the assessment of children 
in need: DH, 2000) – dealing with environmental factors – is properly reinstated in 
social work assessment (Jack and Gill, 2003).

Conclusion

One can view a child’s development through Bronfenbrenner’s schematic lens and gain 
many important insights around the interplay between the biological, psychological 
and social domains of influence. One can then enrich this understanding by switching 
to a Bourdieusian perspective with its sociological insights into how certain children 
keep winning while others keep losing – as a consequence of social reproduction. This 
combined two-eyed approach can give a ‘comparative purchase on the sometimes 
bewildering complexities, challenges, and difficulties, seemingly so very idiosyncratic, 
of the cases that they [social workers] seek to tackle’ (Emirbayer and Williams, 2005: 
718). In this article, I have argued that Bronfenbrenner’s perspicacious model of child 
development can be complemented by Bourdieu’s critical theory of agency, power 
and structure – even though they are distinctly different theories. The former brings 
conceptual clarity concerning the interplay between the person and their social 
context and how it shapes developmental attainments throughout the lifecourse. Yet, it 
lacks a critical edge. The analytical constructs of habitus, field and capital compensate, 
to some degree, this inadequacy, enabling social workers to assess children and their 
families as socially positioned actors operating within a politicised context. 

Social workers must also cast a critical, reflexive gaze over their own profession for, 
it too, is positioned in a welfare field that is insuperably shaped by an overarching, 
neoliberal, political one (Garrett, 2009). Crucially, social workers must begin to 
reflexively analyse (through supervision and other enabling mediums) their own 
habitus, how it is constrained (and enabled) by this undergirding political field, and 
the capital it generates (Winter, 2011). Moreover, social workers use (what Bourdieu, 
2003, refers to as) doxic knowledge: suppositions that are taken for granted, whether 
drawn from the social sciences, practice theory or the law (Garrett, 2013a). In what 
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way does such knowledge reproduce relations of power? They must further ask 
whether the practice of social work accentuates the capital possessed by families so that 
they can provide optimal care for their children? Or, in what ways does it dispossess 
individuals, disenfranchising them through the medium of symbolic violence – a 
medium that perpetuates the discourses of the dominant? Reflexive questions such 
as these move us in the direction of a critical ecology of child development.

References
Aldgate, J, Jones, D, Rose, W, Jeffrey, C, 2006, The developing world of the child, London: 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers
Besthorn, F, 2013, Ecological approach, in M. Gray and S. Webb (eds) Social work 

theories and methods (2nd edn), London: Sage Publications, 173-82
Bourdieu, P, 1991, Language and symbolic power, Cambridge: Polity Press
Bourdieu, P, 2003, Outline of a theory of practice, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
Branch, S, Homel, R, Freiberg, K, 2013, Making the developmental system work 

better for children: lessons learned implementing an innovative programme, Child 
and Family Social Work, 18, 294-304

Brandon, M, Beldersen, P, Warren, C, Howe, D, Gardner, R, Dodsworth, J, Black, J 
2008, Analysing child deaths and serious injury through abuse and neglect: What can we 
learn? A biennial analysis of serious case reviews 2003-5, Department for Children, 
Schools and Families: DCSF-RR023

Bronfenbrenner, U, 1979, The ecology of human development: Experiments in nature and 
design, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press

Bronfenbrenner, U, 2005, Making human beings human: Bio-ecological perspectives on 
human development, London: Sage Publications

Burman, E, 1994, Deconstructing developmental psychology, London: Routledge
Connolly, P, 2004, Boys and schooling in the early years, London: RoutledgeFalmer
Connolly, P, Kelly, B, Smith, A, 2009, Ethnic habitus and young children: a case study in 

Northern Ireland, European Early Childhood Education Research Journal, 17, 2, 217-32
Coulshed, V, 1988, Social work practice: An introduction, Basingstoke: Macmillan
Coulshed, V, Orme, J, 2006, Social work practice (4th edn), Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan
DH (Department of Health), 2000, Framework for the assessment of children in need and 

their families, London: The Stationery Office
Dolan, P, Pinkerton, J, Canavan, J, 2006, Family support as reflective practice, London: 

Jessica Kingsley Publishers
Emirbayer, M, Williams, E, 2005, Bourdieu and social work, Social Service Review, 4, 

689-724
Fook, J, 2002, Social work: Critical theory and practice, London: Sage Publications
Foucault, M, 1977, Discipline and punishment: The birth of the prison, New York: Vintage 

Books
Fowler, B, 1997, Pierre Bourdieu and cultural theory: Critical investigations, London: Sage 

Publications
Garrett, PM, 2009, Transforming children’s services? Social work, neoliberalism and the modern 

world, Maidenhead: Open University Press
Garrett, PM, 2013a, Pierre Bourdieu, in M. Gray and S. Webb (eds) Social Work theories 

and methods (2nd edn), London: Sage Publications
Garrett, PM, 2013b, Social work and social theory: Making connections, Bristol: Policy Press

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1350-293x()17:2L.217[aid=10937869]


D
el

iv
er

ed
 b

y 
In

ge
nt

a 
to

: P
ro

qu
es

t
IP

 : 
16

5.
21

5.
20

9.
15

 O
n:

 M
on

, 1
0 

A
pr

 2
01

7 
18

:3
1:

04
C

op
yr

ig
ht

  T
he

 P
ol

ic
y 

P
re

ss

Stan Houston

68

Green, L, 2010, Understanding the life course: Sociological and psychological perspectives, 
Cambridge: Polity Press

Hardy, F, Darlington, Y, 2008, What parents value from formal support services in the 
context of identified child abuse, Child and Family Social Work, 13, 252-61

Harney, P, 2007, Resilience processes in context, Journal of Aggression Maltreatment and 
Trauma, 14, 3, 73-87

Healy, K, 2005, Social work theories in context: Creating frameworks for practice, Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan

Holland, S, 2010, Child and family assessment in social work practice (2nd edn), London: 
Sage Publications

Horwath, J (ed), 2010, The child’s world: The comprehensive guide to assessing children in 
need, London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers

Houston, S, 2002, Reflecting on habitus, field and capital, Journal of Social Work, 2, 
2, 149-67

Jack, G, 2010, Ecological influences on parenting and child development, British 
Journal of Social Work, 30, 703-20

Jack, G, Gill, O, 2003, The missing side of the triangle, London: Barnardo’s
James, A, James, A, 2004, Constructing childhood: Theory, policy and social practice, 

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan
Jenkins, S, 2014, Social identity (4th edn), London: Routledge
Jenks, C, 2005, Childhood (2nd edn), London: Routledge
Mathews, I, Crawford, K (eds), 2011, Evidence-based practice in social work, Exeter: 

Learning Matters
Munro, E, 2002, Effective child protection, London: Sage Publications
Munro, E, 2010, The Munro review of child protection: Part one: A system analysis, London: 

Department for Education
Payne, CM, 2008, So much reform, so little change: The persistence of failure in urban schools, 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press
Peillon, M, 1998, Bourdieu’s field and the sociology of welfare, Journal of Social Policy, 

27, 2, 213-29
Reder, P, Duncan, S, 2004, Making the most of the Victoria Climbié inquiry report, 

Child Abuse Review, 13, 95-114
Robinson, L, 2007, Cross-cultural child development for social workers: An introduction, 

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan
Rose, N, 1989, Governing the soul: The shaping of the private self, London: Routledge
Santrock, J, 2009, Life span development, Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill
Serbati, S, Pivetti, M, Gioga, G, 2013, Child well-being scales (CWBS) in the assessment 

of families and children in home-care intervention, Child and Family Social Work, 
September (advance access), doi: 10.1111/cfs.12094

Smith, L, 2012, The demands of motherhood: Agents, roles and recognition, Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan 

Sudbery, J, 2010, Human growth and development: An introduction for social workers, 
London: Routledge

Taylor, C, 2004, Underpinning knowledge for child care practice: reconsidering child 
development theory, Child and Family Social Work, 9, 225-35

Tew, J, 2006, Understanding power and powerlessness: towards a framework for 
emancipatory practice in social work, Journal of Social Work, 6, 1, 33-57

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/cfs


D
el

iv
er

ed
 b

y 
In

ge
nt

a 
to

: P
ro

qu
es

t
IP

 : 
16

5.
21

5.
20

9.
15

 O
n:

 M
on

, 1
0 

A
pr

 2
01

7 
18

:3
1:

04
C

op
yr

ig
ht

  T
he

 P
ol

ic
y 

P
re

ss

Towards a critical ecology of child development in social work

69

Thomas, N (ed), 2009, Children, politics and communication: Participation at the margins, 
Bristol: Policy Press

Trevithick, P, 2009, Social work skills: A practice handbook, Maidenhead: Open University 
Press

Tudge, J, Mokrova, I, Hatfield, B, Karnik, R, 2009, Uses and misuses of Bronfenbrenner’s 
bio-ecological theory of human development, Journal of Family Theory and Review, 
1, 198-210

Turney, D, Platt, D, Selwyn, J, Farmer, E, 2012, Improving child and family assessments: 
Turning research into practice, London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers 

Wilkinson, R, Pickett, K, 2010, The spirit level: Why equality is better for everyone, 
London: Penguin

Winter, K, 2011, Building relationships and communication with young children: A practical 
guide for social workers, London: Routledge



Reproduced with permission of copyright

owner. Further reproduction prohibited

without permission.



 

Submission 17 
 



D
el

iv
er

ed
 b

y 
In

ge
nt

a 
to

: P
ro

qu
es

t
IP

 : 
16

5.
21

5.
20

9.
15

 O
n:

 T
hu

, 0
5 

O
ct

 2
01

7 
16

:1
7:

04
C

op
yr

ig
ht

  T
he

 P
ol

ic
y 

P
re

ss

181

Critical and Radical Social Work • vol 5 • no 2 • 181–96 • © Policy Press 2017 • #CRSW 

Print ISSN 2049 8608 • Online ISSN 2049 8675 • https://doi.org/10.1332/204986016X14811848967494 

Accepted for publication 15 November 2016 • First published online 09 December 2016

article

Reflecting critically on contemporary social 
pathologies: social work and the ‘good life’

Stan Houston, shouston@tcd.ie 
Trinity College Dublin, Ireland 

Lorna Montgomery, l.montgomery@qub.ac.uk 
Queen’s University Belfast, UK 

Oppression within society continues unabated, with novel forms of social pathology attenuating life 
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‘recognition thesis’, this article critically examines his later articulation of four such pathologies: 

invisibilisation, instrumental rationalisation, reification and organised self-realisation. The impact of 

these pathologies on social actors, through instances of misrecognition, is examined as a prelude to 

considering their influence on social work practice. A critical incident framework is then delineated 

in order to heighten social workers’ awareness of these areas, and how they impinge on service 
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and response to contemporary forms of misrecognition and injustice in social life.
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Introduction

It is incontrovertible that the challenges presented by globalisation have reached a new 
crescendo. International terrorism, migration, environmental decline, xenophobia 
and the vagaries of the neoliberal market combine to present radically novel forms 
of insecurity, not only for the dispossessed, but also the affluent (Woodley, 2015). 
Within the context of these seismic changes, social workers strive to maintain values 
of person-centred care and social justice, sometimes swimming against the tide of 
retrogressive social policy, debilitating programmes of austerity and the retrenchment 
of welfare provision (Mendoza, 2015). Yet, in spite of such challenges, we should not 
lose sight of the domain of the ‘social’, where identity politics, and debates about 
morality, freedom and emancipation, are critically teased out (Honneth, 2014). As 
social work is strategically positioned in the interstice between the state and civil 
society, it can contribute meaningfully to such issues and discussions.
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As a way of deepening our understanding of these challenges and opportunities, 
we examine Axel Honneth’s (2007) mid-period oeuvre, which reflects on the nature 
of social pathologies in contemporary society. By way of explanation, social pathologies 
encumber, curtail and frustrate the attainment of the ‘good life’ or what the ancient 
Greeks referred to as eudaimonia, or human flourishing. Critically, they debase 
personhood and optimal identity formation through socially reproduced processes 
of misrecognition. Embracing this definition, we consider Honneth’s description of 
four core, modern-day, social pathologies. They have been categorised helpfully by 
Zurn (2015) as: (1) invisibilisation; (2) instrumental rationalisation; (3) reification; 
and (4) organised self-realisation. While Honneth has discussed other manifestations 
of social pathology elsewhere (eg restrictions on human freedom [Honneth, 2014]), 
this particular suite of social pathologies has been chosen as they pose distinct and 
pressing challenges for the social work profession.

So far, Honneth’s enunciation of these social phenomena has garnered little 
attention from the social work academy. Instead, a small number of commentators 
have concentrated on the tenets of his earlier, seminal text, The struggle for recognition 
(Honneth, 1995). Here, he set out his formative recognition thesis, with its conditions 
for optimal identity formation. This work is briefly summarised in the following as 
it sets the context for examining Honneth’s later adoption of social philosophy to 
critique the four chosen areas. Our contention is that we cannot separate Honneth’s 
earlier recognition thesis from his later consideration of contemporary social 
pathologies, and emancipation. The accomplishment of the ‘good life’ depends on 
subjects achieving a healthy sense of self through social institutions that sustain and 
promote appropriate relations of mutual recognition.

To conclude this inquiry, we consider how social workers can become more alert 
to these pathologies in social life, and take active steps to counter them through 
emancipatory practice. It is suggested that one way of becoming more cognisant of 
their presence is to analyse a series of critical incidents in practice using a designated 
framework (Lister and Crisp, 2007). This conceptual, diagnostic tool provides a 
structured approach for analysing the societal challenges facing service users, and the 
social work practices aimed at ameliorating them. Critical reflection, used in this way, 
contributes to the development of a socially intelligent, anti-oppressive practice that 
is ever attentive to the nature of the ‘social’ and how it can constrict aspirations for 
the ‘good life’. In all of this, the aim is to help social workers become more effective 
social diagnosticians, ‘knowing that many personal troubles cannot be solved merely 
as troubles, but must be understood in terms of public issues’ (Mills, 2000: 226).

Honneth, recognition and social work

Our contention is that when prevailing social conditions, in the form of social 
pathologies, impede or frustrate optimal human development and identity formation, 
they involve the misrecognition of subjects in some inexorable way. That is why it is 
vital to briefly rehearse Honneth’s foundational recognition thesis as a context for 
apprehending the nature of these social currents. Moreover, it is imperative to review 
how such ideas have been received by the social work academy, including the critiques 
and plaudits that various commentators have proffered. Only by doing so can we 
appreciate the full significance of Honneth’s more mature work for anti-oppressive, 
social work practice.
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Honneth’s recognition thesis advocates nothing less than a view of the moral basis 
of human sociality and its connection with the perils and potentials of contemporary 
social life. His primary concern was the alleviation of everyday misery in the form of 
humiliation, disrespect, social deprivation, unemployment, social isolation, poverty 
and the obsolescence of rural and manufacturing communities. In all these types of 
suffering, a normative principle is violated, that is, there is a misrecognition of the 
human subject’s feelings at a primal, anthropological level. Honneth addressed these 
themes by synthesising Hegel’s (1977) ideas on the nature of the social self and Mead’s 
(2015) postulations on social development in order to construct a systematic, social 
theory of recognition. He was swayed by Hegel’s argument that one’s relationship 
to oneself was not a solitary experience held in the private auditorium of the mind, 
but rather a matter of reciprocity with others.

With these philosophical premises in place, Honneth constructed the centrepiece 
of his emancipatory project. He suggested that three ‘spheres of recognition’ were 
required to lay the foundation for a positive ‘relation-to-self ’, namely: (1) showing 
love, care or friendship to another; (2) respecting another’s rights in the fullest 
sense; and (3) appreciating and valuing another’s capabilities and contribution to 
the community so as to build social solidarity. Disrespect, according to Honneth, 
was tantamount to the denial of one or more of these three spheres of interactional 
validation. Moreover, misrecognition provided the endorsement for struggle, contest 
and social change. What made conflict a moral enterprise, opined Honneth, were 
the feelings of outrage – shame, humiliation, hurt – emanating from episodes of 
misrecognition. In this way, the moral grammar of outrage confirmed the normative 
ideal of a just society. Pierre Bourdieu’s (2006: 241) reinforcement of this point is 
most apposite: ‘There is no worse deprivation, no worse privation, perhaps, than 
of losers in the symbolic struggle for recognition, for access to a socially recognised 
being, in a word, to humanity’.

These ideas have been considered by a small number of social work thinkers, 
including the lead author. Thus, in a broadly supportive vein, Houston previously 
applied and augmented Honneth’s tripartite model (of love, rights and solidarity) to: 
the rise of individualism within Western societies (Houston, 2009); the link between 
recognition and personal change (Houston, 2015); and the disabling emotion of 
shame following acts of misrecognition (Houston, 2016). The central argument in 
each of these sources was that there was a basic moral demand to be recognised and 
recognise others affirmatively. Without this precondition applying in social work 
practice, relationships might suffer to the detriment of a vulnerable person’s identity 
(see also Rossiter’s [2014] work on this theme).

A number of other theorists have embraced this latter postulate, albeit taking it 
in different directions. Thus, Froggett (2004) described how artistic approaches 
in social work – comprising storytelling, poetry and drama – could assist service 
users in building a rich, figurative life. She connected this imaginative process with 
Honneth’s recognition requirements, arguing that art joined people and validated 
resourceful expression. Importantly, for Froggett, an aesthetic turn in social work 
militated against the technocratisation of practice. This stance is redolent of clarion 
calls to reduce bureaucracy in social work (Payne, 2000).

Complementing this stance, Turney (2012) situated the recognition principle at 
the heart of relationship-based social work. More specifically, she argued that it was 
an essential orientation when working with involuntary service users in situations 
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where children were at risk of harm. Turney’s argument has credibility as parents value 
social work interventions that show care, acknowledge rights and identify personal 
assets (Turnell and Essex, 2006). An involuntary response from a service user may 
well be a reaction from a threatened identity, one that has most likely experienced 
various types of disrespect and misrecognition in the past.

In a further complementary move, Jull (2009) extolled Honneth’s recognition 
theory as a normative yardstick for analysing institutional practices in social work. 
This conception of recognition challenged entrenched forms of judgement that labelled, 
stigmatised and shamed service users. Judgement, it was argued, was often shaped by 
prevailing social discourses, including managerialism, individualism and social care 
governance. Institutions must be founded, by way of contrast, on respect and effect 
empowerment, independence and participation (Thomas, 2012). Jull’s work is to be 
commended because it used Honneth’s recognition order as a counterfactual tool in 
order to highlight breaches of social work principles within institutions.

As can be seen, such sources have appraised Honneth’s contribution to social work in 
a predominantly positive light. Nonetheless, some commentators remain unconvinced 
about its plausibility. A principal antagonist is Paul Michael Garrett (2010). He argued 
that Honneth’s theory was reductionist by emphasising psychological over structural 
explanations of human behaviour. It is important to note, however, that Honneth’s 
critical social theory (as it has progressed over time) has embraced a much wider 
sociological perspective, examining areas such as contemporary social struggles, socio-
political conflicts, patriarchal ideology, egalitarian social justice and socio-economic 
history (Zurn, 2015).

This rejoinder aside, Honneth’s failure to attend to the neoliberal state, and how 
it promulgated social and economic cleavages, further worried Garrett. For him, the 
state (in Honneth’s theorising) was peculiarly a ‘lost object of critical analysis, critique 
and comment’ (Garrett, 2010: 1527) even though, in reality, it played a central role in 
generating social divisions, inequalities and social stratification. This charge has merit, 
particularly as regards Honneth’s early work. Nonetheless, even in his more recent 
exegesis of the modern, constitutional state (Honneth, 2014), he caricatured it as 
the harbinger of social freedoms. Manifestly, the state was a work in progress towards 
qualitative improvement – a sphere that could honour lawful guarantees and enable 
citizens to find their social freedoms through communicative exchanges in a thriving 
public sphere. Hence, according to Honneth (2014: 274), a democratic public sphere 
and constitutional state together ‘constituted a form of social freedom by enabling 
individuals, in communication with all other members of society, to improve their 
own living conditions’. However, by rendering it in such utopian terms, the blight of 
the neoliberal state – its dark side – was not something that unequivocally registered 
with Honneth. This may be because he framed it as an idealisation, rather than an 
actualised reality. In doing so, he also partly misunderstood the workings of power in 
this constellation (McNay, 2008). To be fair, though, Honneth saw a vibrant public 
sphere as the antidote to retrogressive state policies. For him, the state ought not to 
be the primary concern; rather, it was deliberative democratic exchange within this 
sphere that must be the ultimate focus of attention.

Garrett (2013) has also raised a further set of concerns in the light of the central 
debate between Honneth and Fraser concerning the sufficiency of the recognition 
paradigm for examining different forms of injustice (Fraser and Honneth, 2003). 
Contra Honneth, Fraser’s contention was that failed attempts at ‘recognition’ and 
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‘redistribution’ led to disparate, bivalent kinds of social injustice that had dissimilar 
causes and internal dynamics: the former relating to cultural misrecognition; the latter 
centring on economic inequality. Consequently, they required different remedies 
situated within a two-pronged approach addressing both areas with equivalent 
parity. Alternatively, for Honneth, the ‘recognition’ construct was sufficient (as a 
fundamental, all-embracing moral category) to examine demeaned cultural identities 
and economic injustices arising from political economy. For Garrett (2013: 174), 
though, Fraser’s critique had merit because ‘questions of recognition … can only be 
examined satisfactorily if fused with questions relating to the economy’. Elsewhere, 
this was a position broadly supported by Webb (2010) when applying the recognition–
redistribution debate to social work. However, Zurn (2015: 9) has argued convincingly 
that to link recognition theory solely with identity-centred forms of cultural injustice 
is to misrepresent Honneth’s overall intent:

Honneth’s substantive concerns have always been wider than this, and he 
has consistently tied his recognition theory to issues of political economy: 
the division of labour, the nature of work and working conditions, the role 
of the unions and corporations, levels of income and wealth inequality, the 
risk-mitigating function of welfare-state interventions in the economy, the 
rapid progress of neoliberal privatization, and so on.

Moreover, Honneth’s rejoinder to Fraser (Fraser and Honneth, 2003) argued that 
the dynamics of capitalist markets, and the economic injustices to which they 
lead, arise from deeply institutionalised and embedded relations of recognition. A 
superimposing recognition order would consequently have a formative influence 
on society’s economic distribution. There is some evidence for this counterclaim. 
Hence, cultural ascriptions shaping attitudes to gender, ethnicity, familial roles, life-
course ambitions and occupational tasks (such as house and care work) can have a 
formative impact on reproducing the division of labour, levels of financial reward 
and inequalities (McNay, 2008). In this context, the normative consensus that accepts 
remuneration for work outside the home yet blithely endorses the ‘second shift’ of 
unpaid domestic work within the home is a misrecognition irregularity.

Even so, it is surely disingenuous to argue that the recognition order entirely 
explicates all forms of economic injustice. Due to the intermingling of economic 
and political elites, working at the uppermost echelons of the capitalist state (Klein, 
2007), and their imbrication in international movements of capital and multinational 
corporations, there are macroeconomic practices beyond the nation-state and civil 
society that regulate distributional wealth. Joblessness may not be due exclusively 
to a recognition order gone askew, but also be linked with international measures 
involving labour-saving knowhow, changeable interest rates, overproduction and 
prohibitive tariffs. Taking all of this into account, we can conclude from the Fraser–
Honneth debate that while the former downplays the significance of recognition for 
economic distribution, the latter (at times) miscalculates its potential as an illuminative 
concept explaining some forms of inequality, particularly those linked to economic 
outcomes. This conclusion reverberates with Webb’s (2010) view that social workers 
must focus on cultural and economic discrimination if they are to remain true to the 
profession’s core values.
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Honneth, social pathologies and social work

Whereas Honneth had previously developed his central recognition thesis through 
the portal of moral anthropology (ie the ethical commitments arising from human 
ontology), he next turned to social philosophy to explore the nature of social pathologies 
in contemporary society:

Social philosophy is primarily concerned with determining and discussing 
processes of social development that can be viewed as misdevelopments, 
disorders or ‘social pathologies’.… Its primary task is the diagnosis of 
processes of social development that must be understood as preventing the 
members of society from living a ‘good life’. (Honneth, 2007: 4)

Honneth’s adoption of social philosophy to review various troubles within society 
built on a long history of his intellectual forebears within the Germanic tradition 
who had likewise made use of the standpoint to formulate social critique. Going back 
to Hegel’s concerns about the limitations of subjective freedom, then to Nietzsche’s 
apprehensions about nihilism, and finally moving to the theorists in the Frankfurt 
School, with their trepidations about the predominance of instrumental reason in 
modern-day states, we can see a firm commitment to social philosophy as a way of 
diagnosing and remedying social pathologies.

To reiterate, Zurn (2015) has enumerated four of the substantive social pathologies 
revealed by Honneth, identifying them as: (1) invisibilisation; (2) instrumental 
rationalisation; (3) reification; and (4) organised self-realisation.

Invisibilisation

For Honneth, invisibilisation involves the subtle humiliation of another person by 
looking through or past him or her. In this mode, it represents a form of ontological 
blanking. Alternatively, identification with the person might be very dismissive, tacit, 
tokenistic or minimalist. Putting this another way, the (invisible) one becomes not 
so much a bodily non-presence to the other, but rather a non-existence in a social 
sense. Otherwise, invisibilisation might show itself in a more blatant manner through 
the disdainful disregard of another. Here, people might be put in their place, being 
reminded of their subservient status due to their class or racial affiliations. In each 
of these expressions, the dominant extol their social superiority by not recognising 
those they dominate, not showing any of Honneth’s recognition requirements covered 
earlier for optimal identity formation. There is no positive, affirmative stance towards 
the other, no acknowledgement of her or his moral worth as a subject, breaching 
Kant’s categorical imperative to show respect. In human interaction, the subtle facial 
gestures that denote warmth and acceptance of the ‘other’ are withheld.

A literary case study portraying invisibilisation can be found in Ralph Ellison’s 
(2001) iconic novel Invisible man. Here, the protagonist, an African-American man 
living in the 1950s, is socially invisible not only to the white people around him, 
but also to organisations such as the Communist Party (ironically, a body purporting 
to champion his rights). He is rendered socially indiscernible because of his race. 
The plot mirrors Franz Fanon’s (1965) study of how black people were made to feel 
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invisible in colonial periods. Notably, both of these sources reflect Söderberg’s (2002: 
70, emphasis added) impassioned yearning that:

We want to be loved; failing that, admired; failing that, feared; failing that, 
hated and despised. At all costs, we want to stir up some sort of feeling in 
others. Our soul abhors a vacuum. At all costs, it longs for contact.

Such existential longing is taken up by Stern’s (1977) and Spitz and Wolf ’s (1946) 
classic studies on childhood socialisation and development. These authors reveal 
the way nurturing parents affirm the young infant through gestural communication 
and corporeal ways of expressing warmth. Such care provides an emblematic model 
for how people should generally make others visible in a way that fundamentally 
recognises their ontological worth. There are other parallels to these themes in 
Winnicott’s (1982) concept of the ‘mirror role of the mother’ and in Cooley’s (1902) 
‘looking-glass self ’ metaphor, where a person’s identity emerges through interpersonal 
interaction and the perceptions of others.

In today’s world, invisibilisation permeates many contemporary contexts. Hence, 
we witness the invisibilisation of sex workers, trafficked peoples, political refugees, 
poorly paid and treated employees in the service industries, and mostly female carers 
engaged in childcare, housework and social care with adults. Furthermore, we see it 
in migration, where racialised subordination comes to the fore.

Not only that, when considering social work practice, invisibilisation is present 
in paternalism or tokenistic partnerships with service users. For example, parents – 
whose children are in the care system – attend a case conference but their presence 
and contribution is only tacitly acknowledged by the professionals sitting around the 
table. For these parents, the outcome is a ‘stitch-up’. Furthermore, many inquiries 
and case management reviews (Stanley and Manthorpe, 2004) have highlighted how 
a child-centred focus in child protection was missing, especially with young children. 
The child remained invisible perhaps because there was an inordinate focus on the 
parent, or else the painful reality of child abuse was suppressed due to psychodynamic 
factors, including fears of contamination (Ferguson, 2016).

Other examples of invisibilisation include: the neglect of the carers in some 
mental health social work interventions (Wilson et al, 2015); the strict, unbending 
adherence to procedures to the disadvantage of human relationships (Niemi, 2015); 
the indifference to some service users deemed to be challenging (Niemi, 2015); 
the preoccupation with abstract risk calculations (totting up the risk factors) to the 
detriment of concrete human need (Featherstone et al, 2014); and the implementation 
of a medical model in adult services that belittles client self-determination (Barry 
and Yuill, 2008). To counter invisibilisation in social work, we must aim at forging 
a respectful awareness of the service user and their presence – in whatever forum. 
It is about hearing their voice, acknowledging their rights and showing the three 
forms of recognition described earlier. Tellingly, ‘every human face has a claim on 
you, because you cannot help but understand the singularity of it, the courage and 
loneliness of it’ (Robinson, 2009: 53). Due to this, in social life, all cognition should 
lead to recognition.
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Instrumental rationalisation

Instrumental rationalisation, according to Honneth, privileges a means–end rationality 
over all other forms of reasoning. It focuses on the most expedient, cost-effective way 
of achieving a predefined end but does not deliberate on the value of that end. Thus, 
whose interests are served by that end, whose are marginalised and how power is used 
in an enabling or constraining way are not pertinent questions. The emphasis is on 
the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ but not the ‘why’. It therefore leads to a distortion of reason 
and the subjugation of nature and people because the motivation is not necessarily 
to benefit the human condition, but rather to achieve the best cost–output ratio or 
performance target. Centrally, instrumental rationalisation is a driving force in modern 
capitalism and fuels the proliferation of bureaucracy, technology and rational-choice 
economics for solving problems in modern-day life.

As a modus operandi, instrumental rationalisation has been widely critiqued by 
critical social theorists, including Honneth (2014). Weber (1992) saw it ultimately 
leading to an ‘iron cage’ of bureaucracy, stifling human innovation, creativity and 
discretion. Its effects on the social order were like a ‘polar night of icy darkness’ 
(Weber, 1992: 123). Bauman (1989) cautioned that modernity’s adoption of efficient, 
optimal goal-implementation strategies displaces moral considerations, causing ethical 
myopia or blindness. Habermas (1987) argued that instrumental rationality colonises 
meaningful communication between subjects, distorting their meaning systems. In 
a somewhat different vein, but compatible with Honneth’s concerns, Ritzer (2007) 
contended that instrumental rationality has fuelled the McDonaldisation of sections 
of society. By this, he meant that culture in Western nations is becoming increasingly 
homogenised around four central characteristics of the McDonald’s fast food chain: 
efficiency, quantification, predictability and control. Needless to say, Ritzer viewed 
them as dehumanising tendencies.

In social work, there have been similar concerns about an overreliance on 
instrumental rationality given that it has led to a proliferation of procedures, checklists, 
audit criteria, electronic monitoring and regimes of governance (in some countries). 
Moreover, it has placed an inordinate attention on the ‘means’ instead of the ‘ends’ 
of social work intervention (Gottschalk and Witkin, 2015). Keeping within this 
vein, Blaug (1995) embraced Habermas’s ideas in order to call for a reinvigoration 
of social interaction and relationships in social work, arguing against the dangers of 
an over-bureaucratised system. In an evocative sentence, he suggested that it was 
far better to start an interaction with a service user ‘with a cup of tea’ as opposed 
to executing a procedural mandate. A simple, prosaic gesture such as this satisfies 
Honneth’s emphasis on recognition as a form of care.

Payne (2000) reinforced the essence of this view, but more assertively, by signalling 
his anti-bureaucratic stance. For him, bureaucracy led to rigidity in social work, 
privileging the organisation over partnership with service users. Munro (2011), 
similarly, in her seminal report on child welfare in the UK, highlighted the need 
for professional discretion in the face of burgeoning procedural demands. Rational 
systems and processes were not always apposite for novelty or the vagaries of social 
life – situations that necessitated critical thinking. Lastly, Dustin (2007) has maintained 
that the development of care management in social work has shown key features 
of McDonaldisation. Her thesis has credibility as care managers must process their 
work with efficiency, predictability and control. Likewise, as coordinators of care, 
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they are required to measure inputs, outputs and outcomes. Essentially, countering 
this particular pathology in social work necessitates that bureaucracy complements 
rather than supersedes person-centred practice.

Reification

For Honneth, reification objectifies the subject: it views him or her as a transposable 
entity or tradable portfolio of capacities, as opposed to a subject characterised by 
a sense of unity, as well as narrative consistency over time. Accordingly, people are 
not viewed as sentient, emotional and intentional beings with their own desires, 
consciousness, goals and projects, but rather as inert ‘things’ or objects devoid of 
such human qualities. Reification correspondingly adopts a calculative stance, one 
that asks: ‘How can I manipulate this person-object in order to gain from, control 
or denigrate it?’. The end product is that the individual can be typified as a number 
(every now and then emblazoned on her body), or statistic, or commodity to be used 
in one’s prudential calculations. In other words, people are used as natural resources 
to meet the manipulator’s own ends.

In all of these ways, reification ignores primordial, time-honoured norms that, at 
their very least, view the other as a subject or fulfil Honneth’s prerequisites of love, 
rights and esteem. Reification therefore instrumentalises and dehumanises. The people 
who adopt reifying practices become desensitised to others – seeing them as devoid 
of human, existential characteristics. Reification is therefore a fundamental category 
error with huge moral overtones. Essentially, for Honneth, its crucial cadence is a 
forgetfulness of the need for primordial recognition of the other, perspective-taking with the 
other, where empathy has drained away and where the other is viewed as a cog in 
the machine to be used and abused – shunned, as it were.

Current socio-political events are replete with examples of reification. Thus, the 
way some refugees and political asylum seekers are treated as ‘others’ who need 
to be ‘distanced’ from non-porous European borders, through population transfer 
and debarment, is most apparent. Another prominent example is ethnic cleansing, 
as occurred in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda. In these geopolitical contexts, 
subjects are branded as ‘viruses’ or ‘cockroaches’ to be cleansed or eradicated. More 
mainstream is the continuing objectification of women throughout the world, a 
theme that is central to feminist theory. For instance, Nussbaum (1995) highlights 
the depiction of women throughout history as sexual objects, lacking subjectivity, 
autonomy and agency – viewing the woman as a ‘something’ instead of a ‘someone’. 
More contemporary illustrations of reification are funnelled through digital channels, 
finding expression, at times, in online job interviews and online dating.

Yet, what of reification in social work? Beckett and Maynard (2005) take up this 
theme in their consideration of values and ethics within the profession. They suggest 
that this particular social pathology manifests itself in two main ways in social work. 
First, it occurs when professionals and welfare agencies act as a conduit of policies 
and procedures that have the effect of objectifying service users. Practically, this 
might occur when maintaining procedural orthodoxy comes before responses than 
are human-centred. In child protection, for instance, where risk outcomes are much 
to the fore, there can be a presumed safety in following the procedures (as an end in 
itself), even when discretion and tailored responses fit better with ethical practice. 
Second, social workers can fall into the trap of reifying service users as a defence against 
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pain. Situations of severe abuse to vulnerable children and adults can lead to natural 
distress and feelings of being overwhelmed within social workers. The experience of 
sadness, fear and guilt can subsequently invoke attempts to distance oneself from others, 
cutting oneself off from their human experience. Distancing is reflected, moreover, 
in the adoption of reifying terms, such as ‘bed-blockers’, ‘new referrals’, ‘problem 
cases’ and ‘delinquents’. Moreover, an inordinate focus on eligibility criteria and the 
use of stereotypes are indicative of reification (Niemi, 2015). In all of this, we are 
reminded of Horne’s (1999) clarion call to always create the subject in social work 
by locating the ‘human’ behind the label.

Organised self-realisation

In many Western nations, according to Honneth, self-realisation has become a 
societal necessity. This fixation, he contends, emerges from a new form of reflexive 
individualism: a privileging of the ‘self ’ over social life and the needs of the social 
group. Put another way, subjects are expected to express their own individuality and 
authentically realise their own unique nature and potential. In this way, self-realisation 
has become an inescapable outward demand, a condition of societal normalcy that 
has become institutionalised, rather than an inner expression of existential choice and 
freedom. Concomitant with this expectation is the pressure to engage in personal 
introspection to discover one’s authentic self. This ‘turning inwards’ by compulsion, 
however, is an asocial process. As opposed to finding identity through social relations 
and bonds voluntarily, which Honneth wants to revivify, organised self-realisation 
valorises detached inner awareness by diktat. There is then the pressure to reveal 
personal peccadilloes on the electronic stage of social media.

Crucially, however, there is a psychological cost in all of this, argues Honneth. A 
potential consequence of this structural demand is the emergence of inner emptiness, 
meaninglessness and depression within subjects, most notably, when they fail to 
achieve the expected results. Hence, the demand for a heightened individualism and 
reflexive awareness can place an unbearable burden on the individual:

Urged from all sides to show that they are open to authentic self-discovery 
and its impulses, there remains for individuals only the alternative of 
stimulating authenticity or of fleeing into full blown depression, of staging 
personal originality for strategic reasons or of pathologically shutting down. 
(Honneth, 2004: 475)

Honneth observes that organised self-realisation penetrates both the private and public 
spheres of life. With regard to the latter sphere, employees in many work settings 
are required to be independent, reflexive, creative, inventive, polyvalent, self-aware 
entrepreneurs. In this neoliberal context, we see the rise of the entremployee: the 
worker who might have to feign self-realisation in order to maximise their chances 
for career advancement, and fend off the ambient insecurity and expendability that 
comes with short-term employment contracts. Leaders, and ‘movers and shakers’, 
within post-Fordist organisations are required to be self-aware, to know their innate 
styles and yet build up new repertoires for managing their selves and others so that 
they vindicate their creative potential as change agents.
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Tellingly, for Honneth, self-realisation should not be forced or compelled. Ideally, 
it ought to be self-directed and initiated. What is more, organised self-realisation 
contravenes the thrust of his recognition thesis, which states that human identity 
formation is first and foremost a social affair. Essentially, the self is a product of social 
interaction with significant others (Mead, 2015). The assertion is that we are social 
beings all the way through – that the ‘I’ lies in the ‘We’.

Other social commentators have mirrored these themes. Peterson (2011: 6) refers 
to the rise in depression in society, viewing it as a social pathology that ‘reveals the 
dark side of today’s social demand for authentic self-realization’. For this author, 
the plea for self-realisation becomes an irrepressible stress factor that can precipitate 
existential exhaustion. Ehrenberg (2000), in a similar vein, argues that self-realisation 
has become an arduous performance in which the self is a sacred totem pole around 
which the individual must dance. Due to its unremitting nature, the dance can lead 
to psychological enervation. Furthermore, Boltanski and Chiapello (2005), in their 
analysis of the changing nature of capitalism, view self-realisation as the quintessential 
activity in modern-day life, one embedded within socialisation.

In terms of social work, self-realisation is an important therapeutic goal in person-
centred practice, whether in counselling (Payne, 2014) or person-centred planning 
with service users with special needs (Sanderson and Lewis, 2012). It is also pivotal 
within narrative-based social work (Baldwin, 2013). Such approaches, however, draw 
on a humanistic frame, one encouraging self-determination, choice and freedom of 
expression. Hence, they are not ‘organised’ or forced in the manner of the social 
pathology depicted earlier. Yet, there are other social work interventions, of a 
controlling nature, that require service users to develop self-awareness, insight and 
understanding in order to effect mandated behavioural change. Such interventions 
invariably occur in the context of risk to vulnerable children and adults, and may 
be court-authorised. For example, parents may be obliged to undergo an assessment 
to determine their fitness to parent when there are concerns about child abuse and 
neglect. As part of this assessment, they may be encouraged to reflect on their own 
upbringing, perhaps reaching insights about their early attachment experiences, so that 
growth and change are fostered. In a similar vein, parents who exhibit an addiction to 
substances may be pressed to move from a pre-contemplation stage of denial to one 
where they examine inner motivations, needs and perceptions of self-worth. Here, 
the objective is to facilitate a re-evaluation of the self to enhance personal efficacy, 
control and liberation from substance craving. As the change cycle progresses, the 
parent is encouraged to maximise their potential and perhaps reconfigure negative 
thought patterns and disabling personal narratives.

Such mandated interventions are inescapably part and parcel of the social control 
dimension of social work with involuntary service users. Even so, it is vital to 
register that any organised process of self-reflection and development can precipitate 
second-order problems (of depression or inadequacy) if not handled sensitively 
and empathically. Compelling service users to look inwardly, with the aim of self-
transformation, can be a parlous activity, particularly if their internal world is dominated 
by fear or if they lack the language skills to express emotional and cognitive states. 
The context of fear, furthermore, could lead to feigned self-realisation, conveying 
what they imagine the social worker wants to hear through disguised compliance. 
Consequently, Honneth’s three categories of recognition (outlined earlier) need to 
undergird this type of practice to ameliorate these problems. Put simply, social work 
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with involuntary service users necessitates investing in relationships, developing trust 
and showing empathy for the challenge of engaging in mandated assessment where 
the ‘self ’ is a primary focus.

Reflecting critically on social pathologies

Honneth’s categories of recognition, and typology of social pathologies described 
earlier, can alert social workers to the deleterious impact of the social world on 
service users and assist them in developing anti-oppressive practice responses. This 
section outlines a practical method for realising this aim, namely, critical incident 
analysis. Lister and Crisp’s (2007) approach to critical incident analysis has been 
chosen and adapted because it provides a veritable way of detecting and reflecting on 
the potential intrusion of misrecognition and the four pathologies on service users’ 
lives. By way of definition, a critical incident is a spatio-temporal event that occurs 
in professional practice that has significance either for the social worker or service 
user (or both), and raises questions concerning beliefs, attitudes, values or behaviour. 
Examples include: removing a child into care in response to an emergency; dealing 
with conflict; responding to an emotional breakdown following a crisis; or reacting 
to an intricate value dilemma. Social work is replete with critical incidents given 
that it deals with complex human behaviour.

The framework (see Box 1) comprises stages centred on the identification of one 
such incident. Each stage invites the social worker to address a number of reflective 
questions. Stages three and four explicitly refer to Honneth’s recognition categories 
and the typology of social pathologies explicated earlier.

Box 1: A critical incident framework for analysing misrecognition 
and social pathologies in social life (adapted from Lister and Crisp, 
2007)

Stage One – Provide a descriptive account of the incident

• What occurred, where, when and with whom?
• What was the nature of your role and participation in the incident?
• Were there any significant factors precipitating the incident?
• Was this a one-off incident or a repeat of an earlier event?
• What were the outcomes of this incident for the various participants?

Stage Two – Consider the initial responses to the incident

• What feelings did the incident provoke within you?
• What thoughts did the incident elicit within you?
• What action(s) did you instigate in response to the incident?
• What was the service user’s interpretation of the incident?
• How did significant others react to the incident?

Stage Three – Critically analyse the issues and dilemmas raised by the incident

• Did the incident highlight any ethical issues or value dilemmas?
• Did the incident involve a misuse of power in relation to the service user or 

oppress him/her in any way?
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• Did the incident comprise any acts of recognition (love/care/friendship, respect 
or esteem) or misrecognition (abuse, disrespect or denouncement)? If so, how 
were they manifested and by whom?

• If acts of misrecognition were present, did they encompass one or more of 
the following social pathologies: invisibilisation, instrumental rationalisation, 
reification and organised self-realisation? If they did, what impact did they 
have on the service user and how did you respond?

Stage Four – Review what can be learnt from the incident

• How has the incident contributed to your learning in relation to the following 
areas: use of self; application of skills, knowledge, anti-oppressive practice and 
values; and use of relationship with service users?

• If any acts of misrecognition took place, how might they have been countered? 
How might you strengthen the three dimensions of recognition with the 
service user?

• If the incident has involved acts of misrecognition, in the form of one or more 
of the social pathologies, what have you learnt about your awareness of them, 
in yourself and others?

• Are there ways in which this incident might lead to changes in how you 
think, feel or act in situations where misrecognition, in the form of the social 
pathologies, has taken place?

• Is there any other theory that might help develop your understanding of what 
occurred during the incident?

<end box>

There are a number of main ways in which the critical incident framework can be 
utilised. First, it can lead to the production of a written narrative that can be shared 
and discussed with others, say, in group supervision with colleagues involved in the 
case, some of whom may be from other disciplines. Second, it can be delivered as a 
formal, verbal presentation by the social worker in a team meeting or other professional 
forum. In this mode, the framework’s stages and bullet points can provide a linear 
structure for the presentation. Third, it can provide a checklist for formal, one-to-
one supervision involving the social worker and her team leader, or perhaps a student 
might use it as a pedagogical tool when in supervision with a practice educator. Last 
of all, it might be used on practice placements as either a formative or summative 
approach to assessment. In all of this, the audience (including supervisor, practice 
educator, team colleagues and perhaps service user) can assist the social worker to 
explore the incident by acting as critical friends, posing Socratic questions (ie queries 
probing assumptions, reasons, evidence, viewpoints and perspectives) to enable a 
deeper interrogation of the events. Regardless of how it is applied, the framework aims 
to develop critical reflection with an emphasis on ethics, values and anti-oppressive 
practice. Significantly, it alerts the social worker to the potential internalisation of 
the listed pathologies within taken-for-granted responses to people and events. In 
order to deepen knowledge and understanding, a series of applications with different 
critical incidents and audiences is advised.
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Conclusion

Honneth’s erudite philosophical inquiry into the nature of oppression in modern 
social life deepens his earlier recognition thesis. In this article, we have examined 
four contemporary social pathologies that Honneth has explicated. The nature of 
these pathologies has been described and illustrations provided of how they are 
exemplified within society. A review of how the pathologies might infiltrate social 
work practice has added to this presentation. To make these ideas further relevant to 
social work practitioners, we adapted and elucidated a critical incident framework, 
locating Honneth’s recognition categories and four pathologies within its stages of 
reflective inquiry. The aim in all of this was to deepen anti-oppressive practice.

It is axiomatic that social workers must remain vigilant about potential sources 
of oppression within the social spheres of life. To reduce human problems to only 
psychological causes constitutes a form of oppression itself because, to reiterate, private 
ills must be seen in the context of public issues. Causation is most likely a complex 
bio-psychosocial affair. Specifically, though, to remain attentive to causation at the 
social level, social workers need to expand their understanding of modern society 
and the social pathologies that disempower modern citizens. The contention is 
that Honneth’s recognition paradigm provides the intellectual tools to diagnose and 
expose contemporary social injustices and make the realisation of the ‘good life’ that 
bit closer. This article makes a small contribution to the growing field of ‘applied 
recognition theory’.
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In many countries, the media portray the social work profession in a negative light.

The impact of such coverage has been an enduring concern with many commentators

signifying the profound consequences for practice and professional morale. However,
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‘print’ media in the wake of severe maltreatment to children, especially following
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Introduction

The relationship between social work and the media has been a matter
of concern for decades (Ayre, 2001; Stanfield and Beddoe, 2013).
Indeed, how the newspapers deliver ‘social work (bad) news’ is ‘not
merely a cosmetic matter’ (Gaughan and Garrett, 2012, p. 268) but
rather one that has far reaching implications for public confidence in the
discipline. Not only that, several studies have shown that the public’s
perception of social work practitioners is hugely significant in determin-
ing the latter’s attitudes and behaviours (Legood et al., 2016). While it is
accepted that the public do not uncritically absorb what they are told by
the media, nevertheless it continues to have a formative influence on
their perceptions (Gaughan and Garrett, 2012). Research by Stanfield
and Beddoe (2013) has shown, in particular, that the public are suscepti-
ble to media depictions of social work because, unlike medicine, it is ex-
perienced less often.

Within the Irish context, the impact of the public inquiries and case
reviews on social work practice has been well documented (Skehill,
2003). However, the portrayal of social work in the ‘print media’
requires more critical exegesis particularly in relation to specific cases
such as the one covered in this study (McNulty, 2008). Given the ramifi-
cations for those working in the sector, this is a matter of huge signifi-
cance. This study addresses this gap in the literature by examining the
print media’s portrayal of social work in Ireland following a recent,
highly significant case invoking much public and political opprobrium
and consternation. More specifically, it centres on how the Irish print
media viewed social work practice during a public inquiry into the
‘Grace Case’ [sic] involving a woman (born in 1978) who was subjected,
as a child and vulnerable adult, to severe abuse by her state-appointed,
foster carers over an elongated period of time. Prior investigations found
that there had been significant breaches in safeguarding protocols
throughout Grace’s placement and compound failures to act appropri-
ately on a raft of concerning signs and symptoms.

In presenting the study’s findings, we aim to provide a recursive
space for social workers to question, problematise and deconstruct
dominant media and political representations of their practices. For so-
cial workers, it is important to challenge governing discourses, so that
child welfare policy and practice in Irish society, and elsewhere, can
progress in a more informed light based on rational appraisal rather
than ideological lurch or politicised rhetoric (Gaughan and Garrett,
2012). In this connection, social workers can polemicise the politicisa-
tion of safeguarding and the misguided notion that every tragedy can
be prevented.
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Relevant literature

An historical review of child abuse in Ireland has been systematically
documented in various formats and outlets. The published reports of
several high-profile inquiries are prominent sources within this corpus. It
is important, therefore, to start this analysis by describing their import
and the critical reception they have received in the print media.
Invariably, the primary role of such inquiries has been to examine the
facts relating to events that have been typified emotively by the media
as ‘disasters’ and ‘scandals’, in an attempt to learn the lessons of past
mistakes (Burgess, 2009). Such sources of critical inquiry have changed,
irredeemably, the Irish policy landscape and have had ‘a profound effect
on the nature and form of child welfare practices’ (Skehill, 2003, p. 269).
In the wake of such changes, the biographical narratives of individual
children were often poignantly relayed to heighten the need for reform,
apportion blame, restore public confidence and instil a more discriminat-
ing form of accountability (Buckley, 2012; Buckley and O’Nolan, 2014).

Notably, the report of the Kilkenny Incest Inquiry brought the issue
of child abuse into the public domain with an inexorable momentum.
Powell (1998) argued that high-profile cases, such as this, challenged tra-
ditional views of families as havens of safety, re-positioning the institu-
tion within a discourse of public risk. Another such case—detailed in the
Roscommon Child Care Inquiry—effected significant changes in how so-
cial workers managed child abuse complaints (Kilkelly, 2012). The pro-
fessionals’ failure to effectively listen to, or consult, with the children
involved was also a decisive finding. Accordingly, a primary recommen-
dation stipulated that the voice of the child should always be heard. The
Ferns (2005), Dublin (2009) and Cloyne (2010) reports took an inter-
disciplinary slant by scrutinising how child abuse was managed by the
state authorities, church and Gardaı́ (the State’s Police Force). These in-
quiries brought about some important changes in the administrative re-
sponse to child abuse.

Many of these inquiries have underlined the Janus-faced role of social
workers within the attenuated space between the state and civil society
(Skehill, 2003). The report of Ryan (2009) was arguably one of the most
prominent in this regard as it centred on accountability and transpar-
ency: areas which historically had operated only in a piecemeal fashion
(Buckley, 2012). Indeed, it was the Ryan report which led to the forma-
tion of the nascent Child and Family Agency, Tusla. This state-
appointed organisation aims to improve children’s well-being in three
areas: safeguarding, early intervention and family support. State-deliv-
ered health and social care services for the adult population, by way of
contrast, are delivered by the Health Services Executive.
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Even though the afore-mentioned inquiries created a palpable storm of
journalistic commentary within the Irish media, some observers have ques-
tioned their long-term impact. For example, despite all that the Ryan re-
port helped to achieve in policy terms, it did not entirely satisfy the goal
of realising justice for the victims of abuse (Niezen, 2013). Furthermore, a
study of child protection in Ireland challenged the notion that inquiry-led
reforms could actually achieve better outcomes for children and families
(Buckley, 2012). Added to this critical commentary, a number of authors
in Ireland and the UK highlighted how the increase in the number of pub-
lic inquiries may now be producing unintended consequences and generat-
ing unrealistic expectations regarding the state’s ability to control risk
(Burgess, 2009; Buckley and O’Nolan, 2013).

In a different vein, Sulitzeanu-Kenan (2010, p. 626) labelled some of
the inquiries as the ‘creations of politicians’ for the sole ‘purpose of
blame avoidance’. In many instances, this politicised mood has led to a
risk-averse, technocratic emphasis on regulatory reform without fully
apprehending the role of human perception and emotion in professional
judgement and decision-making (Kortleven, 2010). According to
McNulty (2008, p. 126), this mentality has resulted in changes that de-
velop more from a ‘political reaction’ to high-profile scandals than from
any ‘coherent reform agenda’. Responding to this growing climate of dis-
quiet, the Chief Executive of Tusla branded the media as ‘utterly ab-
surd’ in its expectations of what child protection workers ‘should or
could achieve’ (quoted in Holland, 2016, p. 16).

It is incontrovertible that the profession has had an uneasy relation-
ship with the media in many countries (Baum and Potter, 2008;
Gillespie and Lonne, 2014; Warner, 2014; Zufferey, 2014; Stanfield and
Beddoe, 2016a, 2016b). A critical commentary by Parton (2014) on so-
cial work and politics in the UK, discussed social workers’ fears of cen-
sure and widespread publicity. Stanfield and Beddoe (2013) noted how
cycles of media coverage started with intense interest, followed by a fo-
cus on blame and punishment, and later the implementation of changes
to policy or practice. This process, they contended, resulted in an ero-
sion of professionalism, high stress levels and low retention rates. While
it could be argued that the media’s response to, and treatment of social
workers in the UK, may be uniquely harsh (Lonne and Parton, 2014),
the impact of the Irish media on the profession must not be underesti-
mated. Research by Gaughan and Garrett (2012) found that tabloid
reporting in Ireland had a sharp, invidious edge with one cited journalist
proclaiming that the profession was ‘Stasi-like’. Such egregious depic-
tions have been shown to impact negatively on a practitioner’s self-
esteem (Legood et al., 2016; Beddoe et al., 2017).

A review of some of the press coverage in other countries revealed a
mixed range of responses. Thus, Reid and Misener (2001) found newspa-
per ratings of social work in the USA were broadly positive compared
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to the largely negative depictions in the UK. The authors explained this
finding by suggesting that there was a much greater propensity to view
social workers in the USA as helpful experts and programme innovators.
Moreover, McDevitt (1998) argued that reporting in the USA concen-
trated on lurid and extreme forms of abuse as opposed to long-term
chronic neglect. The net effect was to frame the former as episodic,
criminal events leading to a focus on the perpetrators rather than the
professionals. This frame of meaning has also been applied in a number
of European countries (Ayre, 2001) and also, interestingly, in China (Ho
and Chan, 2018).

Alternatively, in Australia, ‘the print media has a longstanding interest
and involvement in child abuse and neglect and has played key roles
in bringing scandals and system failures to the public’s and politician’s
attention’ (Lonne and Parton, 2014, p. 824). Such scrutiny (much as in
the UK and Ireland) has led to proceduralism, compliance and greater
regulation. Yet, even though there has been sensationalist and simplistic
coverage (Mendes, 2000), the Australian experience has been more
system-orientated with less emphasis on professional culpability.

Such examples of media responses and public reactions to child mal-
treatment, demonstrate their varied nature and apply different frames of
meaning depending on the socio-political context and how it constructs
the social work profession.

Methods

This study embraced social constructionism as its primary, methodologi-
cal orientation. This orientation promulgates an attitude of curiosity
when considering the multiple constructions of meaning and knowledge
within the research process (Jankowski et al., 2000). Taking a social con-
structionist stance facilitates an appreciation of how reality is shaped by
language, power and discourse (Zufferey, 2014). Language, from this
perspective, is the medium through which identities are built, maintained
and transformed (Burr, 2003). Words shape our understanding, uphold-
ing certain typifications of meaning while relegating or obfuscating
others (Witkin, 2012). This insight resonates with the study’s focus be-
cause public conversations about social work are largely mediated by au-
thoritative institutions such as the media (Zufferey, 2014).

Aim and objectives

The aim of this study was to examine how social work practice was rep-
resented in the Irish print media during the investigation of the afore-
mentioned ‘Grace Case’. More specifically, it sought to:
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1. Explore and understand how social work practitioners were ap-

praised in the articles;.
2. Determine what aspects of social work practice were of most inter-

est to the media; and
3. Discover how organisational responses to the management of the

case were represented.

Data collection

A documentary method was chosen. Accordingly, written texts were

subjected to a systematic process of review: gathering the newspaper

articles; developing an organising schema to process them; ensuring the

authenticity of the sources; being aware of authorial bias and subjectiv-

ity, politicised agendas and other contextual factors shaping knowledge

production; and exploring the written content or what was being com-

municated to the reader (O’Leary, 2014). In addition to offering an effi-

cient and effective procedure for gathering data, this method was chosen

because of its unobtrusive stance where research phenomena could be

examined in their natural state. Moreover, most documents are stable

sources that can be reviewed on manifold occasions to enhance rigorous

inquiry.
The newspaper database, Lexis-Nexis, was used to access the articles

in a university library. These articles were chosen from the time that the

Grace case became apparent in the media (i.e. from February 2016 to

October 2017). The Irish Times, the Irish Independent, the Sunday

Independent and The Examiner were chosen because these papers, at

the time, were the top four most circulated broadsheets in Ireland and

represented a spectrum of class opinion, political affiliation and sectorial

interests. In addition, the Irish Daily Mail was chosen (purposively) to

attain the perspective of a leading tabloid.
Relevant newspaper articles were identified using various search terms

and juxtaposed Boolean operators. However, the groupings of ‘Grace

Case’ and ‘Social Workers’ (n¼ 23), as well as ‘Grace Case’ and ‘Tusla’

(n¼ 29), yielded the most comprehensive range of sources. Each article

was screened for its potential relevance to identify a sample that ‘specifi-

cally and substantively’ discussed ‘social workers and/or social work

practice’. Articles excluded from the final sample covered other less rel-

evant aspects of the case. Of the fifty-two articles identified, forty were

deemed most relevant and included in the final sample (six from the

Irish Independent, seventeen from the Irish Examiner, five from the

Sunday Independent, nine from The Irish Times and three from the Irish

Daily Mail).
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Data analysis

Thematic analysis (TA) was chosen as the method to scrutinise the data.
According to Braun and Clarke (2013), TA has numerous advantages,
particularly when appropriated within a documentary study. It generates
rich accounts of the textual phenomena within documents and other
qualitative sources. Using the step-by-step framework suggested by
Braun and Clarke (2013), the analysis commenced with a familiarisation
of the data. This step involved reading and re-reading the articles to re-
cord initial musings, tentative assumptions and impressions. Next, the re-
searcher established ‘provisional codes’, or basic analytical units that
took account of these sentiments yet remained descriptively close to the
language within the texts. These codes epitomised interesting units of
meaning within the articles.

Further inductive scrutiny subsequently identified broader ‘patterns’
or ‘themes’. Similar to coding, searching for themes was an active pro-
cess that located commonalities amongst the codes to adduce deeper
layers of cohered, conceptual meaning. This stage of data analysis
moved from assiduous description to careful interpretation and integra-
tion. Within these advanced stages of TA, it was necessary to revise and
refine the themes after multiple readings of the data, applying colour
coding and constantly comparing the content with attempts at
conceptualisation.

The afore-mentioned process involved decisions to combine, integrate,
hone, split, separate out, intersect or reject putative themes. These deci-
sions were reached with the introduction of a second researcher (the pri-
mary investigator’s supervisor), who independently examined the
sources of data as a measure of trustworthiness. Conjointly, the research-
ers sought to attain a consensual view in this decision-making stage
based on considered argumentation, justification, constant comparison
and critical reflection. Our primary focus was on the logical coherence
between premise and conclusion. In all of this, we were alert to hetero-
geneous outliers: data sources that ‘went against the grain’, or repre-
sented dissenting, countervailing voices. Such outliers were, however,
rare. Only one article made positive reports about social work interven-
tion: the rest cohered definitively around a largely negative depiction of
practice albeit separating into different veins of critique. It transpired
that there was no need to employ a third independent coder/analyst to
settle any disagreements between the two researchers.

Throughout this analytical procedure, we were keen to establish ‘inter-
nal homogeneity’ (whereby an individual theme had an evident coher-
ence and unity) and ‘external heterogeneity’ (whereby there were
discerned differences in meaning content between themes) (Patton,
1990). Finally, to enhance rigour, we ascertained the prevalence of the
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determined themes across the data set by counting the number of times
they featured in different newspapers (see Table 1). As indicated in the
table, the articles have been numbered for referencing purposes.
Reading the table horizontally, from left to right, shows the prevalence
of themes for each of the sampled newspapers. The vertical columns
show frequencies for individual themes across the data set.

In applying these stages of inductive inquiry, the researchers were
aware that qualitative themes are rarely elicited within an epistemologi-
cal vacuum. Hence, our underpinning theoretical position needed to be
acknowledged from the outset. As previously indicated, our stance drew
on social constructionism. Braun and Clarke (2013) suggested that this
orientation was intrinsically compatible with TA yet positioned the
method within a contextual frame of understanding. In effect, this slant,
while primarily focusing on the semantic content of the newspaper
articles, also attended to the social production of meaning.

Our premise was, therefore, that patterns or themes in the data derived
not only from agents’ expressed views and intentions, but also from the
prevailing social context. More pointedly, the pre-eminence of any socio-
political discourses highlighted in the literature needed to be cautiously
considered, particularly at the interpretive stage of data analysis and during
the unfolding discussion of the results. Within this methodological orienta-
tion, we were also mindful to embrace (what advocates of social construc-
tionism refer to as) a ‘stance of curiosity’: a position that was open to the
multiple constructions of meaning in social life (Jankowski et al., 2000).

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the University’s
Research Ethics Committee.

Results

There were four inter-linked themes arising inductively from the codes,
namely:

(a) social work practice as ‘failing’;
(b) social work practice as ‘subterfuge’;
(c) social work practice as ‘unaccountable’; and
(d) social work practice as ‘divided’.
Table 2 provides a condensed profile of the articles referred to in this

section. The articles have been numbered for referencing purposes and
short quotations from the sources have been italicised.

Theme 1: Social work practice as failing

The majority of the articles (n¼ 32) commented critically on some as-
pect of case management. Some articles depicted social work as an
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uncaring profession because of its failure to carry out rudimentary social
work duties: monitoring risk, examining files and handing over informa-
tion to colleagues. For example, Article 21 concluded that social workers
had ‘failed in their duty to protect a vulnerable young person’. Article
35 concurred referring to social workers who ‘did not want the both-
er. . .’ as this would have ‘cost them time and trouble. . .’. Article 6 out-
lined how social workers, in some instances, had left people exposed to
the risk of sexual abuse because documented concerns ‘were not shared
or investigated and no follow-up welfare checks were carried out’. This
source also highlighted central areas of ‘malpractice’ and ‘ineptness’
with some service users having no case files and others having documen-
tation that had not been updated for 25 years. Article 8 discussed the
proliferation of errors in case management stressing how the ‘failures
identified in the Grace case last year were not isolated’.

Article 14 magnified such concerns by drawing attention to the profes-
sion’s ‘catastrophic failure’ in the case. Here, social workers were por-
trayed as incompetent in their decision-making due to ‘confusion’.
Markedly, it was concluded that ‘Grace. . .was sent back to the foster
home she was abused in after she was hospitalised for bruising on her
thighs and breasts because of confusion over what to do with her’. The
article later described how social workers ‘could not agree what course
of action to take, and therefore she languished in the home at risk for
years’. Hence, decision-making was viewed as one of the most pervasive
shortcomings in social work practice. The reporting exemplified a pic-
ture of ‘appallingly bad decisions’ (Article 23) with no ‘interventions or
interactions’ (Article 26).

Theme 2: Social work as subterfuge

In fifteen of the articles, it was claimed that the social work profession
could not satisfactorily account for its actions. This failing was put down
to ‘sinister and behind-closed-doors management’ (Article 20). In an-
other piece (Article 36), the ‘unknown reasons’ for decisions were
explained by a pervading culture of corruption. In a similar vein, Article
24 suggested: ‘It is pretty twisted stuff. It is almost Kafkaesque.’

The agency’s failure to disclose transparent case information on the
‘numbers’ and ‘identities’ of those involved, was seen as deceptive
(Article 6). A like-minded article (Article 11) questioned ‘the motives
for decision-making’ while Article 31 gave voice to Gerry Adams, a
prominent Southern politician, who called for those involved to be ‘disci-
plined’, ‘sacked’ or ‘charged’ for a case that was ‘not a systems failure’
but rather one which had ‘all the elements of a criminal conspiracy’.

The attribution of artifice to the social work profession was also ap-
plied to wider spheres of influence. Thus, Article 20 claimed that ‘if you
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can be relied upon to keep silent . . . the HSE will be there to reward
you’. This article went on to mobilise emotions of anger and disgust
against the social work team leader involved in the case saying she was
‘in charge of the foster placement at the time of the rapes’ and had since
been ‘promoted’ by an unjust system.

Subterfuge was further claimed by signalling the egregious ‘cover-ups’,
and ‘conflicting accounts’ (Article 30), and the (purported) ‘deliberate
destruction of files’ (Article 10). Accusations of political interference
added an extra layer of mistrust. For example, Article 16 alleged how
the then minister for Health, Michael Noonan, may have been part of
the decision to leave ‘Grace’ in the foster home after being ‘lobbied’ by
her foster father. Article 25 suggested that responses to the Grace case
were ‘an orchestrated attempt to protect officials and an organisation
who failed people in a catastrophic manner on a number of levels’.

Theme 3: Social workers as unaccountable

Twenty-one articles discussed perceived breaches of professional ac-
countability evidenced by the enigmatic whereabouts of the social work-
ers involved; the financial costs of the case; and the lack of trust in the
system to fulfil its state-mandated remit. Article 22 opined: ‘. . .surely
some concerned group can take civil action. . .against specific social
workers? There is only 20 years of evidence so perhaps such a civil case
would fail, but it would be public and would cost the taxpayer less than
a tribunal, and there might be a guilty person or group’. Against this
backdrop, Article 24 quoted John Deasy, a politician, who cautioned
against ‘accepting anything said by the Health Services Executive (HSE)
on this matter’ while Article 40 called for ‘fresh public demands for
transparency on who exactly is involved’.

It was interesting to note how the articles gave significant coverage of
the responses of a number of outraged politicians. Article 33, citing the
politician John McGuiness, concluded that: ‘It’s frightening. At that
time, no one cried stop and today no one is accepting responsibility’.
Article 24 also portrayed a system which served its own interests by
leaving Grace in the foster home. According to the politician, John
Deasy, this meant avoiding ‘a disastrous day in court, as it would appear
the HSE had done nothing’. Politicians were depicted as shocked, moral
arbiters questioning the length of time it had taken to identify those in-
volved and raising serious questions about the safety of the system.

Many of the articles advocated punitive responses to the individuals
involved. For example, Article 14 suggested that: ‘Existing policy in the
health service provides for sanctions to be applied. . .ranging from ad-
monishment up to dismissal’. Only one article (Article 21) placed case
management within the context of a wider, systemic failure albeit from a
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very negative stand point: ‘The ‘Grace’ case reveals the same pattern of
failure and delay that was evident in a series of scandals in the social
services that go back as far as the Kilkenny incest report of 1993’.
Linking the case of ‘Grace’ to the Kilkenny event was significant be-
cause this highlighted an attempt by the media to mobilise anger against
social services as a measure of reparative accountability.

Palpably, the media’s investigative role was aimed at ascertaining cul-
pability. Article 39 called for ‘transparency on who exactly is involved’.
This ‘naming and shaming’ approach was also mobilised by politicians
who consistently called for those involved to be exposed to the public
gaze. For example, Article 37 called for an inquiry that, not only named
those involved, but also held them to account: ‘We want to know who
those people were, the day you blame a system and walk away from it is
over’. Article 32 unequivocally highlighted the need for some form of
consequential accountability when it evinced the question: ‘Will any
heads roll? From this vantage point it appears unlikely’. The same arti-
cle went on to suggest that social workers were ‘failing to protect our
nation’s children’ and that this state-of-affairs ‘highlights such dysfunc-
tionality within our childcare system’.

Theme 4: The divided nature of social work

A prevalent theme, found in sixteen of the articles, was the depiction of
the health and social care system as bifurcated. The analysis identified
dichotomies between the HSE and Tusla, the whistle-blowers and allo-
cated social workers and the social work profession and their employing
agencies. Interestingly, the media placed the HSE and Tusla in polarised
positions with the former depicted as the most powerful agency due to
its reluctance to impart information to the latter. Hence, Article 5
reported that: ‘Tusla requested the names of any individuals involved in
the case who are now working in Tusla. Tusla has not yet received a re-
sponse from the HSE’. Yet, Article 40 viewed Tusla as being the more
responsible organisation of the two—doing its best to address the pub-
lic’s concerns albeit within the ‘mysterious’ corridors of officialdom.
Notably, the article quoted Tusla’s chief executive, Fred McBride, as
saying: ‘I worked hard to identify who the staff were and where they
were, and for those staff that we identified as still being employees of
Tusla, we put appropriate human resources processes in place’.

It is important to note that this case came to light through the actions
of a whistle-blower [sic]. Some media commentators described the social
workers who ‘blew the whistle’ as conscientious in comparison to the
key workers who were seen as casual and perfunctory. The actions of
the former group received scant attention with the vast majority of the
articles focusing on the latter. However, in the articles which did
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consider the case from the whistle-blower’s perspective, a clear cham-
pioning of their proactive intervention was articulated. Thus, Article 9
mooted that the whistle-blowers ‘had done a significant service’. Their
moral supremacy was further evinced through the pathogenic imagery of
‘a truly diseased system, for which accountability is the only cure’
(Article 25). Article 4 discussed how Grace had ‘little or no contact with
social workers’ in contrast to the laudable whistle-blowers who ‘came
across’ the case. Yet, the article concluded with a delineation of the
whistle-blowers as providing ‘conflicting accounts . . . not aligned in what
they were saying’, thus returning to the notion of a splintered profession
steeped in division.

Finally, the analysis revealed an oppositional relationship between so-
cial workers and their employing agencies. A number of sources
depicted an alienated and disorientated profession cut adrift from its
organisational moorings. In Article 4, it was reported that ‘a senior so-
cial worker came across Grace’s case in 2007 but was ignored by HSE
management’ and, in Article 38, it was stated that ‘the social worker
alleges the HSE has continuously sought to hide the organisation’s ongo-
ing failures’. This sense of occupational disaffection was further con-
veyed in the nomenclature used to epitomise social workers as ‘health
officials’, ‘health officers’ or ‘HSE employees’.

Discussion and conclusion

The word ‘failure’ appeared, conspicuously, in the majority of articles,
portraying a profession that was either unwilling or unable to protect a
vulnerable child. This evaluation was particularly significant for the pro-
fession because journalists, as ‘key informing intellectuals’ or ‘producers
of meaning’ (Corcoran, 2004, p. 24), have a formative influence on the
public’s perceptions (Stanfield and Beddoe, 2013). The critique of ele-
mental social work tasks (such as recording) found a similar expression
in the UK media’s ‘gross distortions’ of social work practice following
cases of concern (Franklin, 2008, p. 9). Stanfield and Beddoe (2013, p.
41) categorised such coverage as ‘limited and biased’ as it neglected
complex causal factors going beyond individual, professional culpability:
factors which the media ought to appreciate. Such recourse to a moralis-
ing discourse was also a prominent finding in the current study. Yet, be-
hind this crusading rhetoric, Ost (2004, p. 230) conjectured how political
parties ‘continually stoke and mobilise anger in order to gain and main-
tain support’. Social work may be an easy target, here, because of its
(perceived) ambiguous relationship with the perpetrators of child abuse
(Ferguson, 2004).

According to Lonne and Parton (2014), the media thrive on cases
which feature alleged abuses of power and claimed cover-ups. The
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allusions to corruption and conspiracy in these findings were arguably
the most challenging representations of the profession. Furthermore, the
use of the term, ‘Kafkaesque’, conveyed a sense of capricious, profes-
sional decision-making. It is important to note that this narrative mir-
rored the findings of similar studies carried out by Khnorostianov and
Elias (2015) and Gaughan and Garrett (2012, p. 277), who observed how
the media situated social workers within repressive, byzantine
organisations.

We can comprehend the nature of this censorious media discourse
through the tenets of moral panic theory (Zgoba, 2004). Lonne and
Parton (2014) and Warner (2014) attest to the theory’s explanatory
value when reviewing how the media report on child abuse. The notion
of the moral panic was first identified by Cohen (1972). He appropriated
it to explain the escalating spiral of media reports on the ‘mods and
rockers’ in the UK during the 1960s. According to Cree et al. (2016), the
media have a central role to play in all of this as they help to identify
the deviant ‘out’ group or ‘folk devils’. Cohen’s work fits comfortably
with the social constructionist orientation (referred to earlier) because
he addressed how, and by whom, a particular social issue was defined,
and whose interests were affected by it. Our findings also corresponded
with Herdt’s (2009) study of moral panics. The latter showed how sensa-
tional language and images were used to elicit strong emotional reac-
tions and build a consensus against an ‘enemy’ succumbing to moral
turpitude.

From a different angle, Fook (2012) argued that we must detect the
stakeholder voices that are foregrounded and privileged in discourse,
and their counterparts that are neglected and marginalised. Such scrutiny
can show the effect of power on knowledge-generation. Tellingly, the
current study revealed that social workers were not afforded much say
in shaping the debate about what happened to Grace, nor were they
given much opportunity to offer insights into their specific roles and re-
sponsibilities. By way of contrast, what emerged in the articles were rep-
resentations of practice that minimised its complexity. Unmistakeably,
political voices were ascendant in the meaning-making process.
According to Saraisky (2015), media discourse can determine which
actors have legitimacy and power. It was clear from the findings that
politicians were major stakeholders in the management of the narrative
about Grace. This was similar to Warner’s (2014, p. 1,645) finding that
politicians were lauded for their ‘common sense approach’ in the case of
Peter Connolly.

The portrayal of social work as a profession lacking internal cohesion
was another prevalent theme. The media had choreographed this image
through the depiction of opposing stakeholder positions. Relatedly,
Franklin (2008) observed that news coverage of social work that was
partial, polarising and adversarial, was not uncommon. More specifically,
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we discovered an oppositional relationship between social workers and
their organisations. Interestingly, within this delineation, social workers
were patented as ‘health officials’ or ‘HSE employees’. The net effect of
this was that they were seen as less culpable than their organisations, yet
stripped of their identity, compounding their invisibility within public
discourse.

How might the profession respond to the findings evinced in this study
which present it as ‘failing’, ‘deceptive’, ‘unaccountable’ and ‘divided’?
To answer this question, it is important to reiterate the importance of
deconstructing dominant, privileged constructions of social work and so-
cial problems. Deconstruction fits with the social constructionist perspec-
tive that has shaped the design of this study. In the social work
literature, social constructionism has been mainly applied to social work
interventions seeking to mitigate human suffering (Witkin, 2012).
However, we contend that social workers should adopt this perspective,
along with moral panic theory, to understand why they have been
upbraided by the media within the public sphere. This is a matter of ap-
plying critical reflexivity to understand how certain discourses gain
prominence, due to the interplay of power and ideology, so that profes-
sional self-blame can be ameliorated.

Derrida (1992), a leading post-structuralist thinker, argued that dis-
course had the power to construct human identity and positionality. He
noted how discourses embedded in language and the text could impose
a surreptitious, value hierarchy: valorising the moral champion while
denigrating the blameworthy villain. Reflexive deconstruction debunks
the one-dimensional, either/or binaries that were located in the newspa-
per articles. By adhering to the insight that meaning is fashioned and
reproduced within social and cultural practices, social workers can miti-
gate the disempowering effects of being cast as ‘folk devils’.

Deconstruction fuels acuity by opening up a perceptual ‘clearing’
where learning from past mistakes can take place in a purposeful, en-
abling way free of the numbing effects of ideological blame and induced
shame. Deconstruction also illuminates ‘the fundamental discourses cre-
ated by and creating media coverage’ (Ayre, 2001, p. 899). Empowered
by such understanding, the social worker is better able to strategically
promote a desired professional discourse that makes plain the complex-
ity of child maltreatment and the safeguarding response to it while
avoiding defensiveness and an unwillingness to learn from past mistakes.

Elsewhere, beyond Ireland and the UK, the role of the media as a
moral arbiter for ‘system’ reform, rather than targeted lynching, has
been well documented (Lonne and Parton, 2014). Adopting a systemic
perspective such as this, that examines interlinking causal factors (within
relational, institutional, cultural and structural domains), and avoids the
blind alley of personalised blame, is a step towards more enlightened,
deconstructive appraisal.
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To conclude, this study was limited, inter alia, by its lack of method

and subject triangulation. Moreover, other more probing data
approaches (such as discourse analysis) may have generated a deeper
understanding of the topic, probing the interstices between power, ideol-
ogy and knowledge-generation. Furthermore, a more analytical method-
ological orientation, such as critical realism, would have found potential

causative mechanisms generating empirical events such as moral panics.
We also acknowledge that several accompanying media platforms

were not included in the study, such as television, radio and social me-

dia. Clearly, they play a determinative role in influencing public opinion
and setting the news agenda albeit with different slants and inflexions.
These limitations aside, this study contributes to an area within Irish so-
cial welfare that has not been afforded much attention and brings to the
fore the salience of moral panics within Irish society, at a time when the

child welfare system is undergoing widespread modernisation.
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Introduction

Without doubt, human relations across time and place have been tarnished by the

exclusion of certain groups in society: scapegoating them in ways that jolt more

progressive, pro-social predispositions. This observation chimes with Twain’s

remark that “the very ink with which history is written is merely fluid prejudice”

(1992, p. 57). Lamentably, these nefarious practices continue unabated in the

modern world almost becoming the Zeitgeist of our times, bringing the salience

of anti-oppressive social work practice into a much sharper focus. Hence, subaltern

religious castes are de-humanized through exploitation and hate crimes; welfare

claimants are admonished for being “work shy, chavs” whose profligate inclina-

tions drain the public purse; indigenous and religious minorities are seen to pro-

mote norms and practices that threaten so-called, progressive, Western, liberal

values; social media reports and twitter accounts shun specific racial groups, blam-

ing them for causing global pandemics; and people identifying with alternative

sexual identities are excoriated for initiating a moral decline in society.
In his landmark text on scapegoating, Douglas (1995) shows how this ubiqui-

tous form of exclusion permeates wide-ranging contexts of human experience,

extending from the practices within various religions to the everyday communica-

tions within family life. In other words, the transfer of blame has always been an

inexorable part of us. Notably, for Douglas, it has become increasingly prevalent

in modern life, making scapegoating a master, explanatory concept for social

workers promoting social justice.
Social workers, too, have been targeted for this kind of opprobrium. Usually in

the wake of a moral panic about violence in family life, they have been portrayed

as credulous do-gooders, inept bureaucrats or unruly child kidnappers. Sharon

Shoesmith’s (2016) egregious experience of professional scapegoating following

the death of Baby “P” was a case in point. Her analysis of being lampooned by

the press and public revealed how her sacking as Director of Haringey Children’s

Services was intended to deflect blame from the ruling political establishment at

the time. In a complementary text on the death of Baby P, Jones (2014) recounted

the spectacle of hard-working Council staff falling prey to calculative, power-

politics and media hyperbole: an example of how power worked against social

workers and the vulnerable. Ruch et al. (2014) also referred to the event arguing

that reform of the child protection system would be stymied unless the social work

profession developed a cogent understanding of the dynamics of scapegoating

including its psychoanalytical components (Cooper, 2018).
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Part of social work’s raison d’être is to tackle scapegoating and empower the
groups it targets (Douglas, 2000). In doing so, it aspires to engage with the
“personal” and “political” spheres of life to develop what Mills (2000) referred
to as the “sociological imagination, p. 45.” One way for social workers to deepen
this faculty is to draw on a philosophical position in the social sciences known as
critical realism (Frauley & Pearce, 2007). In setting out a novel understanding of
ontology (the nature of our being in the world), epistemology (how we come to
know the social world) and axiology (how to define values and ethics), this meta-
theory empowers the social worker to locate and unseat deep-seated, misanthropic
mechanisms such as scapegoating.

In this article, we firstly present an overview of the central tenets of critical
realism. The uniqueness of generative mechanisms within critical realism is under-
scored as the philosophy’s central contribution to emancipatory social work
praxis. The authors then argue that social workers must earnestly locate these
mechanisms, particularly those causing phenomena such as scapegoating, by uti-
lizing a process of retroduction. This is a mode of inquiry that draws on relevant
theories in the social sciences to pinpoint salient, generative mechanisms affecting
social life.

The second part of the article introduces the reader to a theory that fits with
critical realist precepts and its retroductive search for generative mechanisms: that
is, Ren�e Girard’s (1965, 1977, 1989) conceptualization of mimetic desire. Girard
suggested that the ubiquitous experience of scapegoating, which has been investi-
gated intently by cultural anthropologists, and that has been illustrated redolently
in art, film, and fiction, can be explained by the inescapable human tendency to
emulate another person’s desires. Mimetic desire, according to Girard, acts like an
inexorable mechanism within human culture shaping our mental states, our inten-
tionality and phenomenology.

Mimetic desire is a primary example of a generative mechanism as defined by
critical realism. It casts a unique and discerning light on scapegoating as a prevail-
ing occurrence in social life, irrespective of time, place and culture. Hence, the
following review of Girard’s work alongside critical realism is merited especially as
the social work academy has given it insufficient attention. The article concludes
by considering the implications of these combined theoretical insights for emanci-
patory social work practice with scapegoated groups.

Critical realism: A concise overview

In this section, we rehearse the central tenets of critical realism. Of necessity, this is
an abbreviated account because the philosophy’s range, depth and scope cannot be
covered in such a confined space. Some of the most conspicuous figures in the
annals of critical realist thinking are Roy Bhaskar, Andrew Sayer and Rom Harr�e.
It will be mainly Bhaskar’s (1998) work that we address in what follows. A number
of related areas in his oeuvre are summarized, namely (i) the interplay between
agency and structure; (ii) the three levels of reality; (iii) reality as compromising
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open systems and generative mechanisms; (iv) emancipatory realism and (v)

unearthing oppressive mechanisms. These areas are the fundamental building

blocks of the philosophy and provide the edifice for the later consideration of

memetic desire and emancipatory social work.

The interplay between agency and structure

Similar in many ways to Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) well-received “social con-

struction of reality” thesis, critical realism postulates that the social world

comprises human agency (typically, agents’ foresight, capacity to choose and

self-regulate and exercise self-control) in juxtaposition with the impact of social

structures (that is, enduring patterns within social life, including social rules, cus-

toms and arranged roles). To understand social life, we must realize the interaction

between these two principal domains. Bhaskar argues that the world is fundamen-

tally real: there are tangible social structures that are replicated over time through

socialization, power and hegemonic ideology. Nonetheless, this progression does

not prevent actors from socially constructing their experience through discourse

and social interaction.
So, in the main, human agents are not yielding, passive or inept automata. They

are shaped by social structure but also transform or modify it through their reflex-

ive, creative actions. Mental states evince motives and reasons. Intentionality

shapes inner conversations and behaviour. The exercise of rational, deliberative

choice and purposeful behaviour indicates a calculative dimension within

human agency.

The three levels of reality: Empirical, actual and causal

Bhaskar proposes that there are three levels of reality: the empirical level encom-

passing observed events; the actual level, incorporating all events whether a person

encounters them or not and finally, the causal level embracing the unnoticed gen-

erative mechanisms which create discernible events in the social world. This tri-

partite configuration is the centrepiece of the philosophy. It is the last level,

however, which takes on a particular purchase in critical realism. Even though

the causal level of reality may not be open to direct perception, it is nonetheless

existent because it gives rise to conspicuous effects. We cannot see the

generative mechanism of magnetism, for instance, but we can observe its influen-

ces: how it patterns an assemblage of iron filings spread randomly on a page

(Houston, 2001a).
Let us consider another example. We are out walking in the countryside and

notice how leaves are falling to the ground. What we see happening is at the

empirical level. However, the act of going in doors and losing sight of the outer

environment does not prevent the leaves from tumbling down. This scenario hap-

pens at the actual level of reality. Finally, at the causal level of reality, we might

query what underlying process, or causal power, is at work to generate this
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autumnal phenomenon. A credible guess would be the mechanism of gravity

(Houston, 2001a).
While we can formulate reasonably accurate hypotheses and theories about

causality (as the previous examples reveal), our take on this real world will

never be fully accurate or a precise mirror-image: it is at best an informed guess,

an intelligent inference, which can evolve later to give an even more exact concep-

tualization of the phenomenon registering with our senses. Yet, our epistemology

will always remain contingent, fallibilist and incipient.

Reality as comprising open systems and generative mechanisms

Critical realism opines that the social world encompasses innumerable, bio-psycho-

social, interlacing systems. Each system contains its own unique generative mech-

anisms or causal properties. Crucially, they are actual entities that cause observ-

able events (Blom & Mor�en, 2011). Human attachment is an example of a primary

psychological mechanism. We are unable to directly see it, but its effects register in

the empirical world when we perceive the warm interaction between a caregiver

and her child. Similarly, commodification is an instance of a major economic

mechanism shaping human relations under capitalism. Again, we can only view

its effects as, for example, in the way the market turns human subjects into objects

with a purchase value. Credible theories throw up myriads of other cases of these

causal powers. Mimetic desire, which we explore below, is one that resonates with

piquancy because of the toll of suffering it engenders. Identifying and understand-

ing the nature of the mechanism is crucial, particularly if we are seeking to subvert

it. Activism is potentiated by theoretical understanding.

Emancipatory realism

According to critical realism, the social scientist is rarely value-free, neutral,

detached or distanced. Many facts have ethical connotations, provided we are

cautious when making this normative extrapolation. “Ought” will often be the

corollary of “is.” Thus, if we discover harmful or preternatural mechanisms

through our investigations, there is an obligation to challenge them. For example,

uncovering generative mechanisms such as patriarchy, racism or ableism is not the

same as finding an indeterminate, gravitational force in a physics experiment.

Facts prompt values because in the social sciences we deal with “meaning,”

human biography, narratives, the unfolding life-course and social differences.

This argument is congruent with a Marxist stance. In the “Eleventh Thesis on

Feuerbach,” Marx (1998) critiqued philosophers for merely seeking to understand

the social world, when the point was to change it. Exposing the role of the market,

its commodifying, divisive and exploitative effects, was central to Marx’s oeuvre.

Turning a blind eye or adopting an apolitical stance is not an option. In doing

nothing, we inadvertently give support to the status quo. Such is the myth of being
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“value-free.” Theoretical explanation in the Marxist tradition is the platform for

emancipatory praxis, for a changed order replacing capitalism.

Unearthing oppressive mechanisms

As previously enunciated, ascertaining causality in social life is a complex, multi-

faceted endeavour much like attempting to unravel a Gordian knot. Fortunately,

critical realism offers an exploratory procedure to assist the inquirer to identify the

relevant generative mechanisms at play. Retroduction, as it is termed, differs from

the two more commonly known approaches in social research: deduction and

induction. The former refers to the inference from the general to the particular.

The latter starts with the particular and then extrapolates to the general.

Retroduction, by way of contrast, refers to a description of some phenomenon

and then seeks to identify the generative mechanism(s) that produce it.
Retroduction is programmatic in that it sets out several investigative steps. At

the outset, the inquirer follows Kant’s approach of asking a transcendental ques-

tion concerning the phenomena under scrutiny. It takes the following form: “what

must be the case for events to occur as they do?” Put differently, we are really

asking what deep-level properties and mechanisms must be in place to make an

event in the observable world happen. For example, a child shows a separation

anxiety when her caregiver leaves the room, so we want to know what underpin-

ning psychosocial mechanisms might have been activated to generate this response.
To make an intelligent rejoinder to the transcendental question requires some

erudite, theoretical guesswork. More specifically, it is a matter of constructing a

priori hypotheses to explain the observed effects. Hypotheses are developed by

forming logical inferences. They are also conceived by considering statistical pat-

terns, qualitative data comprising the accounts of human subjects and, typically,

relevant theories such as Girard’s theory of memetic desire and scapegoating (see

below).
Once hypotheses have been evinced, the next step in retroduction is to establish

their credibility, a process referred to as judgemental rationality. If a specific

hypothesis is tenable, there should be evidence of its effects in the empirical

world. Hence, if the mechanism of commodification was shaping human social

service delivery in a neoliberal order, then we should see its effects: privitization,

means-testing, co-production, welfare retrenchment and a business model.

Equally, the evidence may not be there to support the hypothesis. In the example

provided, co-production may only exist at rhetorical level. Real-life relations may

reflect more traditional ways of delivering care. In all of this, the search for evi-

dence should be fastidiously executed. We should reach a point where there is a

laudable connection between the hypothesis and the patterns of social activity

observable in the empirical world. If this stage is reached, the researcher is then

able to return to the original transcendental question and answer it with tentative

assurance.
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To conclude this section, let us briefly review how several social work commen-
tators have drawn on these ideas. This corpus of work is growing. Critical realism
is spurring attention within the international social work academy, both in terms
of theoretical outpourings and empirical work. We can locate this literature within
an emergent typology comprising the following categories: “practice devel-
opment”; “contributions to research” and “philosophical considerations.”

On the practice development front, to take the first category, there are some
examples to note. In one article (Houston, 2001b), the lead author reflected on risk
in child welfare from a critical realist stance. In a second publication, he looked,
more generally, at how critical realism contributed to various aspects of social
work practice including anti-oppressive practice (Houston, 2001a). However, for
the authors, it was Blom and Mor�en’s (2010) innovative “CAIMeR” model that
stood out in this category. This model offered a conceptual framework for ana-
lysing social work practice within an agency setting and stipulated how generative
mechanisms, context and type of intervention shaped outcomes at different levels.
The contribution was distinctly original and pragmatic in the way it applied theory
to practice.

The second category, dealing with social work research, divided into debates
about research method (Craig & Bigby, 2015; Houston, 2010; Oliver, 2012) and
descriptions of empirical work applying critical realist ideas in research design
(Herrero & Charnley, 2019; North, 2019). Oliver’s work, an example of the
former, was significant because it addressed a recognized lacuna in critical realism:
its limited consideration of applied research methods. The author responded to this
omission by making a credible case for critical realist grounded theory. This was
achieved by using critical realist ideas (on the nature of agency, structure and
emancipation) to amplify the inductive process lying at the heart of grounded
theory. Oliver’s work is helpful in that it shows how critical realism can act an
under labourer facilitating synthesis, complementary understandings and synergies
between different concepts and methods.

In the next category, we see a decisive change in orientation towards philosoph-
ical deliberations on critical realism and social work. These outputs covered epis-
temological considerations (Houston, 2001b; Longhofer & Floersch, 2012;
M€antysaari, 2005) and ontological questions – such as explaining human change
(Mor�en & Blom, 2003). There were also discursive reflections acknowledging the
social construction of knowledge, human agency, structural barriers and opportu-
nities for emancipation. Interestingly, McNeill and Nicholas (2019) employed crit-
ical realism as an emancipatory epistemology enlightening critical social work
research and practice with groups facing structural inequalities. Here, they made
links with evidence-based and anti-oppressive practice.

Arguably, an underpinning clarion call unites this corpus of work: if we are to
take emancipatory social work seriously, we would do well to view the social world
through the lens of critical realism. More specifically, the quest to identify perti-
nent generative mechanisms causing human oppression must lie at the heart of this
endeavour. Taking up this injunction, the next section outlines the work of Ren�e
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Girard and his theory of memetic desire. To reiterate, memetic desire can be

viewed as a primary example of a generative mechanism according to how it is

conceptualized by critical realism. This a significant causal power in human cul-

ture, one that has relevance for emancipatory social work with scapegoated

groups.

Girard’s theory of mimetic desire and the scapegoating

mechanism

The practice of scapegoating has received much academic scrutiny.

Anthropologists, such as Fraser (1923), have linked it with magical rituals and

sacrifice; sociological studies (Shenassa, 2001) have examined its embeddedness in

social interaction; psychoanalytical accounts (Cooper, 2018) explain the phenom-

enon as a form of projection of repressed feeling and organizational theorists

(Cooke, 2007) view scapegoating as fulfilling strategic, expressive and instrumental

functions within organizations. A common perception, across these diverse

approaches, is that scapegoating delivers a prophylactic function for a social

group: deflecting blame and unease, to restore group harmony and cohesion

(Douglas, 2000).
Within this corpus or work, Ren�e Girard’s anthropological theory has made a

pivotal contribution to our understanding of scapegoating (Ruch et al., 2014).

However, to date, it has been given scant attention by the social work academy.

Central to Girard’s theory were two interconnected observations about human

relations within cultural groups, explicitly (i) the rifeness of mimetic desire and

(ii) the ubiquity of scapegoating. For Girard, they have a substantive presence in

human affairs (both past and present) and compare with Proust’s notion of pri-

mordial “psychological laws.” In critical realist parlance, they are generative mech-

anisms operating at the causal level of reality.
It was in his first book, Deceit, Desire and the Novel (1965), that Girard evinced

the notion of mimetic desire. In this text, he characterized it is an inimitable drive

within subjects. In short, it suggested that we seek to imitate others. It is so per-

vasive that it happens at the level of phylogeny (the evolution of the species over

time) and ontogeny (during an individual’s life span). Indeed, Girard traced the

prevalence of this mechanism in ancient myth, legend, literature and religion.

Critically, because it is so ingrained within (un)consciousness, we take it for

granted.
While the mimicry of others can be wide-ranging, it focuses on what other

people want, claims Girard. To put this prosaically, we want things because

people in our circle also want them. Thus, a child imitates her parents’ and

peers’ desired goods, aspirations, achievements and cultural capital. Likewise,

within a social group, the process of emulation focuses on objects commonly

sought. It is also prevalent in work environments. When the workforce prises

rank, status, promotion, expertise, leadership and monetary reward, this
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compelling set of inducements shapes our internal motivation and aspirations
when we join the firm. Mimesis is therefore covetous, subliminal and acculturated.
This is a desire to feel existentially whole: we strive to be complete like the others
around us. To acquire this wholeness, we must attain what they valorize. Desire is
a longing to “be.”

Girard argues that particular individuals can stand out as objects for emulation.
They can be distant figures or present within one’s social orbit. In terms of the
former, celebrity culture throws up many examples; or perhaps admirable charac-
ters appear in various media outlets. A distant figure can also appear within fic-
tion. Distant mimicry means the venerated and the sycophant may never have
direct face-to-face contact. By way of contrast, the latter type of emulation
might arise in environments where proximity is the norm: relationships between
employer and the employee, mentor and mentee, teacher and pupil.

Girard suggests that mimetic desire, particularly in the context of close rela-
tions, inevitably leads to mimetic rivalry. When subjects chase after the same
desired objects, and become more alike, an insidious competition can ensue. To
complicate matters, there is often an inequitable distribution of the desired things
and a mismatch between demand and supply. Scarcity intensifies the rivalry. Some
individuals in the competitive pool acquire competitive advantages through nep-
otism, contacts, influence or knowing “how to play the system.” But pursuing a
high-ranking position in an organization can lead to a competitive struggle dom-
inated by a zero-sum game of a winner and losers. The unsuccessful applicants
might feel some level of resentment when the outcome of the contest is revealed.
The potential for intra-group conflict rises as a result.

The scapegoating mechanism (Violence and the Sacred (1977)) is the corollary to
mimetic desire and rivalry. When mimetic rivalry becomes widespread and febrile,
it can descend into a convulsion of violence to such an extent that the social order
is endangered. This threat to social harmony must be remedied expeditiously
because all will be affected deleteriously if it escalates. As a diversionary tactic,
a scapegoat is identified and vilified. Collective projection and displacement trans-
fer blame for the ills of the day onto a person or group. The scapegoat becomes
culpable for the crisis and, by aiding such deflection, restores calm and order
amongst the former bellicose antagonists. Accordingly, the scapegoat becomes a
prophylactic untouchable. The factions are now reconciled in their condemnation
of this threatening nemesis. Cultural integration and solidarity have been rescued
from the precipice of anarchy.

Aligning critical realism and mimetic theory

To recapitulate, memetic desire, rivalry and scapegoating are primary examples of
interlinked generative mechanisms as defined by critical realism. However, critical
realism can reveal, through retroduction, that these mechanisms are not the only
ones that impact on the scapegoated group. Some of these additional mechanisms
(we can venture) might accentuate the impact of scapegoating while others
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moderate it, and there may be some that contravene it. For example, in a group of
scapegoated people, we may identify the impact of patriarchy. Women in the
scapegoated group may face the added ignominy of sexism from the outside
antagonists or even from members of the scapegoated group itself. Similar reflec-
tions apply to the generative mechanisms of ageism and heterosexism within scape-
goated groups. Equally, there may be emancipatory mechanisms that, when
activated, subvert scapegoating such as “psychological unmasking” and
“psychological dissociation.” Unmasking enables scapegoated members to under-
stand the psychosocial dynamics fuelling the process; dissociation aids people to
detach from their shame and guilt and locate it with the perpetrators – it is a
cathartic disowning process. Both mechanisms empower people to take up an
activist stance.

Critical realism also highlights the importance of putting observable phenom-
ena within a temporal and spatial context. These contexts influence the experience
of being scapegoated. Thus, a group of Travellers reside in a setting that attracts
hostile reactions from the surrounding community. They move to a new location.
It is less repressive. But, two years later, the government of the day introduces
oppressive legislation forcing the Travellers to transfer to a nearby community
providing social housing. The move intensifies the excoriation. Time, place and
generative mechanisms lead to palpable outcomes.

To make a final point, Girard said very little about the agency-structure conun-
drum. The scapegoated are presented as de facto passive recipients. But, according
to critical realism, human agency is real: actors socially construct their experience,
develop narratives about it and transform it. When working with scapegoated
groups from an activist standpoint, we must understand their construction of
the experience: this is a hermeneutic imperative within critical realism. Without
this inquiry into meaning, empathy will be attenuated. Not only that, social acti-
vists can also empower scapegoated groups to re-narrate these constructions, dis-
identify from them and move from a current to a preferred scenario. In this way,
critical realism sets memetic desire within an agentic, emancipatory framework
that is compatible with a pedagogical, consciousness-raising stance (Freire,
1972). The next section explores how the aforementioned ideas can be applied
with scapegoated groups through a model of emancipatory groupwork.

Using theory to inform praxis

Not much has been written on social work intervention with scapegoated groups
per se, addressing the unique nature of the group members’ experience and what
has caused it based on a realist understanding of the social world. So, we need to
look more widely to applicable models that can incorporate the theory presented
earlier, particularly those that focus on the underlying causes of oppression. One
such model is self-directed groupwork (Mullender et al., 2013). As the lead author
has argued elsewhere (Houston, 2019), this is a well-conceived intervention with
service users empowering them to act for change by understanding the nature of
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oppression and the underlying generative mechanisms causing it. Below, we
rehearse its stages and describe how they can be applied by scapegoated groups
and the social workers supporting them.

Inherent within the self-directed model is a search for causation to determine
why problems, such as scapegoating, occur – hence its compatibility with critical
realist thinking and Girard’s anthropological method. Social workers can use their
understanding of critical realism and mimetic theory here to sensitively pose rel-
evant questions to the group to help them understand why they have been targeted.
They can also use these theories to stimulate debate concerning the interplay
between agency, culture and structure. Importantly, in this and at other stages
of the groupwork process, the workers facilitate this questioning and learning
process while respecting the group’s unique experience of the problem. As time
progresses, social work involvement recedes.

In Stage 1 of the model, the “workers take stock.” This occurs before the group
has been assembled. It is a planning and organizing stage. It involves exploring the
underlying principles and approach to facilitation while building a co-worker
team. The workers should also take stock of relevant theories such as the body
of theory presented earlier to enable them to “tune-in” accurately to the phenom-
enon of scapegoating. For instance, the notion of open systems and generative
mechanisms within critical realism enables the workers to think widely and deeply
about the scapegoating experience, and how different temporal and spatial factors
may affect it. Theory can also engender sensitizing concepts which can be used by
the workers to adroitly probe experience and steer discussion with group members
without imposing sacrosanct ideas. Moreover, they can be used by the facilitator/
worker to open lines of inquiry. Sensitizing concepts are preliminary, starting
points for building analysis rather than definitive culminations that circumvent it.

Applying retroduction at this early stage helps clarify what causal factors might
be at play in addition to those revealed by mimetic theory. In taking stock, the
workers also begin to embrace the sociological imagination, linking personal prob-
lems to public issues. Such initial reflections must be embraced cautiously, though,
because they may not fully represent the group’s actual experience (if at all). The
latter has primacy in self-directed groupwork. Any thoughts derived from explan-
atory theory must have the status of tentative hypotheses. Yet, critical realism and
mimetic theory can provide the workers with a preliminary empathy for the scape-
goated group. Because it is never possible to be a-theoretical bystanders who fully
bracket their presumptions, it is best to proceed from the base of credible,
acknowledged theories in the social sciences.

The second stage sees the “group taking off.” At this point, the professionals
engage with the group members as partners. Through open discussion, allowing all
to speak, the group clarifies what needs to be tackled. Norms, ground rules, roles
and responsibilities are agreed. The group is launched and established. At this very
early stage, group members can be introduced to the notions of retroduction,
causality and the three levels of reality but in a tentative, exploratory and non-
doctrinaire way. The three levels of reality (propounded by critical realism) convey
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that scapegoating may not be an arbitrary occurrence but rather one that is fuelled
by a range of unseen factors which nevertheless cause undue suffering.

The group is now at a point when they are “prepared to take action.” This is the
third stage. It is critical because this is the juncture when the group considers in
depth “what” the issues are, “why” scapegoating occurs as a social phenomenon
and “how” emancipatory change can be implemented. Preparing to take action
therefore requires analysis, and this can be heightened by the workers’ knowledge
and experience, provided it is conveyed prudently and measured in its delivery. The
“why” question, in particular, creates a conceptual opening in which the workers
can pose relevant questions to the group; encourage them to think about creative
ways at looking at the problem; help the members consider the root causes of the
problem; enable the group to make the link between the “personal” and “political”
dimensions of their experience and prompt thinking about how to tackle the prob-
lem through social activism.

Again, providing real-life examples of oppressive mechanisms, such as mimetic
desire, furthers comprehension. However, workers should not fall into the trap of
“banking” ideas into passive recipients: group members must be active participants
in relating ideas to their own experience and questioning their applicability.
Indeed, group members may well have their own thoughts about causative pro-
cesses: they are by no means a tabula rasa. Adducing inductive, grounded, situated
knowledge is the primary aim when responding to the “why” question. Critical
pedagogy awakens this awareness through judicious dialogue. According to
Mullender et al. (2013, p. 105), comprehending the “why” question is imperative.
As they say, “without it, there can be no awareness of wider scale oppression, no
movement beyond blaming oneself for one’s problems into greater awareness and
the pursuit of social change.” To omit the “why” question and move precipitously
from the “what” to the “how” can lead to a shallow, unapprised, ineffectual form
of activism. The “why” question indispensably moves analysis from “surface” to
“depth.”

In the fourth stage, the group starts to act for change. Critical realism’s position
on the agency-structure issue is helpful here, reminding both the workers and
group members that consciousness, dialogue and creative thinking are potent
tools in planning how to overcome structural barriers. For Freire (1972), “the
struggle to be more fully human has already begun in the authentic struggle to
transform the situation” (p. 31). Praxis is a product of the agent’s sociological
imagination. By using it, a person can identify disabling mechanisms such as
mimetic rivalry and mimetic desire through the agentic practice of retroduction.
Campaigning, lobbying, advocacy and alliance-building are forms of praxis that
emanate from a developed sense of agentic-personhood. Furthermore, critical real-
ism reminds workers and group members that change, and praxis are affected by
temporal and spatial factors.

In the last stage of the model, the group takes over. Typically, aims and strat-
egies are reviewed to ascertain what has worked. As part of this process, group
members return to the “what,” “why” and “how” questions. This is a matter of
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reflecting to refashion the future. Gaining insight into the scapegoating mecha-
nisms, whether they are apprised through mimetic theory, or sourced through
other considerations, lifts the veil on malign projection and displacement, relieving
group members from the cauldron of contemptibility.

The next section outlines an example of how the foregoing, schematic and
programmatic stages can be contextualized and applied practically with a societal
group that have been historically vilified and scapegoated.

Critical realism, mimetic theory and self-directed groupwork

with Roma citizens

In this example, social work facilitators seek to empower a group of Roma citizens
by applying the self-directed groupwork model. According to Kemp (2002), this
minority, ethnic group experience continuing discrimination and exclusion
throughout Europe and elsewhere. Typically, they have been scapegoated for
being unproductive members of the community, particularly at times of economic
crisis. Relatedly, one prominent commentator contended that:

The Roma were the outsiders used as scapegoats when things went wrong and the

locals did not want to take responsibility. The methods of repression have varied over

time and have included enslavement, enforced assimilation, expulsion, internment and

mass killings.

Pointedly, Scheeweis (2011) refers to the complex, multi-generational filaments of
stereotyping that Roma communities encounter, regardless of the national context
in which they live. Some research studies have shown that social workers, too, fail
to comprehend this insidious process due to ignorance, prejudice and a lack of
appreciation for Gypsy, Traveller and Roma cultures (Cemlyn, 1998; Garrett,
2005; Power, 2004).

It is contended that critical realism and mimetic theory can shed light on this
complicated and unique form of “othering.” More specifically, there are four main
ways in which critical realism and mimetic theory can supplement and inform the
WHY and other stages of self-directed groupwork with communities such as the
Roma. They are: (a) consciousness raising and problematizing experience; (b) pos-
itive role-modelling; (c) promoting awareness of internal group dynamics and (d)
implementing action strategies.

Consciousness raising

Importantly, Girard’s ideas on the scapegoating mechanism can be considered at
the WHY stage of the model, through consciousness-raising and problematizing
strategies. This understanding can be used to obviate self-blame, psychological
reductionism and the individualization of social problems, by showing how the
oppression is linked to wider social processes beyond the influence of the Roma
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themselves. Conspicuously, Roma communities have been targeted for censure in
the wake of neoliberal austerity measures, and the social tensions they have caused
(Themelis, 2016). They have also suffered under rising right-wing nationalism
which seeks to project blame on minority groups. Political events, socioeconomic
conditions and the “misery of the many” have thrust the Roma from silent mar-
ginality to limelight ostracization (Nacu, 2012). The WHY stage of self-directed
groupwork can illuminate these oppressive generative mechanisms, showing (in
line with a critical realist ontology) how they have causal effects.

This process of consciousness raising can commence by helping the group to
collectively examine their experiences of scapegoating. This can be structured
around critical incidents, such as episodes of hate speech, which research
(Kapralski, 2016) indicates are commonplace for Roma communities across
Europe. In doing so, group members can begin to see the commonality defining
their experiences, how the scapegoating of Roma groups may have communal
roots, antecedents, patterns, linkages and effects. These can operate at the level
of the “causal” level of reality (Bhaskar, 1998) where generative mechanisms that
screen for cultural purity and danger classify Roma peoples as pollutants
(Douglas, 1966). Such commonality can generate a sense of solidarity within the
group. It leads to a sense that “I am not alone, in my experience of oppression.”
Within this common exploration of being a scapegoat, the members are enabled to
understand that there is a defining social context explaining their predicament.

Moreover, with the help of the social work facilitators, they can formulate
working hypothesis about their experiences using Girard’s ideas, and the critical
realist precepts undergirding it, as a lens to view the impact of this wider social
context. Retroductive hypothesizing, in this way, generates questions such as:
“whose interests are being served when the scapegoating mechanism has been
activated?” Equally, “whose interests are being threatened?” “Does scapegoating
serve some societal purpose?” “Can mimesis be located as a causative mechanism
in how the group experience being othered?” Such questions can reveal vested
political interests that serve to displace blame onto Roma communities
(Kovarek et al, 2017). Critical realism helps to identify the complex, interwoven,
causal drivers that are relevant to comprehending the unique nature of scapegoat-
ing as faced by Roma communities (Batueva, 2011).

Positive role-modelling

Girard’s insights into mimesis and the scapegoating mechanism have implications
for the identification and contribution of role models both within and outside the
self-directed group. If we are unwittingly and inextricably subject to others’ influ-
ence, then groups must reflect on the nature of that influence, and seek mentors
that provide sources of inspiration, particularly when the group is facing any form
of hardship. Clearly, this means that the social work facilitators have a moral duty
at the outset to model the right kind of emancipatory values, knowledge and skill
to enable the group to “take off,” in Mullender et al.’s (2013) terms. Acting as role
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models, the facilitators must avoid the trappings of co-dependency, the cult of a

charismatic personality, elitism and paternalistic styles of engagement. Essentially,

professional role models must help uncover what is already there, as group mem-

bers are experts in their own lives.
Clearly, it is preferred that role models emerge, organically, within the group

itself, particularly at the second stage of self-directed groupwork where “the group

takes off.” These group members may become leaders, but not in an autocratic

sense. Ideally, as leaders they are committed to facilitation rather than control by

diktat. The use of power is enabling (rather than constraining) and reflects a

“power-with” as opposed to a “power-over” stratagem. Role models must create

a safe ambience within the group so that members can express their views, narra-

tives and opinions. In all of this, leaders presenting as role models, whether

professional or not, need to encourage (mimetic) desires that are philanthropic,

pro-social and that aim for human betterment. The danger of lapsing into insidious

competition is all too real for such leaders, but this threat can be minimized by

understanding Girard’s theorization of group dynamics which we now consider.

Awareness of internal group dynamics

Building on the preceding theme, group members must remain vigilant and reflect

on their relationships within the group. Vigilance emanates from an awareness of

the potential presence and impact of mimetic desire within the group. There are

certain desires present within all groups, such as the desire to be liked, listened to,

empathized with and respected. None of these desires appears unreasonable or

problematic: one can envisage situations where group members affirm and

acknowledge each other as part of normal, reciprocal, everyday transactions.

However, mimetic theory holds that all objects of desire, including innocuous or

intangible ones, can become scarce commodities. A harmless desire, such as the

yearning to be liked or to be popular within a group, can transform into a rivalrous

longing to be liked the most.
Members of self-directed groups must therefore be reflexively aware of the

human propensity to imitate others and the danger that could follow from this

association. The competition and rivalry that can ensue from internal comparison

can impact on the groups’ cohesion and disrupt the self-directed stages outlined

above. More worryingly, the process has the potential to lead to scapegoating

within the self-directed group itself. Hence, a scapegoated group replicates this

injustice internally. Following on from this observation, group members should

be sensitive to difference within the group (for example, in relation to personal or

social characteristics) because, as Girard reminds us, difference can trigger the

scapegoating mechanism. Crucially, group members should be alert to the

acquisitive nature of this mechanism throughout each of the unfolding stages of

self-directed groupwork. Imitation can lead to an avariciousness or a grasping

obsession to gain the desired object, whether it be of symbolic or material
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substance. Douglas (2000) argues that such processes must be confronted but also
understood.

Action strategies

Members of self-directed groups should not be ensnared by the scapegoating pro-
cess as they can take action for change: the final stage of self-directed groupwork.
Crucially, they can instigate two primary forms of intervention to tackle the scape-
goating mechanism when it has been unleashed. First, they can develop their

capacity for political activism at regional and national levels. This aspect of the
Roma experience has already been touched on. Primarily, these activists can cul-
tivate counter-narratives to dominant societal stories about them and their social
groups. Counter-narratives can be informed by Girardian and critical realist anal-

yses of the oppression that they have experienced. Thus, Roma activists might
want to highlight the highly competitive nature of relations within oppressor align-
ments and how they might seek to mask these dissonant tensions through strata-
gems of outward projection. For instance, during periods of prolonged economic

decline, when competition for scarce resources is at a premium, scapegoating
becomes most vociferous for Roma communities (Themelis, 2016). Scapegoated
groups can enhance the influence of these counter-narratives by using websites,
blogs and other forms of electronic media. The depth and credibility of the content

of these forms of communication might be heightened by drawing on a Girardian
examination of the group’s direct experiences of persecution.

Second, Roma groups can be supported to lobby and engage with advocacy and

human rights organizations to further their case. In this engagement, Roma mem-
bers might buttress their arguments by re-framing their experience through a
Girardian analysis. This may be of use to these organizations as they seek to
represent the authentic experiences of the groups directly and correctly. When

advocates become aware of the deep-seated causes of subjugation (through a crit-
ical realist understanding) they may be better placed to formulate more
tenable forms of support and promotion. Notably, advocates can address the
enforced settlement and assimilation of Roma communities (Scheeweis, 2011):

two areas that breach human rights protocols. In all of this, Roma groups can
be empowered through a pedagogy of active and participatory citizenship (Cemlyn
& Ryder, 2016).

Conclusion

History testifies to the contention that human unconsciousness is organized like a
lynching (Jameson, 1983). To comprehend why this may be the case, the authors

instigated a conceptual journey starting from meta-theory, then moving to high-
level anthropological theory, and arriving finally at a consideration of praxis. The
emancipation of scapegoated groups was the axis around which the aforemen-
tioned deliberations revolved. The understanding of causality within this journey
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has been a prominent area of consideration. Critical realism and mimetic theory
helped to elucidate the nature of the relevant causal properties and powers affect-
ing the scapegoating experience. Armed with this understanding, it was argued that
social workers could approach self-directed groupwork feeling prepared and ready
to take on the role of informed facilitators. But at this final juncture, let us remind
ourselves why this effort is warranted. Scapegoating is a pervasive and pernicious
branding of innocent people. It is one of the worst things we do to one another.
Consequently, social workers must be equipped with the most discerning theory
and apposite methods if they are to empower scapegoated groups to find solace in
the sociological imagination.
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Abstract

The world continues to lurch from crisis to crisis. Amidst environmental decline, grow-

ing disparities in wealth and social dislocation, a minority of the world’s population

ironically prosper while the silent majority struggle to maintain basic standards of eco-

nomic and social well-being. Social workers are compelled to respond to societal issues

such as these but need theories to make sense of disparities in lived experience and

life outcomes. Responding to this necessity, some social work scholars have drawn on

Pierre Bourdieu’s meta-theory to explain social injustice and guide anti-oppressive

practice. While this growing corpus of work is encouraging, further critical appraisal

of Bourdieu’s work is required. In this article, we identify a gap in Bourdieu’s meta-

theory: the relative inattention to human affect and how it connects with his forma-

tive concepts of ‘habitus’, ‘field’ and ‘capital’. This focus on human affect is salutary

given its centrality in social work practice. To address this gap, we proffer some tenta-

tive thoughts about the nature of ‘affective habitus’, ‘affective fields’ and ‘affective

capital’. The implications of these enriched concepts for social work are finally

considered.
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Introduction

Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002) was a distinguished social theorist whose
pioneering insights into modern society have left a noteworthy legacy.
Noticeably, his work has been cited by many scholars from a range of
disciplines. One text, in particular, The Weight of the World (2002), had
much to say to social work audiences (Wiegmann, 2017; Beddoe, 2019).
As an authoritative polemic railing against the injustices pertaining to
neoliberal societies, the narrative was unsettling. The book’s emotive
tone depicted the precarity, poverty and destitution of modern-day life,
evoking stories characterised by egregious, social misery. Tellingly, The
Weight of the World was a bracing tonic for those inebriated by ‘cham-
pagne socialism’ and the lure of ‘trickle down economics’. Not only was
it a work of academic sociology but also moral invocation: a rallying call
to assuage oppression in many of its forms. Yet, despite Bourdieu’s pro-
digious ‘oeuvre’ centring on these and other transgressive themes, his in-
fluence on social work theorising is still at a nascent, if growing, stage
(Garrett, 2018). This is the case even though it has much to say about
social justice (Fram, 2004; Emirbayer and Williams, 2005): a prominent
theme in the Internal Federation of Social Work’s global definition of
the profession (Hare, 2004).

Centrally, Bourdieu’s meta-theory on agency and structure equips so-
cial workers with a conceptual cache for explaining the asymmetries and
hierarchies in social life (Fram, 2004). It further clarifies the dispropor-
tionate allocation of resources favouring social workers to the detriment
of service users: a primary issue within anti-oppressive practice (Healy,
2005). What is more, this focus on agency and structure is an indispens-
able component of anti-oppressive social work intervention as it seeks to
lighten the weight of the world (Dalrymple and Burke, 2006).

In this article, we build on Bourdieu’s main constructs examining the
interplay between human agency and social structure. More specifically,
we identify a lacuna in Bourdieu’s meta-theoretical work: his limited at-
tention to human affect (or emotion) and how it is sculpted by social
structure (Sweetman, 2003; Probyn, 2004; Sayer, 2005; Reay, 2015). That
social workers engage with human affect ‘day in and day out’ is incon-
trovertible (Morrison, 2006).

Teaser text

This article builds on the application of Pierre Bourdieu’s ideas for social work. It highlights

a gap in Bourdieu’s work: his lack of attention to emotion. This gap is addressed by applying

emotional considerations to his lead concepts of habitus, field and capital. The implications

for social work are then considered.
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In this article, the unfolding thesis proceeds by first outlining the core
concepts in Bourdieu’s inimitable theory of agency and structure; that is,
his notions of habitus, field, capital and symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 2003).
Next, we review how social work scholars have considered these concepts
and their contribution to various facets of social work practice.
Subsequently, and on the back of the lacuna referred to earlier, we exam-
ine the aforementioned concepts to consider their affective dimensions.
This attempt to unveil the ‘feeling Bourdieu’ leads to the articulation of
what we have termed ‘affective habitus’, ‘affective fields’ and ‘affective
capital’. With this enlarged, deepened and enriched understanding of these
pivotal Bourdieusian concepts, social workers are better equipped, it is ar-
gued, to respond to the ‘emotional’ and ‘political’ weight of the world.

Bourdieu’s conceptual architecture of social life

Let us first consider Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’. It denotes ‘the way
society becomes deposited in persons in the form of lasting dispositions,
or trained capacities and structured propensities to think, feel and act in
determinant ways’ (Wacquant, 2005, p. 316). Consequently, habitus con-
tains our practical or common-sense, taken-for-granted knowledge about
ways of reasoning and acting. This is the kind of knowledge to which we
do not consciously refer but routinely employ on autopilot. It influences
a diverse range of practices from the trivial and mundane—ways of
walking, blowing one’s nose, eating and talking—to decorous ways of
behaving concomitant with our social status and social class.
Significantly, not only is it an optic to the world, but is also embodied in
our posture, bodily movement, gait and gesticulation.

We would be wrong, though, to conclude that habitus is unequivocally
obdurate even though Bourdieu’s critics have viewed the concept as de-
terministic (Lane, 2000) and static (Garrett, 2007a). On the contrary, for
Bourdieu people can be creative, to some extent, and break out of their
habitus through pedagogic reflection (Eagleton, 1991). Yet, when explor-
ing the possibilities for regulated improvisation, Bourdieu portrays habi-
tus as a mainly cognitive, rational faculty built around organised
thoughts or schemata (Lizardo, 2004; Wiegmann, 2017). To reiterate,
though, this cognitivist, schematic construction largely neglects human
emotion. It also says little about moral action as a form of social practice
(Sweetman, 2003; Sayer, 2005).

These reflections bring us to another of Bourdieu’s central concepts:
that of the ‘field’. The field is a social space where people perform daily
actions. It is structured by rules that shape habitus. There are many
different types of field: commercial, business, educational, professional,
cultural, legal, political, social, religious, sporting and welfare (Peillon,
1998; Bourdieu, 2004). According to Bourdieu, the common
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characteristic of all fields is that they are arenas of struggle where social
actors strategise, manoeuvre and vie for recognition. The struggle is di-
rected at accumulating different forms of capital offered by the field
such as status, prestige, or money. Importantly, each field ‘is both the
product and producer of the habitus which is specific and appropriate to
the field’ (Jenkins, 2007, p. 84).

Notably, within different fields, people can experience forms of ‘sym-
bolic power and violence’ (Bourdieu, 1991). This subtle, insidious misuse
of power invariably stigmatises or devalues the person through a kind of
cultural osmosis but is often seen as deserved or legitimate by those sub-
jected to it. Symbolic power is appropriated by dominant groups when
they seek to control lower social classes. The latter accept the hege-
monic domination because they see their lesser social position in society
as ordained and natural, a placing that is sacrosanct and beyond repudia-
tion. To reiterate, symbolic violence (as a form of embedded power)
works as an ideological mechanism spreading a false consciousness as
regards hierarchy, rank, social position and entitlement.

Within different fields, people are centrally motivated to acquire vari-
ous forms of ‘capital’. Bourdieu refers to four main kinds, namely: (i)
‘economic capital’ epitomised by fiscal and monetary resources; (ii) ‘cul-
tural capital’ exemplified by the possession of educational qualifications,
manners, language abilities and knowledge of culture; (iii) ‘social capital’
demonstrated in having influential social contacts and (iv) ‘symbolic cap-
ital’ characterised by recognition signifiers such as honour, status, desig-
nation and standing. Those who are in possession of the correct sort and
right amount of capital can dominate a field. Moreover, individuals who
have one type of capital can use it to gain other types. Capital, it is fur-
ther argued, can be transferred from one generation to the next to so-
cially reproduce habitus, the system and its distribution of power.

A small number of social work commentators have reviewed these
ideas in detail, appraising their relevance for practice. However, before
we consider this ‘corpus’, it is important to state that Bourdieu explicitly
referenced social work in his published works. He noted how the welfare
field imposed numerous administrative constraints on welfare recipients
(Peillon, 1998; Wiegmann, 2017). In the ‘Weight of the World’, for
instance, he was sympathetic to the profession’s plight under neo-
liberalism (Garrett, 2007b). Social workers were obligated, he recog-
nised, to implement bureaucratic protocols (under the aegis of the ‘right
hand of the State’), and yet, still promote social justice (as directed by
the ‘left hand of the State’). Being placed in this antinomy, or contradic-
tory position, they succumbed to a form of ‘social suffering’ or crisis that
came with the ‘bad faith’ of compromised welfare principles (Smith
et al., 2017; Donovan et al., 2017).

When considering the literature reviewing Bourdieu’s ideas for social
work, some salient categories of application emerge. First, there are
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sources that elucidate Bourdieu’s central ideas in a mainly affirmative
manner, claiming their relevance for ‘emancipatory and culturally-sensi-
tive’ social work (Houston, 2002; Garrett, 2007b; Walter et al., 2011;
Smith et al., 2017; Wiegmann, 2017; Sinha and Juvva, 2020). Wiegmann
(2017), for instance, considered the social work field in detail, observing
its bureaucratic, iron-cage tenor and dalliance with professionalism, man-
agerialism and evidence-based approaches. For this author, the negative
impact of the field on service users, its structure of domination (Peillon,
1998), could be ameliorated through reflexive and relational practice
aimed at exposing symbolic violence. Yet, in addition to this plea, it has
been argued that social work intellectuals could learn much from
Bourdieu’s politically, engaged practice confronting the scourge of neo-
liberalism (Garrett, 2007b).

Second, are ‘emancipatory research applications’ targeted at under-
standing inequality, discrimination, social problems and poverty (Fram,
2004; Emirbayer and Williams, 2005; Fairtlough et al., 2014; Nissen,
2014). Notable here was Emirbayer and Williams’ (2005) in-depth con-
sideration of how to conduct a Bourdieusian field analysis, much akin to
a relational, network analysis in social research, but with the imported
concepts of doxa, power and capital, for added measure. Given this
stance, the article made a valuable contribution to anti-oppressive social
work research (Strier, 2006).

Third, are applications of ‘critical evaluation’ (e.g. Garrett, 2007a;
Houston, 2010; Houston, 2019). Prominent, in this suite, was Garrett’s
(2007a) mainly sympathetic, yet measured, appraisal of Bourdieu’s the-
ory and its relevance for social work. Here, the author enumerated sev-
eral shortcomings in Bourdieu’s work including the turgid articulation of
ideas, the limited attention to race and ethnicity and the presentation of
habitus as an inert entity. Nonetheless, for Garrett, ‘social work’s chief
theoretical and practical preoccupations should orientate the profession
in the direction of Bourdieu’ (p. 372).

The fourth area of application revealed sources dealing with ‘social
work education’. Under this category, a small number of authors
(Fairtlough et al., 2014; Beddoe, 2019; Fearnley, 2020a,b) have harnessed
Bourdieu’s constructs to examine student and staff experiences of pro-
fessional learning and pedagogy. Fearnley (2020a,b), by way of illustra-
tion, aligned the notions of habitus and capital with Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979) ecological theory to theorise practice education in social work.
The argument was that practice educators, and students on placement,
had a distinctive social ecology shaping the ‘self’. This ecology, the argu-
ment went, was infused by habitus and one’s access to capital. As an ex-
ample of an innovative theory-building endeavour in practice learning, it
was congruent with Beddoe’s (2019) call to contest dominant expressions
of doxa in social work education and Fairtlough et al.’s (2014) concern
to overturn educational disadvantage for ethnic minority students on
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placement. The latter perspective was significant because it applied
Bourdieu’s meta-theory to race. This area was largely neglected by
Bourdieu who privileged social class when examining the interplay be-
tween habitus, capital and field in social life (Garrett, 2007a).

While the subject of emotion does feature to some extent in these
four areas of application (see, e.g. Smith et al., 2017), there has been no
concerted, critical examination, so far, of the affective dimensions of
Bourdieu’s central concepts (covered earlier) in the social work litera-
ture, and what they mean for social work practice. As previously indi-
cated, this omission may be due to the fact Bourdieu did not spend
much time clarifying the affective facet of habitus or how emotional ex-
pression was imbricated in fields. Nor did he fully consider how human
affect was a form of capital to be used for strategic gain. The next sec-
tion addresses these gaps with some thoughts about the nature of the
‘affective’ in social life and how it links with some of Bourdieu’s major
constructs.

Some thoughts on affective habitus, affective field and
affective capital

The sociology of emotion is growing in its depth and range of inquiry
(Heaney, 2019). This body of work cultivates insights into the social nature
of emotion and the emotional nature of social phenomena. It suggests that,
to comprehend emotion, we must understand social interaction; and to ap-
preciate social interaction, we must grasp the nature of emotion (Bericat,
2016). Clearly, there is a danger of ignoring this Janus-faced truism and
resorting to a form of psychological reductionism that locates emotion
solely within a hermetically sealed person, buried deep within their psyche.
Below, the imbrication between the emotional and social domains is ex-
plored tentatively with reference to the concepts of habitus, field and capi-
tal. The comments under each heading are by no means exhaustive and
represent initial, fledgeling considerations into these immensely complicated
areas of human experience.

Affective habitus

It is self-evident that the human subject’s (un)consciousness can never
be limited to, or defined solely by, cognitions, schemas or thoughts.
Embodied consciousness also encompasses social values and emotions
(Robbins, 1991). These complex dimensions of being fold into each
other, forming a rich tapestry of visceral stirring within habitus (Denzin,
2009). One’s ‘feel for the game’ in any social situation will be triggered
as much by deep-seated, intuitive perception as by primeval sentiment:
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fear, in the face of social threats to identity being just one example. The
boundaries between the two become blurred in the frisson of critical life
events or moments of significant meaning. Put alternatively, we can say
that emotion and thought are two interconnected types of disposition
within habitus. They are shaped by meaningful day-to-day interactions
in fields of various kinds. Over time, emotions collectivise as dispositions
within habitus the same way as thoughts. However, we should add at
this point that emotion and thought also interconnect and register with
the body (Probyn, 2004). Emotional affect, for instance, displays through
the ‘feeling body’ in one’s non-verbal countenance, corporeal posture
and ambient style of movement. Body is soul—‘soul body’, according to
the Irish poet, Derek Mahon. Gabriel Marcel’s edict captures this senti-
ment well: ‘Je suis mon corps’ (I am my body).

Importantly, for Thompson (2001, p. 2), the feeling of empathy (a master
emotion) is the precondition of consciousness: ‘one’s consciousness of one-
self as an embodied individual in the world is founded on empathy—on
one’s empathic cognition of others, and others’ empathic cognition of one-
self’. A habitus founded on empathy is more likely to lead to relations built
on trust. Hochschild (1990), in a parallel moment, stipulated that what we
feel is as important as what we think, when it comes to understanding such
interpersonal processes and outcomes. A habitus that limits the possibilities
of the ‘self’, that subliminally says, ‘this is not for me’, or ‘I am not worthy’
is rarely experienced in a depersonalised, detached, unemotional way.
Rather, such injunctions precipitate various kinds of sentiment: envy,
shame, ennui, anger or plaintive introspection.

Relatedly, human subjects often apply attributions to explain their ex-
perience (Moskowitz, 2005). These attributions, ‘this is my fault’, for in-
stance, are again far from dispassionate cogitations. Instead, the ‘this is
my fault’ attribution might be linked to a feeling of self-denigration,
learned helplessness or attenuated self-efficacy. It has been suggested
that attributes such as these, and their accompanying emotions, are cen-
trally linked to a habitus shaped by class identities and positions (Reay,
2015). More specifically, for Bourdieu (2004), they relate to class identi-
ties moulded by the education field.

In Bourdieu’s estimation, habitus comprises myriads of disposition
stored in memory (or embodied history, for Bourdieu) over time. But
emotional reactions are deposited as well, and deeply ingrained in re-
membrance. For example, a situational trigger factor, such as an episode
of interactional ineptitude with a significant other, can set off a shame
reaction affecting self-perception (Probyn, 2004). Traumatic experiences
in the past can return in the form of debilitating flash backs. ‘Trauma is
the overwhelming feeling of too much feeling’ (Probyn, 2004, p. 224).
This surge of inner stirring can overwhelm and debilitate habitus.

Some of the most salient auto-biographical memories in life occur when
emotions were acutely felt and expressed. Bereavement and loss are
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pertinent examples. Moments of transcendence in human lives can have a
durable presence, particularly when the present is stressful. Our ‘feel for
the game’ of social life is as much about how the game ‘felt’ emotionally in
the past—‘when then is now’. Thus, emotions have a history (Scheer,
2012). The presentation of one’s psychosocial-biographical narrative, one’s
story, is irrevocably entwined with emotional affect. What makes the hu-
man narrative distinctive is its association with loss, change, crisis, moments
of vulnerability, resilience and coming through despite the odds. Such
events reverberate with Bourdieu’s (1984) notion of ‘divided or cleft habi-
tus’. This is a habitus riven with disparate, unintegrated experiences coa-
lescing around ‘repressed’ elements of trauma. A divided habitus can
unleash febrile emotion particularly when the fields in which a person inter-
acts are impeding the existential need for recognition.

Building on the latter point, a divided habitus that is pulled in differ-
ent, contradictory directions, might implode through psychic enervation.
The tension caused by neoliberal self-interest competing against egalitar-
ian liberal discourses within habitus, can be demonstrable. Reay (2015)
provided the pertinent example of a white working-class boy struggling
to meet the high expectations of his teachers in the neo-liberal education
field. However, beyond the school gate, he must appease his peer net-
work. ‘Street kudos’ and ‘male machismo’, rather than academic success,
are the determining features of the latter field. The pressure of meeting
both sets of requirements and holding contradictory forms of behaviour
and presentation together in an ambivalent double-bind, possibly over a
long period, is likely to be emotionally unbearable. Similarly, when a
person is thrust out of one field (where the habitus is operating sponta-
neously without interruption), into another foreign, cultural field, emo-
tional desolation and dislocation can set in. In this instance, the
predictive power of the divided or cleft habitus can start to wane. For
example, a teenager from Syria, claiming asylum status in a western
country, might understandably feel ‘like a fish out of water’. The issue
here is whether the officials processing the teenager’s claim have empa-
thy for this perturbing response.

Affective fields

Identity theorists (Stryker, 2004) posit that group and social identities
operate in culturally defined positions and social spaces (akin to
Bourdieu’s notion of social position). These positions can either authen-
ticate or undermine identity—affecting various types of emotion. For ex-
ample, in Ken Loach’s iconoclastic film and critique of neo-liberal
welfare, I Daniel Blake, the protagonist is disarmingly entrapped in the
UK benefits field at a time of personal vulnerability and raging austerity
measures. The negative impact on the character’s felt and embodied
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emotion is palpable as he succumbs to a range of objectifying, deperson-
alising and commodifying reactions from bureaucratic officials devoid of
human empathy. Such are the ‘hidden injuries of class’ (Sennett and
Cobb, 1993) perpetrated by ‘emotional capitalism’ (Illouz, 2007).

Critically, one manifestation of symbolic violence occurs in fields encour-
aging individuals to identify with harmful regimes of power. Social, political
and cultural fields within neo-liberal governance, for instance, engender
certain emotional states such as a restless, consumptive desire, acquisitive
longing, disenchantment, status envy, the burden of personal responsibility,
ambient insecurity, contingent intimacy and emotional alienation.
Neoliberalism both monetarises and commodifies human affect. In doing
so, it leads to disaffection when competition with others in the field results
in a zero-sum game, or the enactment of intensified individualism leads to
anomie. Marcuse (2002), in a complementary vein, witnessed a dumbing
down of affect in capitalist society, transforming it into a monotone, shal-
low and one-dimensional internal state. His intellectual counterpart,
Fromm (2005), warned of the existential dangers of acquisitive longing.
Authentic being was at risk from this unremitting drive.

What is more, social fields imbued with a neo-liberal ideology emphasise
material and symbolic differentials between people. For Kemper (1978),
primary feeling states are the product of social interactions where differen-
tials of power and status are to the fore. Unjustified power differentials in
a field can generate fear for subaltern groups. Comparably, unfair status
differentials often lead to anger while a pre-emptive loss of status, due to
competitive relations in a commercial field, can evoke a forlorn sadness.
Referring to the dispossessed, Reay (2015, p. 12) astutely observed that
‘the learning that comes through inhabiting spaces within the field often
results in a predilection for shame, fear, anxiety’.

Theorising in a different line of inquiry, Hochschild (2012) connected
emotional expression with the nature of surrounding and enveloping so-
cial space. People employed in certain roles, such as flight attendants,
were required, she contended, to adopt feeling rules and engage in emo-
tion management, despite how they might have internally felt. One
might hypothesise, too, that social workers in the welfare field are re-
quired to engage in the same kind of emotional work to maintain a
‘managed heart’. Taking up a different theme, Scheff (2003) posited how
cultural fields and processes of early socialisation led to shame-sensitive
dispositions in many different cultures. Not only that, destructive,
shame-rage cycles were often the outcome, leading to social conflict,
sometimes on a grand scale. Poignantly, ‘shame can also bleed into
sorrow’ (Probyn, 2004, p. 225). Elias (2000), complementing Scheff,
highlighted the power of cultural formations to instil manners based on
an underpinning shame dynamic.

Much earlier sociological theory likewise recognised the link between
emotion and social structure. Durkheim (1912), one of the founding
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thinkers in sociology, argued that religious settings had the power to in-
stil collective and social shared emotions of solidarity and well-being. By
way of contrast, Weber (2013) noted the stultifying effects of bureau-
cracy. The German sociologist, Tonnies (1999), made a distinction
between society as ‘Gemeinschaft’ and society as ‘Gesellschaft’. The for-
mer referred to the ‘lifeworld’ of community and strong, interpersonal
bonds. The latter depicted social relations based on impersonal, rational
action with ties to modernity and the marketplace. Gemeinschaft gave
rise to emotion and sentiment compared to Gesellschaft’s subjugation of
feeling in favour of strategic action.

In summary, both classical and contemporary social theorists recog-
nised the salient connection between emotional well-being and the main-
tenance of vibrant social bonds. However, this connection is influenced
by the surrounding social spaces in which actors participate and the rules
imposed on them by the field. Significantly, the primary emotions of
fear, anger, shame and pride require an understanding of the cultural
and political fields shaping their expression.

Affective capital

The notion of emotional or affective capital has been considered in a
growing range of scholarly fields such as the sociology of families
(Gillies, 2006), education (Zembylas, 2007) and care work involving
women (Virkki, 2007). So, what is meant by the term? Inferred in
Bourdieu’s work (but not explicitly theorised by him as such), we might
view it as a form of ‘cultural capital’ that is both a resource and embod-
ied capacity for ensuring that emotions are expressed and managed pru-
dently when interacting in diverse personal and social fields (Scheer,
2012; Cottingham, 2016; Heaney, 2019). It is developed through early
socialisation by significant others and later, secondary socialisation as a
person moves through the life cycle (Cottingham, 2016). It is important
to register at this point that, when it comes to socialisation, emotional
capital is neither gender-neutral nor exclusively feminine (Cottingham,
2016). For instance, mothers play an active role in childhood socialisa-
tion (Gillies, 2006) but so do fathers. Relatedly, the link between social
capital and children’s emotional health has been argued (Morrow, 2004).
Deficits in early socialisation, because of child neglect, for instance, may
have deleterious implications for the attainment and use of affective cap-
ital. However, we must remember that child neglect is often linked with
impoverished, poverty stricken, social fields surrounding the child and
parents.

Importantly, in terms of this definition, affective capital is not a syno-
nym for the much popularised (and commercialised) concept of ‘emo-
tional intelligence’. The former is generated by habitus and shaped by
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surrounding social structure. It links micro-level resources with power-
infused, macro-level forces (Cottingham, 2016). Emotional intelligence,
by way of contrast, does not give the same consideration to the role of
social structure in shaping emotional experience and expression.

Affective capital is used to influence others in the field, to sway opin-
ion, to gain advantage, desired outcomes and recognition. For example,
a company executive might use empathy (as a resource) to build rapport
with her staff, motivate them and encourage a corporate solidarity that
ensures optimal business performance. Alternatively, when in a situation
of interpersonal conflict, a person can regulate strong emotions of anger
and upset, and assert their case proficiently using negotiating skills to at-
tain the desired outcome. Or, when subjected to humiliation of some
kind, a person can stand aside from a shame-rage cycle and engage
more productively in actions that restore inner pride so that personal ef-
ficacy in the field is restored. In examples like these, the inner resources
of self-esteem, self-respect, self-confidence and self-efficacy, and their
accompanying emotions, can be deployed to instigate and maintain im-
portant relations—relations that bestow success, well-being and advan-
tage in the field.

There are also wider applications of the resource. Hence, politicians
use affective capital in the political field to sway public opinion and gar-
ner support. By way of contrast, in the field of commercial advertising,
affective capital is applied to capture the consumer’s attention. Here,
the product being canvassed is associated with states of well-being. In a
different vein, social care professionals can apply compassion in their
field of caring to foster desired professional outcomes for service users.
In many cases, affective capital is tantamount to a ‘form of power’ that
is used to enhance one’s status within a specific field.

Lastly, the enactment of affective capital is historically and situation-
ally conditioned. Thus, under contemporary ‘emotional capitalism’
(Illouz, 2007), the resource becomes commodified and linked with eco-
nomic relations and exchange in the labour market. The expression of
emotional satisfaction, when faced with the possibility of monetary gain,
testifies to the point. Under ‘emotional capitalism’, such emotional dis-
plays are rewarded while their absence invokes disapprobation. Yet, we
must not forget that affective capital can be used as a resource to resist
neoliberal norms and practices. Shame, that occurs through misrecogni-
tion, can generate emancipatory struggles for recognition (Honneth,
1996).

Implications for social work

Bourdieu’s meta-theory provides an analytical purchase on the weight of
the world and an explanatory power to alleviate it. His concepts evince
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several fundamental implications for social work practice. Let us exam-
ine these in turn paying attention to the affective aspects covered in the
previous section. Primarily, even though social workers can never fully
apprehend the nature of the dispositions forming a service user’s habi-
tus, they must develop discerning propositions about them. They should
reflect on how habitus shapes the service user’s viewpoints, reactions,
emotional expression and action. This is an exercise in contextualising a
person’s thinking, affect and behaviour from a sociological angle. It is an
appreciation of the interplay between habitus, field, capital and symbolic
power, and how it has affected personal biographies, opening or closing
doors of opportunity depending on whether there is largesse or paucity
in amounts of possessed capital (including the affective variant) under
neoliberal regimes of governance. Such considerations are at the fore-
front of critical social work.

Detailed social histories, narrative-based approaches, observation,
deep phenomenological listening and systemic assessment are ways of
gathering some of the different pieces that make up the habitus jigsaw
and the emotional dispositions within it. Of particular concern, is the
level of integration or dissociation within habitus. Here, we should note
the earlier comments about the impact of a divided or cleft habitus and
its emotional entanglement with trauma or repressed feeling. Crucially,
intelligent propositions about habitus facilitate ‘structural empathy’ for
the service user’s challenges. This is a form of empathy that links per-
sonal troubles with wider social processes including class-based affilia-
tions. This connection is integral to critical social work and its mandate
to promote social justice. Furthermore, empathy of this kind invokes
non-judgementalism, respect for the individual, and a recognition of
their strengths and capabilities.

This appreciation of the service user’s habitus is, however, a
one-sided, partialised activity. It has value only when social workers
recursively realise the impact of their own habitus on perception and
affective expression: how it conditions their view of the changing social
world, the nature of social issues, and the role of the welfare profes-
sional (Donovan et al., 2017). Specifically, professionals must build a
prescient awareness of how their habitus has been shaped by their
social class, the education and cultural fields in which they have partici-
pated, and the privileges or disadvantages embedded in their social
positioning.

Not only that, it is also necessary to become aware of the impact of
socially-induced, affective dispositions within habitus and how they af-
fect thoughts and actions. Moreover, affective identifications and attach-
ments are central to the (re)framing of risk, need and required
resources. As such, they must be critically reviewed. This conceptual ex-
ercise embraces Bourdieu’s notion of reflexivity with its challenge of or-
thodox norms and openness to heterodox beliefs. Some of the social
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work commentators, referred to earlier, endorse this conceptual exercise
linking it with anti-oppressive practice and the promotion of social jus-
tice (Wiegmann, 2017; Fearnley, 2020a,b). For Garrett (2007b, p. 240),
‘Bourdieu’s work could help social work to reflexively fold inwards with
social workers and ‘social work academics’ scrutinising their own per-
sonal and collective habitus’. Yet, to fold inwards also necessitates that
we then ‘reach outwards’. The practice of these inner-outer dynamic
guards against social work becoming yet another form of symbolic domi-
nation or using its structural power to unfairly circumvent human rights
and freedoms in situations of risk and safeguarding vulnerable people.

In terms of the construct of the ‘field’, social workers may find it salu-
tary to conduct a social network analysis of the formative spaces within
which service users are located. Here, it is important to map out the to-
tal range of fields within which the service user is situated: educational,
social, familial and institutional. The questions here are: how do these
fields restrict or enable opportunities? Where does power lie in the
field—and who wields it? Can the range of fields be expanded, to diver-
sify and enable the service user’s affective experience? How does the
welfare field impinge on or empower the recipients of welfare? To what
extent is the welfare field culturally sensitive and responsive to the emo-
tional double-bind of clashing fields? From the standpoint of critical so-
cial work to what degree has neoliberal discourse penetrated the field
and how has it impacted on affect and emotional bearing? How have
differentials in power and status shaped the primary negative feeling
states of anger, fear and shame?

Social workers should strive to introduce service users to fields that incul-
cate pride to offset shame. In all of this, it is essential to appreciate the
constraints and opportunities provided by the fields in which service users
are located and mitigate the impact of the former while maximising the
benefits of the latter. In line with a rallying missive from Bourdieu, this
may well be a process of resisting the scourge of neo-liberalism and the re-
treat of the welfare State. Such resistance chimes with Marcuse’s (2002)
clarion call for a ‘great refusal’ of capitalist ideology.

When it comes to social work assessment, social workers might focus
explicitly on the degree of social support within any given field within
which the service user participates or is excluded. Does the field encour-
age emotional nurture, respite and containment? Does it support cohe-
sive social networks that restore emotional well-being or is there a
dearth of social connectedness? Are actors in the field critical or rein-
forcing, recognising a person’s strengths and contribution to various
fields around her? Is the field transient causing emotional anxiety or sta-
ble, offering a secure base? Do any of the fields stigmatise, label or
scapegoat the service user? To what extent does the field recognise the
sanctity of human identity or cause it to feel shame?
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Importantly, the concept of the field takes on a particular purchase
when it comes to safeguarding practices with populations who may be
emotionally vulnerable. Contextual safeguarding, as termed by Firmin
(2020), points to the extra-familial harm affecting children and young
people. For instance, young people within a particular locality can suc-
cumb to sexual and criminal influences in sites such as parks, shopping
centres and youth clubs. These extra-familial sites (located in educa-
tional, leisure and cultural fields) are often beyond the control of
parents and their protective measures and tend to disrupt parental au-
thority. Typically, they distort the boundary between victimisation and
perpetration in the light of grooming and other nefarious processes with
often dire emotional ramifications for young people (Firmin, 2020).
Social workers need to be vigilant to the influence of these fields and
respond to them through coordinated, inter-professional and community-
based interventions.

Let us conclude this section with some comments about ‘capital’ in so-
cial work. Fundamentally, social workers can empower service users to
accumulate, efficaciously apply and exchange different forms of capi-
tal—economic, cultural, social, symbolic and affective. The aim here is
to enhance lived experience in a range of fields while promoting equal
rights, opportunities and treatment, all of which lie at the heart of social
justice and critical social work. Some practical ways of realising these
aspirations, can be delineated. For example, mobilising connections, so-
cial networks and group affiliations through systemic and ecological
interventions are important ways of developing social capital. Advocacy
and negotiation within various fields of power, including the field of so-
cial security, are a means of addressing discrepancies in economic capi-
tal. Initiating empowering interventions, such as self-directed groupwork
(Mullender et al., 2013) enable the acquisition of affective and cultural
forms of capital. Engaging in recognition-based social work practice
(Houston, 2015) fosters the attainment of symbolic and affective capital.
Supporting parents emotionally and can enable them to build affective
capital for themselves and their children.

Shifting to a macro plane, we can defend against neoliberal norms
through forming alliances, field organising, coalition building, campaign-
ing and lobbying. These are ways of championing the more equal distri-
bution of capital within fields: an enduring concern of critical social
work (Mullaly, 2006). Schools, and other educational institutions, ought
to be primary sites for building cultural, symbolic and affective capital.
Prevailing educational norms, teacher and pupil habitus and affective
economies (Zembylas, 2007) that limit capital attainment and accumula-
tion, should be challenged. Ultimately, for social workers and service
users, the problematisation of the ‘orthodox’ and instatement of the ‘het-
erodox’, creates a conceptual space for planning how to enhance the dis-
tribution of capital in its various forms.
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Conclusion

We can ameliorate the weight of the emotional and political world by
transforming its representation: an interpretation moulded by a reinvigo-
rated understanding of the possibilities of human agency transforming
structure (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 14.). In this article,
Bourdieu’s conceptual set of ideas linking agency with structure has
been presented and their relevance for anti-oppressive social work is
considered through a review of relevant social work sources. However, a
gap was noted not only in Bourdieu’s work but also in the social work
literature examining it: the relative neglect of human affect. Given that
this faculty is central to social work practice, the thesis expounded in
this article considered, tentatively, some of the emotional dimensions of
Bourdieu’s core constructs, namely habitus, field and capital. Finally, the
authors outlined the ramifications of this enhanced cache of conceptual
tools for social work practice. Unveiling the ‘feeling Bourdieu’, in the
way explicated, gives theoretical substance to anti-oppressive practice as
it strives to alleviate the weight of the world.
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Stan Houston

REDUCING CHILD PROTECTION ERROR IN

SOCIAL WORK: TOWARDS A HOLISTIC-

RATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

Social work in the UK remains embroiled in concerns about child protection error. The
serious injury or death of vulnerable children continues to evince much consternation in the
public and private spheres. Governmental responses to these concerns invariably draw on
technocratic solutions involving more procedures, case management systems, information
technology and bureaucratic regulation. Such solutions flow from an implicit use of
instrumental rationality based on a ‘means-end’ logic. While bringing an important
perspective to the problem of child protection error, instrumental rationality has been
overused limiting discretion and other modes of rational inquiry. This paper argues that the
social work profession should apply an enlarged form of rationality comprising not only the
instrumental-rational mode but also the critical-rational, affective-rational and
communicative-rational forms. It is suggested that this combined, conceptual arsenal of
rational inquiry leads to a gestalt that has been termed the holistic-rational perspective.
It is also argued that embracing a more rounded perspective such as this might offer greater
opportunities for reducing child protection error.

Keywords risk; rationality; child protection error

Introduction

Risk in child protection work continues to exercise the minds of social work
practitioners and the public alike. Despite over 40 years of inquiry reports in the UK,
investigating the serious harm or death of vulnerable children, professional errors recur
on a scale that is dumbfounding to the lay observer (Reder & Duncan, 2004). As a
consequence, child protection and risk continue to remain high on the political agenda.
What is more, technocratic solutions in child protection (no matter how well
intentioned) – in the form of a burgeoning infrastructure of administrative requirements
(Parton, 2008; Pithouse et al., 2009) – have not quelled public and political concern as
new tragedies are reported repeatedly in the media (Reder & Duncan, 2004; Munro,
2005). Such solutions have been implemented in several Anglophile and European

q 2015 GAPS

Journal of Social Work Practice, 2015

Vol. 29, No. 4, 379–393, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02650533.2015.1013526

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02650533.2015.1013526


countries (Lonne et al., 2009; Kuijvenhoven & Kortleven, 2010) and generated by
social forces within the ‘risk society’ including neo-liberal policies of welfare
modernisation (Webb, 2006). In all of this, risk can neither be completely predicted nor
prevented. Clearly, professionals cannot monitor family interaction on a constant basis.
Secrecy and subterfuge feature in some families where serious harm to children is
suspected. Risk is a ‘slippery’ concept, one that is hard to pin down with precision
(Kemshall, 2010).

I argue in this paper that, while there is no indubitable panacea for child protection
error, there are ways of potentially reducing it through forms of wide-ranging, rational
inquiry. These forms build collectively into (what I have termed) a holistic-rational
approach. Its purpose is to help social workers mitigate skewed emotion, bias and
internal prejudice while promoting critical thinking and reflection (Munro, 2007).
Instituting technocracy to tackle child protection error has its place but is a piecemeal
solution. Change must be more wide ranging than this and occur at the cognitive level,
as shown in the capacity to analyse, problem-solve, generate hypotheses and reach
credible decisions (Munro, 2007). It must also happen at the affective level as realised
in a greater psycho-dynamic awareness of the emotional impact of child protection
work (Cooper, 2005; Rustin, 2005; Howe, 2008). Social workers must additionally
reflect on the ethical dilemmas inherent in safeguarding the welfare of children and
families (Lonne et al., 2009). Rational inquiry into these areas must, furthermore, be
communicated effectively through explicit argumentation (Duffy, 2011).

Reder and Duncan (2004) capture this notion of a holistic appropriation of
rationality by arguing that, ‘different permutations of reasoning and different types of
information are required, depending on context, so that an integration is needed’
(p. 109). Slovic et al. (2004) support this contention by stressing that experiential
thinking (which is holistic, visceral and affective) needs to combine with analytic
thinking (which appropriates logic) in risk formulation. This is a matter of moving
beyond what Simon (1996) refers to as ‘bounded rationality’: a person’s restricted use
of rationality in their everyday world.

The argument put forward in this paper seeks, consequently, to complement a
range of alternative approaches to the investigation of child protection error that
focus on systemic forms of analysis and change (Rustin, 2004; SCIE, 2008); language
awareness (Hall & Slembrouck, 2009); education and training interventions (Balen &
Masson, 2008) and the transfer of knowledge from commercial sectors dealing
with risk (Johnson & Petrie, 1999). It also builds on Munro’s (2011) landmark
report into child protection where a more rounded approach to analysis and
reflection was advocated. If 40 years of analysis have not yielded sufficient
improvement in outcomes in child protection, then we must dare to think ‘outside the
technocratic box’.

To develop this inquiry, I posit that there are four key perspectives on rationality
(see Figure 1 below), all of which have some bearing on child protection practice,
namely the: (a) critical-rational perspective, (b) instrumental-rational perspective,
(c) communicative-rational perspective and (d) affective-rational perspective. It is
contended that all four are necessary in the attempt to reduce child protection error –
as a running case study adduces. Collectively, they form an over-arching, holistic-
rational perspective, one that can be adopted in the everyday messiness of real-world,
child protection.
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Perspectives on rationality in child protection

The critical-rational perspective

The child abuse inquiries highlighted various blocks and biases affecting the recognition
of child abuse – all of which have implications for critical thinking (Department of
Health, 1991). Let us briefly consider a few of them. First, is the ‘known but not fully
appreciated’. Here, there can be difficulties in classifying information or distinguishing
it from a flood of relevant data – for example discerning physical abuse in a sequence of
multifarious concerns about child welfare. Second, is the failure to distinguish fact from
opinion. This can lead to information being misconstrued or result in faulty premises
about risk, which then generate ill-conceived protection plans. Unappreciated data are
a third example. For instance, information may not be appreciated if its source is not
valued. If the person who instigates a referral is not trusted, then there is a danger that
important views will be discounted. Another example, fourthly, is the ‘decoy of dual
pathology’. This is where information can be known but not appreciated if the receiver
is side-tracked by a different problem. A typical example of this occurs when there is an
inordinate focus on one family member, which then detracts from a consideration of
other actors.

All of the aforementioned blocks to recognition are understandable as allegations
of child abuse are often convoluted and complex. Munro (2007) adds to this list by
highlighting how professionals resort to cognitive heuristics. These are short hand

FIGURE 1 Key perspectives on rationality.
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methods, or ‘rules of thumb’, for processing complex information. For instance, a
social worker under pressure to conform to time limits within an initial investigation of
child sexual abuse might intuitively apply the availability heuristic (Kahneman et al.,
1999) and make a judgement on the basis of previous information that is readily
available. Hence, information to hand (such as files, reports and other sources) may
ostensibly affect perception.

Many of these tendentious blocks and biases can be recognised and dealt with
through a critical-rational perspective. Here, one attempts to use rationality to discern,
analyse and evaluate information, judgements, arguments and decisions. Critical-
rationality relies, therefore, on a set of cognitive skills, intellectual standards and keen
traits of mind. It is a disposition or intellectual commitment to use mental processes to
improve thinking and judgement, minimise bias and guide behaviour. A well-cultivated
thinker will raise vital questions, gather and assess relevant information, arrive at well-
reasoned conclusions and solutions, think open-mindedly within alternative systems of
thought, and use reason to problem-solve. Crucially, critical rationality enables the
thinker to identify the implicit, taken-for-granted premises underpinning formulations
about risk, to seek for supportive evidence and, where this is lacking, construct
alternative hypotheses that can be tested later on. Philosophically, it draws on the
Socratic method of posing questions in a deliberative manner: questions that aim at
clarification, that probe assumptions, reasons and evidence; questions that scrutinise
implications and consequences (Gambrill, 2013). In all of this, the concepts of
‘respectful uncertainty’ and ‘healthy scepticism’ remain sacrosanct and lie at the heart
of thoughtful planning and decision-making in child protection. Various studies have
highlighted the importance of these two cognitive dispositions in proactive case
management (Farmer & Lutman, 2009; Wade et al., 2010).

Let us consider these points in more detail. In long-term child protection cases,
there is a danger that untested premises about risk will be handed down to (and
adopted by) successive generations of case workers. In this context, we know there is a
high rate of attrition in staffing in children services. Given what has been said, the
following (fictitious) scenario is not atypical. A newly qualified social worker is
appointed to a very busy child protection team. Following a helpful induction period,
she is allocated several child protection cases. One, in particular, has been open for 10
years. The family comprises four children in total, all having multi-faceted needs. Both
parents have unresolved care and control issues from their past. Previous concerns have
centred on the children’s failure to meet key, developmental milestones. The team
leader summarises the issues for the social worker in an initial supervision session. The
concerns are framed primarily in terms of physical neglect.

Two weeks after inheriting the case, the youngest child, aged 8, disappears from
the home. The event is interpreted by the social worker in terms of a lack of parental
supervision. The event happens again 2 weeks later, and the child is returned home by
the police. Again, this is put down to parental laxity. Hence, the overriding frame, or
master-premise, is one of neglect, so this explanation for the child’s behaviour should
come as no surprise. What is significant, here, is that the premise has been uncritically
embraced by successive generations of social workers along with their team managers.

Yet, if critical-rationality was applied, it might question this taken-for-granted
understanding. Could the two episodes of the child leaving home be interpreted as
running away? What evidence might exist to support this alternative premise? Have the
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child’s older siblings also engaged in this behaviour? A comprehensive search through
the voluminous files on the family reveals records on the children’s sexualised
behaviour including the youngest child’s inappropriate play when at school. Being open
to an alternative premise, in this instance, through the application of a deliberative
critical-rationality, could lead the social worker to refer the child to a specialist centre
for further investigation. Such is the power of critical-rationality to entertain the
possibility of alternative premises about the children’s needs and behaviour.

This need for this perspective is also endorsed byDuffy (2011) when he appropriates
Toulmin’s (1958) explicit argumentation tool as a means of testing the validity of
professional premises and arguments in child protection cases. The tool draws on, ‘skills
of critical thinking and reflective practice whereby the evidence that is being used in
support of the proposed actions is scrutinised in a structured and systematic way for
strengths and weaknesses’ (p. 36). It comprises six stages of analytical inquiry that are set
out in Figure 2 below. This analytical process reduces confirmation bias by seeking
evidence to challenge one’s favoured premise concerning risk.

The instrumental-rational perspective

We will now consider the core tenets of the instrumental-rational perspective in child
protection. Here, organisations harness bureaucracy, actuarial tools, procedures,
regulation, information technology and governance, in order to meet targets and
manage risk. As can be seen, at the heart of this perspective lies a specific way of
mastering the social world through a range of technocratic measures. Somewhat similar
to Weber’s (2010) notion of purposive rationality, instrumental-rationality refers to

Stage 1 – stating the claim, conclusion or position being put forward

Stage 2 – providing the grounds and evidence for the claim

Stage 3 – justifying the connection between the claim and the proffered
evidence

Stage 4 – qualifying the claim in the light of confidence in its veracity

Stage 5 – rebutting the claim by reflecting on the conditions or
circumstances which reduce its veracity

Stage 6 – seeking new evidence to support the claim if this is deemed
to be necessary

FIGURE 2 Stages in explicit argumentation.
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the achievement of a given end through the most effective and efficient means possible.
Simply put, it is concerned with the rational organisation of human life to achieve
specific objectives. The focus is on the ‘how’ of action rather than the ‘why’.

At this juncture, let us return to the case example referred to earlier in order to
ground the perspective within a ‘real-world’ context. Significantly, following an
investigative interview, the specialist centre has come back with concerns: the child in
question has made a hesitant disclosure of inappropriate touch, implicating various
family members including her parents. Adopting the instrumental-rational perspective,
the social worker becomes very conscious of the need to follow agreed agency
procedures defining what actions to take in the light of suspected or confirmed child
abuse. So, she immediately informs her team leader; a strategy discussion is then held
with the police and other agencies; the need to protect the child (and her siblings)
expeditiously is agreed having considered legal duties (under the relevant Statute) to
safeguard and protect children at risk of significant harm; a case conference is
eventually convened to appraise these events and develop a protection plan and the
parents informed of the agency’s concerns and asked to respond. In all of this,
timescales are of the essence. Actions are determined by established agency and legal
protocols. The instrumental-rational mindset becomes the mental foreground
determining reactions to this critical disclosure of abuse.

Since the Maria Colwell Inquiry Report in 1973, and despite wide-ranging changes
in policy and legislation, the child protection system in the UK has relied greatly on the
instrumental-rational mindset for tackling child protection error and risk. There are
good reasons behind this move. If we fail to develop (or dismantle) bureaucratic
structures and procedures, we create a space for practice driven by whim, vagary or
idiosyncratic lurch. As Reder and Duncan (2004) opined, ‘procedural, monitoring and
organizational responses probably need to be accepted as understandable . . . necessary,
first steps’ (p. 103). Professional discretion, without standardisation and consistency,
does not necessarily lead to more enlightened thinking; in fact, it can result in bias and
the misuse of power (Evans & Harris, 2004). Procedural guidance contains lessons that
have been learnt from past errors. That said, many commentators are alarmed by the
overuse of technocracy in child protection as reflected in an increasingly elaborate,
Byzantine corpus of procedural requirements and computerised imperatives (Garrett,
2008; Parton, 2008; Lonne et al., 2009; Pithouse et al., 2009; Kemshall, 2010). As a
consequence, relational care in social work has been occluded by a technological
mindset and professional evaluation colonised by the ‘tick box’ audit (Munro, 2008).
Crucially, ‘this creates dilemmas about which matters most, the child or the
performance indicator’ (Munro, 2005, p. 389).

To counter-balance this burgeoning, instrumental-rational perspective, we must
use different forms of rationality to process emotion psycho-dynamically, develop
critical thinking and enhance professional ethics in child protection. All these different
applications must complement the instrumental-rational perspective in order to
maximise our chances of reducing child protection error. Instrumental rationality has
helpfully developed the child protection system but has also created an inordinate level
of prescription, as Weber had forecast – and Munro has highlighted much more
recently (2011). The danger, here, lies in continually expanding its hold rather than
enhancing new landscapes of rational awareness. Our range of cognitive and affective
tools needs to expand to offset the erosion of professional discretion and values that
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arises when instrumental-rational responses go awry. Social care professionals can fulfil
the ‘letter of the procedural law’ in a resolute, assiduous way but, in doing so, forget
its spirit (Wastell et al., 2010). Weber’s (2010, p. 182) view that the western
bureaucrat is a ‘specialist without spirit, a sensualist without heart’ is very apposite for
today’s world.

The communicative-rational perspective

There is a central, recurring message from the inquiry reports. It refers to episodes of
problematic, inter-professional communication during the management of complex
cases of child maltreatment (Reder & Duncan, 2004). To reiterate, communication in
this context can be examined gainfully through the work of Jürgen Habermas (1987).
For this theorist, people put forward ‘validity claims’ when they ordinarily converse
with each other. This is especially true in a child protection setting where meaning can
be contentious. These claims are commitments that speakers make to justify what they
have said and done. Typically, they are rational claims as to what is true, right, sincere
and comprehensible. Any listener can, in principle, challenge these claims using
reasoned argumentation to present counter-claims. The type of communication is driven
by a communicative rationality, argues Habermas. Here, speakers strive for
understanding, empathy and consensus on the basis of a rational appraisal of validity
claims.

According to Habermas, speakers can jettison communicative rationality by
becoming strategic in their verbal exchanges. Strategic utterances occur when one
speaker forces his point home by using the power invested in his status or role.
Consensus and reasoned argumentation are bypassed as a result. However, we know
that when social workers adopt communicative rationality with parents in child
protection, as opposed to its strategic manifestation, to reach a consensual
understanding of the child’s needs, then the outcomes for the child tend to be better
(Cleaver & Freeman, 1995).

Importantly, for Habermas, communicative rationality is premised on ethical
rules, which restrict power in conversation. In other words, speakers should be
allowed to vent their opinions, to change the agenda and to be fairly heard so that the
only acceptable force is the force of better argument. Adopting egalitarian
communication in child protection does not mean that social workers have to forgo
making hard decisions contravening the expressed views of family members when,
ultimately, the best interests of the child are at stake; but it does require them to be
more open to a range of perspectives on what constitutes harm, need, risk and
supportive resources for families. Furthermore, communicative rationality, under-
pinned by the equality of speech, has a particular purchase for inter-professional
communication. Evidence (DOH, 1991) from some of the inquiry reports has pointed
to the salience of occupational discipline, hierarchy and status in subjugating some
professional perspectives while elevating others.

The determination of thresholds for intervention remains as a deeply contested
area in child protection (France et al., 2010; Masson, 2010). Because this is a socially
constructed determination, and therefore open to bias, it is important that reasoned
argumentation is employed when deliberating on the severity of risk. It is here that
communicative-rationality plays such a vital role in joint assessments allowing health
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visitors, social workers and clinicians (among others) to present their validity claims
about childcare concerns, while holding in check the contaminating effects of power
and professional ideology. For Habermas, everyone affected by a decision, should be
allowed to speak, introduce new ideas or challenge, respectfully, another’s point of
view especially when it refers to contested areas such as parenting capacity.

Many ethical traditions rely on rationality as a key faculty. For Kant (1999), it was
central to actions based on duty. Alternatively, for Utilitarians (e.g. Mill, 2001),
rationality was employed to calculate what was best for the majority. Adopting a
different stance, Aristotle, thought reason was a tool for building the virtuous character
and sustaining the moral life. Weber (2010), in contrast, believed that the technical-
rational mindset had suppressed value-laden rationality. In the more applied field of
child protection, value dilemmas abound. Reason has to be applied to these quandaries.
Facts have to be gathered and analysed. Ethical communication must deliberate on the
facts. Often, decisions have to be made on the least detrimental option – but this has to
be part of a reasoned decision, and one that is debated fairly.

In order to concretise these conceptual notions, let us return once more to our
fictitious case study. Following further contact with the family and relevant agencies
(such as the child’s school), the social worker attends the initial child protection case
conference. Here, she is reminded that her communication of the case, and analysis of
risk, must be clear, sincere, truthful and reasoned. After all, she is the key worker with
core responsibilities for promoting the best interests of the child. In this role, she has
gathered information, reflected on facts and feelings, and reached an initial formulation
on risks, needs and resources. In communicating this formulation to the conference,
her intention is to have an open exchange with all present and affected by the eventual
decision and plan. Moreover, the chair of the conference is aware from past experience
that risk-laden meetings such as these can sometimes succumb to pressures to conform
or reach consensus without a critical evaluation of different viewpoints: a phenomenon
known as ‘groupthink’ (Janis, 1982). Hence, she is determined to base decision-
making on reasoned claims, respectful challenge, inclusive dialogue and attempts to
understand alternative points of view. In adopting these orientations, both the social
worker and chair of the conference are drawing on communicative rationality.

The affective-rational perspective

Those who have practised in child and family social work will testify to the emotive
nature of the work. Gross acts of child abuse evoke feelings of horror, sadness, fear and
anger that can be processed helpfully through psycho-dynamic and systemic
perspectives. Indeed, Harvey (2010) talks about the visceral nature of the work and
maddening dynamics social workers face when dealing with complex cases of child
sexual abuse. Another example of such dynamics occurs in the ‘Stockholm Syndrome’
where victims inadvertently identify and collude with an aggressor. It has been
documented in child protection (Ferguson, 2005) indicating how a social worker might
misidentify with a forceful caregiver – as a result of fear or uncertainty. In addition,
social workers can be drawn into pernicious, relational dynamics with family members
involving the roles of persecutor, rescuer and victim – what Burgess refers to as the
‘Drama Triangle’ (2005). All three positions involve some kind of emotional discount.
For the persecutor, the discount is reflected in the view that the victim does not
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matter. For the rescuer, the discount accords with the mentality that the victim is
unable to solve his problem. Alternatively, for the victim, it is the sense that he is
confined to experience the imposed suffering.

In a related vein, it has been found that child protection practice invokes social
defences against inner professional anxiety. Whittaker’s research (2011), for example,
found that staff coped with their anxieties by ritualising their work through enacting
procedures; repeatedly checking risk-laden steps with colleagues and delegating risk
upwards to line managers. His findings supported the pioneering work of Menzies-Lyth
(1970) on nursing practice where similar fear reducing strategies were used.
Importantly, though, some of these defences maybe permissible as long as they do not
blur reality, minimise responsibility or negate professional development.

Margaret Rustin’s (2005) psychoanalytical analysis of events in the life of Victoria
Climbié builds on these themes. Rustin opines that the caseworkers (understandably)
defended themselves from the pain of Victoria’s suffering. For them, it was a matter of
avoiding mental discomfort and anxiety by employing defence mechanisms and
psychological reactions such asmirroring, dissociation, counter-transference, projection
and splitting. However, the cost was mindless – or sometimes irrational – practice. For
Rustin, ‘mindlessness is a defensive solution which unfortunately fits all too well with
complex bureaucratic systems’ (p. 18). Instead, she argues that practitioners need to
become mindful of their propensity to identify and counter-identify with extreme pain.
This can be achieved by utilising affective rationality in training, supervision and
consultation. In these contexts, affective rationality enables the professional to stand
back, create mental space and examine his emotional domain of experience. It connects
with Goldstein’s (1984) idea of the ego as that part of the personality that we use to test
and connect with reality, manage emotional undercurrents and promote problem-
solving strategies. It is also synonymous with Berne’s (2009) view of the ‘Adult’
component of the personality, which executes rational analysis and emotional
regulation. What is more, it links with Burgess’ (2005) idea of the ‘Winner’s Triangle’
(counterpoised with the ‘Drama Triangle’), where instead of playing out the roles of
persecutor, rescuer and victim, the roles are transformed into assertion, caring and
vulnerability. In this triadic set, self-awareness and emotional intelligence are
developed.

The issue at stake, in all of this, is how a practitioner’s negative feeling states are
acknowledged, understood, labelled and regulated in an enlightened and rational
manner. Thus, the practitioner employs the rational, problem-solving part of the mind,
examining the impact of the outer world as it connects with inner repression, ego-
defences, emotional pain, trauma and unconscious processes. The rational mind, in this
context, aims for insight, illumination and reflection. In particular, it attempts to gain
clarity about the nature of transference in child protection. This is where the influence
of past relationships in the service user’s life is brought into the here-and-now
relationship with the social worker. More than this, affective-rationality attempts to
attain awareness of counter-transference whereby unresolved conflicts within the
social worker are triggered and expressed in response to the client’s transference of
their negative feeling states. This is what is meant by affective rationality. It builds
on a ‘growing realisation that psychological processes considered to be purely
cognitive or intellectual in fact depend on a synergy between cognition and
emotion’ (Matthews et al., 2004, p. 542). Morrison (2007) adds to this argument by
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suggesting that it is erroneous to put emotions on hold when engaging in rational
decision-making; instead, emotional awareness and intelligence are integral to
perception and analysis.

An understanding of object-relations theory (Greenberg & Mitchell, 2013),
including attachment theory and how it makes sense of the emotional world and its
relationship with outer objects, is a particularly helpful theoretical lens for appreciating
the psychodynamics of complex child protection practice. The failure of individuals to
make sense, rationally speaking, of their inner and outer worlds, and integrate
discordant experiences of care, can lead to the projection of negativity. It can also
hamper the capacity to make linkages between different events. Howe (2005, 2008),
developing his work on attachment theory for social work practice, talks about the
central importance of the emotionally intelligent social worker. For him, emotion is
the ‘very essence’ of child and family social work as it affects both the service user and
social worker’s thoughts and actions. Emotional intelligence involves an understanding
of inner and outer ‘object-relations’, the centrality of human relationship, the need for
empathy and the attempt to reshape and reorder cognitions to control negative
emotions. Having emotional intelligence fosters the practice of professional
containment in child protection work. Containment is a way of accepting the other’s
fraught emotions while returning care and solicitude to that person. Howe’s work in
this field is a timely rejoinder to the manner in which technocracy has colonised
practice in the UK.

We can conclude our case study at this point, considering how the affective-
rational perspective can be practically used. Following the case conference, the social
worker reflects deeply on the events following the child’s disclosure. The subsequent
police investigation has revealed a harrowing catalogue of incidents indicating severe,
intra-familial abuse over a prolonged period. With the benefit of hindsight, it is evident
that there were subtle, oblique signs that were missed. A sense of guilt and self-doubt
sets in. More than that, the sheer depravity of the alleged acts and intense empathy for
the child impact on the social worker’s consciousness leading to mood swings,
insomnia, intrusive imagery and mental fatigue. Such symptoms affect the social
worker’s confidence and ability to implement the risk management plan.

Fortunately, for the social worker, her team leader understands how a child’s
experience of trauma can be vicariously felt by the helper. Utilising an affective-
rational mindset, the team leader normalises the social worker’s cognitive and affective
reactions to the case. Acting as a container, he establishes a considerate, empathetic
attunement with her thus enabling a cathartic release. Various support mechanisms and
coping strategies are explored. A self-care plan is concocted. Over time, the team
leader helps the social worker re-establish boundaries between herself and the family in
question. As a consequence, the emotional contagion subsides freeing the social worker
to focus on the challenges arising from the protection plan.

Conclusion: towards a holistic-rational perspective

My contention is that, when we draw together all four strands of rationality in child
protection, we arrive at a gestalt: an emergent form of rationality that is greater than
the sum of its parts. Here, the instrumental, critical, affective and communicative
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rationalities are brought into a synergy. The ‘holistic-rational’ perspective is the term
given to this effect and gives rise to a number of applications in child protection.

First of all, holistic-rationality aims for a balanced, explicit application of each of the
four forms of rationality in child protection. This goes against the current over-
application, or dominance, of the instrumental-rational perspective in many
safeguarding approaches (Munro, 2011). A wide-eyed lens is therefore appropriated
in child protection to examine childcare concerns. However, rather than attempting to
apply all perspectives at once, concurrently, and ending up in conceptual imbroglio, it
may be more beneficial to apply them sequentially. In other words, a decision-making
group (a case conference for instance) might use each form of rationality as part of a
process of collectivised thinking. In this context, a case is examined systematically by all
concerned using each form of rationality in turn. This is different from an adversarial use
of rationality whereby one professional puts forward a thesis concerning risk, and
another argues against it through a counter-thesis. Group thinking means that each of the
participants adopts the same type of rational thinking to adduce risk and then collectively
moves on to apply one of the remaining forms.

Second, holistic rationality promulgates a wide-ranging reflection on facts, values,
emotions, communication and process in child protection. Supervision is a key conduit
for this type of reflection. Yet, supervision that focuses mainly on whether social
workers have fulfilled required administrative functions is most likely drawing only on
the instrumental-rational perspective, important as it is. A supervisor can enlarge this
focus, however, by posing Socratic questions (making use of the critical-rational
pesrpective) about the nature of the alleged concerns; how they have been constructed;
what premises have been developed about thresholds of harm; the evidence to support
initial and subsequent formulations in assessment; and whether alternative hypotheses
about the concerns, risks and needs of the family can be generated and supported by
facts. Building on this appraisal, the supervisor might gently probe the emotional
impact of the case (drawing on affective-rationality) being conscious of how care and
control tensions in child protection practice can often stir up psychological ambivalence
or splitting. Supervisors can further test the basis of the practitioner’s validity claims
about the case, whether ethical communication with parents has taken place and their
perspectives considered, in an attempt to reach some form of consensual understanding
(adopting communicative-rationality). Holistic rationality combines all four forms of
rationally reflectively to reach an overall formulation on risk, need and the resources
required to safeguard the child and promote her welfare.

A third dimension of holistic-rationality emerges. It gives equal weight to an
analytical form of risk evaluation (with its emphasis on the use of formal logic and a
conscious review of events) and its corollary, the experiential approach to risk
evaluation (where intuitive predilections, experiential awareness and a sensitivity to
personal affect, shape formulations about risk). In holistic-rationality, these two
approaches work in parallel and are synergistic. Thus, in child protection, practitioners
must rely not only on a considered rational analysis of facts but, equally, they must be
sensitive to inner visceral stirrings that may signal unmet needs or indeed dangers. The
latter orientation may present as the very first reaction that guides information
gathering and can therefore benefit risk analysis. Both types of approach have strengths
and biases but, when used together, are mutually enhancing (Damasio, 1994).
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Fourth, holistic-rationality emphasises the importance of a psycho-dynamic
understanding in child protection – how various blocks to recognition may be due, in
part, to complex intra-psychic and relational processes and transactions. This is because
the perspective explains how anxiety and ambivalence often emanate from unresolved
care and control feelings in early life. It also raises the huge significance of attachment
experience, defended behaviour, resistance and relational exchanges based on
transference and counter-transference. Through enhancing the rational, ego component
of our being, these areas can be approached sensitively with a service user by building up
a therapeutic alliance and containment of painful emotion. Thus, in holistic rationality,
two primary domains of being are examined: the intra-psychic and the relational.

Finally, holistic-rationality can be used to consider the situated and grounded nature
of risk practices in child and family social work. In this connection, Kemshall (2010)
refers to how risk assessment is not a disembodied activity but one carried out in the
every-day world of temporal and spatial contingencies. Knowing in social work is
transferred to doing through being in situ (Lefevre, 2008). Relatedly, Flyvbjerg (1998)
argues that in real-life decision-making, rationality is context-dependent and that
context is saturated by relationships of power. For him, ‘power has a rationality that
rationality does not know’. Therefore, given this context, holistic rationality, with its
wide-ranging purview, is a necessary tool for appraising how risk is embedded in real-
life communication, emotional pain, value-dilemmas and organisational imperatives.

To conclude, as Ferguson (2005) says with prescience, ‘a striking feature of
contemporary child protection discourse is its rationality’ (p. 782). Given this
contention, I have argued that there are various types of rationality in social life and
social work. My thesis is that the instrumental-rational type has become the dominant
one in child protection. It is a vital form of reasoning but only a partial response to child
protection error and the management of risk. What is needed is a holistic rationality:
one which embraces all of the different forms identified earlier and one which holds
them all together in a creative tension. Without this holistic stance, the irrationality of
rationality (Ritzer, 2011) can creep in; that is, one form colonising the others or
subjugating them and, in so doing, militating against a rounded perspective. As human
beings, we are at our best when we respond to social life by using all of our
faculties, for this is an evolutionary mechanism potentiating human problem-solving
capacities and reducing error. At a time when the child protection system continues
to face scrutiny from various quarters, it is incumbent on the social work profession
to respond creatively, using all the resources inherent within consciousness and
the mind.
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‘More than Just a Number’: Meeting the Needs of 
Those with Mental Illness, Learning Difficulties and 
Speech and Language Difficulties in the Criminal 
Justice System

Stan Houston and Michelle Butler*

Summary: In the criminal justice system in Northern Ireland, as elsewhere, there are 
recurrent concerns about the impact of mental illness, learning difficulties, and 
speech and language difficulties on individuals subject to probation and within 
custodial environments. This commissioned study, the first of its kind in Northern 
Ireland, examined the salience of these issues through an in-depth qualitative 
approach with 20 adult male respondents with experience of these issues in the 
criminal justice system. The findings highlighted the dangers of objectification and 
the respondents’ need to be treated as ‘more than just a number’ through the 
adoption of a person-centred perspective that recognised their inherent worth. 
Axel Honneth’s (1995) recognition theory was used to analyse this central recurring 
theme and to articulate a tentative conceptual framework to guide professionals 
working with vulnerable individuals in this field.

Keywords: Mental illness, learning difficulties, speech and language difficulties, 
criminal justice system, Northern Ireland. 

Introduction
Individuals with mental illness, learning difficulties and speech and language 
difficulties are overrepresented in the criminal justice system (Quinn et al., 
2005; Zhang et al., 2011; Barnett et al., 2014; Mallet, 2014; Prison Reform 
Trust, 2017). These types of vulnerabilities are so common that they have 
been identified as potential risk factors for criminality and criminal justice 
involvement (Farrington, 2002; Farrington et al., 2006; Barnett et al., 2014; 
Mallet 2014). Individuals experiencing these issues can find it difficult to cope 
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in the criminal justice system (Talbot, 2008; Mallet, 2014; Prison Reform Trust, 
2017). Typically, they can experience problems with comprehension, com- 
munication and expression (Loucks, 2007; Talbot, 2008; Prison Reform Trust, 
2017). Such experiences can contribute to episodes of self-harm, depression, 
victimisation, anger, prison misconduct and reoffending (Loucks, 2007; 
Talbot, 2008; Barnett et al., 2014; HM Chief Inspector of Prisons 2017; Mallet, 
2014; Prisons and Probation Ombudsman, 2016). Yet, despite the prevalence 
of these issues among the criminal justice population, there is a concern that 
not enough is being done to adequately address their needs and reduce their 
reoffending (Loucks, 2007; Talbot, 2008; Criminal Justice Joint Inspection, 
2014, 2015; Prison Reform Trust, 2017). 

This article seeks to enhance our understanding of the needs of individuals 
with mental illness, learning difficulties and speech and language difficulties 
in the criminal justice system. There are clear differences between those 
experiencing mental illness, learning difficulties and speech and language 
difficulties, and further research could examine each of these areas individually. 
However, this study looked at all three areas. 

Drawing on the experiences of 20 adult men with these needs in the 
Northern Ireland criminal justice system, this article will outline what the men 
regard as the main strengths and weaknesses of existing criminal justice 
practices, the accessibility and helpfulness of available support services, and 
what changes they would implement to better meet their needs. The article 
begins by describing the challenges these groups can encounter in their 
interactions with the criminal justice system, before moving on to describe 
the aims of this research and its research method. Next, the findings are 
presented. Based on the findings, it is argued that Axel Honneth’s (1995) 
recognition theory of optional identify-formation provides a useful framework 
within which to guide criminal justice professionals in their interactions with 
individuals with these particular needs. It is proposed that adopting this 
model will encourage criminal justice professionals to display the behaviours 
identified by these individuals as examples of best practice more consistently, 
while also addressing some of the shortcomings identified and changes 
recommended.

Experiences in the criminal justice system
It can often be difficult to obtain reliable statistics on the prevalence of 
mental illness, learning difficulties and speech and language difficulties in the 
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criminal justice system, as frequently such information is not routinely collected, 
individuals may not be diagnosed or individuals may be reluctant to disclose this 
information (Loucks, 2007; Browning and Caulfield, 2011; National Audit Office, 
2017). Available statistics for the Northern Ireland Prison Service indicate that 
approximately 27% of those in prison have a mental illness and roughly 7% 
have speech and language difficulties (Northern Ireland Assembly, 2016; 
Butler et al., 2019). Less is known about the prevalence of learning difficulties, 
but 21% of imprisoned young people in Northern Ireland have reported a 
learning difficulty, while statistics in England suggest that 7% of people in 
contact with the criminal justice system and 29% of the prison population 
have a learning difficulty (Criminal Justice Inspection Northern Ireland (CJINI), 
2014; NHS England, 2016; Skills Funding Agency, 2017; Prison Reform Trust, 
2017). Similarly, it is unclear how many individuals with mental illness, learning 
difficulties and speech and language difficulties are in contact with the Irish 
criminal justice system, but some provisional statistics indicate that between 
16% and 27% of imprisoned males and between 41% and 60% of imprisoned 
women have a mental illness, depending on whether these individuals are on 
remand or sentenced (Kennedy et al., 2005). A study by Murphy and 
colleagues (2000) found that roughly 29% of those in Irish prisons may have a 
learning disability. While patchy, these statistics nonetheless indicate that a 
number of people in contact with the criminal justice system in Ireland and 
Northern Ireland experience mental illness, learning difficulties and speech 
and language difficulties. 

Studies indicate that these individuals have a range of needs that criminal 
justice systems can struggle to meet (Loucks, 2007; Talbot, 2008; McNamee 
and Staunton, 2017; Prison Reform Trust, 2017; Helverschou et al., 2018). 
Often, mental health services available to individuals with mental illness within 
the criminal justice system are not sufficient to meet their needs, contributing 
to these individuals demonstrating a greater risk of self-harm, depression, 
victimisation, anger and reoffending (Prison Reform Trust, 2017; National 
Audit Office, 2017). Individuals with mental illness are twice as likely to violate 
their probation or parole and are at an increased risk of being rearrested and 
re-imprisoned (Prins and Draper, 2009; Kesten et al., 2012; Barnett et al., 
2014). Individuals with a learning or speech and language difficulty can also 
struggle to comprehend, communicate and express themselves to criminal 
justice professionals and in criminal justice processes and procedures (Loucks, 
2007; Prison Reform Trust, 2017; Helverschou et al., 2018). Learning difficulties 
can negatively impact on an individual’s ability to understand and engage with 
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police interviews, court processes and rehabilitation programmes, placing 
them at a disadvantage in their dealings with criminal justice professionals and 
institutions (Gudjonsson and Joyce, 2011; Criminal Justice Joint Inspection, 
2014, 2015). They are also more likely to continue to engage in rule-breaking 
behaviour in prison, resulting in greater exposure to the use of segregation 
and control and restraint techniques (Talbot, 2008; Prison Reform Trust, 2017). 
Moreover, speech and language difficulties can hamper a person’s ability to 
process language and express their thoughts, ideas and experiences (Bryan 
and Mackenzie, 2008; Snow and Powell, 2005). Snow and Powell (2008) argue 
that unidentified speech and language difficulties can lead criminal justice 
professionals to mistakenly view monosyllabic responses, shoulder shrugging 
and poor eye contact as a lack of cooperation. Bryan (2004) has also suggested 
that the frustration these individuals experience in attempting to express 
themselves and ensure they are understood in criminal justice processes can 
lead to displays of anger and aggression. 

Moreover, experiencing mental illness, learning difficulties and speech 
and language difficulties can limit the rehabilitative opportunities available to 
individuals, as often the selection criteria for these programmes exclude 
individuals with these particular needs or there may be insufficient places 
available on programmes designed specifically for their needs (Bryan and 
Mackenzie, 2008; Criminal Justice Joint Inspection, 2014, 2015; Prison 
Reform Trust, 2017). In order to be effective, rehabilitative programmes need 
to match individuals to programmes based on their risks, needs and 
responsivity (Andrews et al., 2011; Bonta and Andrews, 2007). There has 
been a concern that a lack of appropriate and/or sufficient rehabilitation 
programmes, services and supports for individuals with these needs has 
limited their exposure to effective rehabilitation programmes and represents 
a missed opportunity for reducing future involvement in crime and the 
criminal justice system (Criminal Justice Joint Inspection, 2014, 2015; Prison 
Reform Trust, 2017). Yet, while studies have highlighted a number of 
weaknesses in existing service provision, less is known about what aspects of 
existing provision are considered to be examples of best practice by 
individuals with these needs or what changes they would make in order to 
improve the ability of the criminal justice system to meet their needs.

In this article, the experiences of those with mental illness, learning 
difficulties and speech and language difficulties are investigated to identify 
what those who experience these issues consider to be examples of best 
practice and what changes they would wish to see implemented. Based on 
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the findings, a theoretical framework for sensitising criminal justice professionals 
to the needs of individuals with mental illness, learning difficulties and speech 
and language difficulties is offered. In this way, this paper seeks to increase 
our understanding of what behaviours are viewed as examples of best 
practice and why, as well as offering suggestions for changes that could be 
made to help ensure that the needs of these individuals are addressed. 

Method
The study was commissioned by the Department of Justice in Northern 
Ireland, a government department established in 2010 within the Northern 
Ireland Executive. The Department seeks to promote a safe community 
through innovative and imaginative problem-solving initiatives tackling crime 
reduction and rehabilitation within community and custodial settings. Officials 
within the Department commissioned the study to ascertain how a selected 
cohort of offenders, with identified needs, experienced the criminal justice 
system in Northern Ireland and what improvements they wished to be made. 
It is acknowledged that the areas of mental health, learning difficulties and 
speech and language difficulties are three very distinct areas; however, for 
the purposes of this commissioned research the Department wished the 
research to encompass all three. It was particularly keen to determine the 
positive and negative experiences of participants and desired changes. In this 
study no distinction is made between those on probation and supervised in 
the community and those in custody, and it may be worthwhile to pursue 
individual studies in the future. 

This research employed an in-depth qualitative approach, combining focus 
groups and semi-structured interviews. Whether a focus group or an interview 
was used depended on the needs, capabilities and preferences of the 
particular participant, and the advice of expert criminal justice professionals. 

Twenty adult males with experience of the Northern Ireland criminal 
justice system took part. While the sample size was small, the focus was 
idiographic, allowing an in-depth exploration of the participants’ experiences 
and beliefs about how the criminal justice system should respond to the 
challenges posed by mental illness, learning difficulties and speech and 
language difficulties. A purposive sampling strategy was chosen because of 
the need to target participants who were the most able to engage meaning- 
fully with the research questions and could give their informed consent to 
voluntarily participate in the research. A small panel of Department-
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appointed gatekeepers (including representatives of the civil service and 
relevant senior clinicians) identified the sample based on this overarching 
premise. To be eligible to participate, individuals had to be over 18, have the 
capacity to give informed consent, not be experiencing an acute episode of 
ill-health, speak English, and be able to understand, communicate and cope 
in an interview or focus group setting.

The final sample consisted of 10 individuals with mental illness, five with 
learning difficulties and five with speech and language difficulties. The 
attribution of these conditions was formally adduced through medical, para- 
medical and psychological clinicians in the prisons and community. For 
example, mental illness was diagnosed through the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM 5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 
Learning disability was recognised through medical or psychological testing 
aimed at determining an individual’s intellectual capacity to comprehend new 
or complex information or learn new skills aimed at coping independently. 
Speech and language therapists categorised communication difficulties in 
terms of receptive or expressive challenges caused by primary impairments 
such as stammering or for secondary reasons relating to other disorders (such 
as learning disability). All of the participants had experience of key aspects of 
the criminal justice system, including imprisonment, remand and probation. 

The participants were recruited through the Probation Board for Northern 
Ireland and Northern Ireland Prison Service psychology departments. Due to 
the nature of their work, these staff were well placed to identify potential 
participants and acted as gatekeepers for the research. The assistance of a 
speech and language specialist was sought to review the information sheet, 
consent form and interview schedule to ensure that this material was accessible 
to participants. This professional also spoke with the five participants with 
speech and language difficulties (before they were approached by the 
researchers), to assess the level of their difficulties, and advise the researchers 
on appropriate communicational strategies. Once a potential participant was 
identified, the nature of the study was explained and they were given a study 
information sheet. Each participant was made aware that participation was 
voluntary and that a refusal to take part would not affect their rights or 
dealings with any of the criminal justice agencies.

If they agreed to take part, participants were given the opportunity to 
decide if they would prefer to take part in an interview or a focus group. 
Eleven participants took part in focus groups, ranging from two to four 
participants. The interviews varied in length between 15 and 42 minutes, with 
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an average length of approximately 28 minutes. Focus groups ranged in 
length from 25 minutes to almost one hour, with an average length of roughly 
36 minutes. Interviews and focus groups were held within prison or probation 
offices and were digitally recorded with the participants’ permission. Consent 
was viewed as an active, continuing process rather than a one-off event. 

Based on their understandings of the criminal justice system, participants 
were asked about: (i) positive experiences and areas of good practice; (ii) 
negative experiences and areas for improvement; (iii) the accessibility and 
helpfulness of information about current services and supports; and (iv) what 
changes they would like to see implemented to improve the experience of 
the criminal justice system for those with similar needs to themselves. 
Participants were encouraged to ‘tell their stories’ so that important con- 
textual information was generated. This orientation was premised on the 
notion that we live in a storied world and that we interpret the actions of 
ourselves and others through the stories we exchange. The recordings of the 
interviews and focus groups were then transcribed and analysed thematically. 
This procedure involved a number of steps including data familiarisation, 
initial coding generation, searching for themes, attaching definitions and 
labels to themes, and presenting a report. Ethical approval was obtained 
from Queen’s University Belfast, Northern Ireland Prison Service and the 
Probation Board for Northern Ireland.

Results
Because the participants’ perspectives were strikingly similar across each of 
the three sub-groups, the findings are presented under the categories of 
good practice, poor practice, accessibility of information regarding current 
service provision, and desired changes.

Positive experiences and examples of best practice
The participants greatly appreciated a person-centred response from 
professionals. Incidents where participants felt that their voices were heard 
and considered – where staff appreciated the challenges they faced, and saw 
beyond their ‘offender’ label – were highlighted as examples of best practice. 
The adoption of a person-centred ethos helped to generate a more positive 
experience of the criminal justice system among participants and reinforced a 
belief that criminal justice staff were committed to rehabilitation. More 
specifically, participants valued staff who demonstrated important relational 



 ‘More than Just a Number’ 29

qualities, such as being approachable, showing sensitivity to their needs, 
providing practical support, and seeing beyond their criminal label. The telling 
statement ‘I’m more than just a number’ was repeated with a notable frequency:

Did you ever see that film l’m Not a Number, I’m a Person? It’s like that 
there.

Participants put emphasis on the significance of interpersonal interactions 
and the extent to which others took notice of, and acted on, requests for 
support. Those who behaved in a professional, polite manner, listened to 
what the individual had to say, recognised when they were struggling and 
took action to assist them were held up as examples of best practice and 
role-models. Participants recounted examples of best practice and these 
role-models from across the criminal justice agencies in Northern Ireland:

I want … people obviously to try to understand me. Try to, if they have 
never experienced it, it doesn’t really matter, they can still sort of try to 
understand what I am saying and … just really try to understand it. They 
are not just trying to say, yes, yes, yes and blah, blah, blah. Just trying to 
tell you what you want to hear.

The demonstration of empathic, relational skills showed the professional’s 
willingness to understand the participant’s state of mind and helped to 
ameliorate their fears and anxieties. For instance, when reflecting on his 
experiences in prison, one of the participants was very grateful that his need 
for space and privacy was recognised and met by prison staff: 

They had never doubled me up [i.e. put in a shared cell] and in view of  
my mental health problems, because … I would be very uncomfortable 
with that.

 
The notion of ‘looking out for you’, empathising with fears and anxieties, 
emphasising personhood, and the importance of validating subjective 
experience were underscored across the sample as examples of best practice 
that criminal justice staff should embody. Such acts signalled care for the 
participants, and their interactions and relationships with criminal justice 
professionals were viewed as vital in helping them to cope with their difficulties: 
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If I have a good strong relationship in the beginning then I can understand 
more things that the people are saying to me, than I do if I don’t have a 
good relationship with them [staff] … if I don’t have that, then I don’t have 
anything.

 
A second theme to emerge indicated how the participants valued the 

humanitarian and progressive aspects of criminal justice institutions and 
processes, including available rehabilitative services and supports. Participants 
with mental illness appreciated a focus on enabling reform and rehabilitation 
rather than solely on punishment. The former stance enabled self-reflection 
and, in doing so, helped further personal maturation, the development of 
coping skills and resilience, and psychological growth. Through engaging in 
structured activities, participants stated that they had an opportunity to gain 
recognised achievements, leading to increases in self-esteem and confidence. 
These findings reflect the value of adopting a strengths-based approach 
when working with individuals with these needs:

I have learned a lot in institutions … education wise as well … I became a 
lot smarter through education … You pick up a lot, you start to experience 
life more. That’s the good side to it … A lot of bad stuff has happened to 
me, but I am standing here now, I am standing with my head held high at 
the moment [due to achievements while in prison]. 

Those with learning, speech and language difficulties also underlined the 
importance of structure, routine and purposeful engagement in helping them 
to feel safe and cope with their situation. Such activities kept them pre- 
occupied so that they did not have time to dwell on their worries, fears, 
anxieties or frustrations. In this way, activities such as education, training, 
employment or exercise were seen as beneficial not just because they led to 
qualifications, but also because they provided a distraction from fears, 
worries, anxieties and frustrations: 

When I went into prison I got an orderly job … so I did, straight away. … 
[It was helpful] because it got my head going and it kept me doing things.

Examples of poor practice and areas for improvement
Examples of poor practice identified by the participants involved a lack of 
empathy and a tendency to objectify the participant by adopting a demeanour 
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of official distance and/or retreating into proceduralism. As before, examples 
of poor practice were given from across the various criminal justice agencies 
in Northern Ireland:

never lifted her head once to have eye contact. She kept her head down 
and she kept writing whatever it was she was writing … I was expressing 
myself and I wasn’t getting any feedback.

The word ‘insensitive’ was used on a number of occasions to describe the 
impact of such practices. Insensitive responses that negated inner emotions – 
a person’s sense of vulnerability – were frequently highlighted by participants 
as examples of poor practice. Often, they were compounded by a failure to 
listen and a tendency to favour adopting procedural responses over the 
formation of meaningful relationships.

The sense of being not listened to, and being disrespected, prejudged, 
belittled and not helped, was recalled as a particular negative experience. 
This could lead to feelings of frustration when participants did not fully 
understand events, or found it difficult to express themselves. Participants 
also felt that their difficulties contributed to others viewing them as ‘easy 
targets’, potentially leading to victimisation by their peers. How criminal 
justice professionals responded during these incidents was particularly 
important and could escalate negative emotions and behaviours:

If you feel like you are down a bit that day or something, if you say 
something to a prison officer … they more or less lock you down. You 
know, they take everything off you, they take everything away from you, 
you know. Your TV or anything … For instance, ‘I feel like putting a rope 
up in here’ … They look at that ‘Oh you are a danger now, we have to put 
you in a safer cell’ … That there really, really affects me, you know. It 
makes it worse.

At times, it seemed that the participants and staff could struggle to 
escape from negative spirals of communication and interaction with each 
other. Participants recounted stories of lashing out at themselves and others 
as they struggled to cope with their emotions and restricted ability to 
understand and express themselves, while staff were described as adopting a 
more distant and procedural response, increasing participants’ sense of 
frustration and anger:
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It makes you want to go fucking ballistic … I said ‘Right, enough is enough. I 
am going to fucking hang myself.’ Just a figure of speech … and the Senior 
Officer goes ‘Right, you are on observations again’ … And I says … ‘If you 
are going to do that, I am going to fucking hit you’. ... A negative cycle.

 Another theme to emerge was that particular places and events could 
induce feelings of fear or lower mood or precipitate self-harm. In particular, 
participants described places with poor staff visibility, a lack of amenities or 
when people were being moved to a new cell as exacerbating mental illness 
and adding to fears and anxieties about unknown others, bullying and 
victimisation. They explained that such feelings could hinder their ability to 
cope and engage in rehabilitative programmes:

I was on the computer typing up stuff, and two guys were just saying stuff 
to me and I was really shaking … there was nothing I could do. I couldn’t 
say something to the person who ran [the rehabilitative programme] at 
the time.

A final theme to emerge was delays experienced in the criminal justice 
system. Often this was put down to problems with inter-agency communication 
and information sharing. It was felt that opportunities for desistance and to 
lessen future involvement in the criminal justice system were being missed  
as a result of these delays. For example, one concern related to delays 
experienced in obtaining approval for requests to change their address, 
which could lead to opportunities to obtain suitable accommodation being 
lost. For others, delays in accessing health care in the community undermined 
progress made during rehabilitative programmes in prison and hindered 
efforts to reduce reoffending. 

The accessibility and helpfulness of information about current service 
provision
When criminal justice professionals took time to adopt a person-centred 
approach, and ensured that individuals understood what was happening to 
them, levels of satisfaction with current service provision rose. However, the 
extent to which professionals engaged in this practice across the criminal 
justice agencies was patchy. Even though examples of positive, accessible 
communication were evident, communicational breakdowns and confusion 
also occurred. Some argued that the criminal justice system tended to 
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respond more positively and personally at the start of the process (when 
dealing with individuals as suspects), by providing requisite facts and details, 
but then became more distant and bureaucratic during court proceedings 
and imprisonment. 

The work of Appropriate Adults and Registered Intermediaries was viewed 
as especially beneficial by those with communication and learning difficulties. 
Appropriate Adults support vulnerable people during police interviews, when 
no parent, partner, carer or key worker is available (Department of Justice 
Northern Ireland, 2016). Registered Intermediaries assist people with 
significant communication difficulties during the investigative stage of the 
criminal justice system by assessing communication ability and needs, 
providing reports to investigating police officers and the court and attending 
the interview and trial to facilitate communication and comprehension 
(Department of Justice Northern Ireland, 2016). Participants felt that 
Appropriate Adults and Registered Intermediaries were there to help them 
understand the process, make it accessible and transparent and ensure that 
they were not placed at a disadvantage due to their particular needs. 
Likewise, some of the legal profession were described as being very good at 
explaining information.

Nevertheless, there were some caveats. Participants’ experiences of the 
legal profession varied substantially and were influenced by whether they 
received legal aid. Those who were not in receipt of this resource were 
unable to seek legal advice as and when required, due to the associated 
financial costs, prompting them to instead attempt to navigate their own way 
through the criminal justice system. Moreover, the Appropriate Adult and 
Registered Intermediaries schemes had limited availability and tended not to 
operate in prisons. Participants stated that this sometimes led them to plead 
guilty to prison misconduct charges as they felt that they did not properly 
understand the process or it was not worth the cost of consulting with their 
legal representative:

I have to pay him [solicitor] … about two or three hundred pound [for 
legal advice] ... for just a stupid cell being wrecked like. And I didn’t 
understand it [adjudication process] … I sat down with a Governor and … 
I just took the blame for it.

The tendency to assume that individuals understood criminal justice 
jargon and the details of licensing requirements was a repeated theme across 
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the sample. Such experiences left individuals feeling anxious, frustrated and 
embarrassed:

They tell you what it is, but they don’t tell you how to do it.

While information booklets were available, participants often viewed them as 
an insufficient resource if verbal clarification was not also offered:

No one helps you know the system. People in here do not explain. You 
get a booklet when you come in. That’s all.

This lack of information and confusion could contribute to reoffending, as 
demonstrated by one participant who had been rearrested for failing to 
comply with the conditions of his licence:

If I knew what I had to do, then I wouldn’t go straight back in [to prison] … 
I had an order to do, but I didn’t know what I was doing, how to do it.

Proposed changes to the criminal justice system 
The participants unanimously endorsed the need for a person-centred 
approach within the criminal justice system. Person-centredness was 
synonymous with simple acts of courtesy, feeling listened to, and recognition 
of how personal difficulties may impact on one’s understanding, engagement, 
mood and behaviour. Participants also emphasised the importance of seeing 
beyond the criminal label to the person beneath:

If I was to change anything in the justice system it would be … the way 
you are treated.

Participants wanted to have their voices heard. While it was acknowledged 
that there were mechanisms in place for this to happen, they often reported 
feeling not heard. They also explained that existing systems tended to assume 
a certain level of comprehension and literacy which should not be taken for 
granted among those with learning, speech and language difficulties. 

This call for person-centredness fed into the participants’ second main 
recommendation. Simply put, professionals were asked to take more time to 
ensure that individuals properly understood criminal justice jargon, processes 
and requirements in order to avoid confusion, frustration and reoffending. 
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Participants felt that individuals should be informed of their rights in an 
accessible format, reducing reliance on the legal profession, and ensuring 
that they did not risk being disadvantaged in their dealings with the criminal 
justice system. They contended that schemes such as the Appropriate Adult 
and Registered Intermediaries should be expanded and extended into the 
later stages of the criminal justice system, including prison. They felt that such 
developments would help those with mental illness, learning, speech and 
language difficulties to better cope with, understand and participate in 
criminal justice processes. 

Finally, it was recommended that more emphasis be placed on the 
provision of rehabilitative services, inter-agency co-ordination and co-
operation, and the resourcing of existing services. Participants felt that greater 
availability of rehabilitative opportunities designed to meet their particular 
needs would be beneficial. In addition, it was felt that there needed to be 
greater co-operation and co-ordination between government departments 
and criminal justice agencies if their needs were to be met in a way that 
improved their responsiveness to rehabilitative programmes, encouraged 
desistance and reduced reoffending:

I actually think that the … systems should be joined up. I think that the police 
service should be talking to probation; probation should be talking to the 
courts. And then the courts, they hand you over to the prison service.

Discussion and conclusion 
Within the participants’ accounts, there was a prevailing sense of wanting to 
be treated as ‘more than just a number’ and when criminal justice 
professionals had engaged with the participants in this manner, it was highly 
valued. The consistent adoption of a more person-centred approach by all 
criminal justice professionals was the cornerstone of what participants wanted 
to see changed in the criminal justice system. Adopting this approach was 
believed to facilitate the ability of those with mental illness, learning, speech 
and language difficulties to comprehend, communicate and express 
themselves, as well as promoting the construction of identities that encourage 
inner congruence, self-worth and desistance from crime. 

Based on these findings, it is proposed that Axel Honneth’s (1995) 
recognition theory of optimal identity formation can offer a useful framework 
to guide the work of criminal justice professionals and institutions in their 
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interactions with individuals with these particular needs. According to Honneth 
(1995), recognition involves acknowledging that an individual is worthy of 
respect and requires positive feedback from others in order to develop a 
healthy sense of identity. Often, what is meant by the term ‘respect’ can be 
confusing for criminal justice professionals, as there are two different types of 
respect: one that is earned or bestowed due to a person’s position/actions 
and one that is more basic and involves polite, considerate treatment of 
others (Butler and Drake, 2007). While both can occur in the criminal justice 
system, it is argued that the second is more consistently achievable in 
interpersonal relationships within the criminal justice system (Butler and Drake, 
2007). Using Honneth’s (1995) theory, criminal justice professionals should be 
encouraged to adopt the following four principles in their interactions with 
individuals with mental illness, learning, speech and language difficulties:

(i) personalisation – responding to the individual as a person with a 
unique psychological history, needs and emotions

(ii) recognition – responding to the person with a basic level of respect, 
recognising their strengths and providing care and positive feedback 
to encourage the development of a healthy identity

(iii) relationships – developing meaningful relationships that will assist 
comprehension, communication and expression, as well as promoting 
desistance and reduced reoffending

(iv) optimising positive identity formation – separating behaviour from 
personhood to facilitate the development of identities whereby 
individuals can still feel valued and worthwhile, despite past behaviours. 

The adoption of this theory is compatible with the existing literature on 
desistance, as these studies have demonstrated the importance of positive 
self-identities and developing meaningful relationships between criminal 
justice professionals and those in the criminal justice system as being key to 
facilitating desistance (e.g. Maruna, 2001; McNeill, 2006; Barry, 2007). 
Similarly, the use of a strengths-based approach in the criminal justice setting 
has been argued to encourage the development of positive self-identities 
and avoid an emphasis on deficits (e.g. Maruna and LeBel, 2003; Ward and 
Maruna, 2007). Consequently, using this theory to guide criminal justice 
interactions should also help to facilitate desistance. However, a failure to 
adopt the four principles outlined above may undermine the development of 
a positive self-identity and lead to the use of self-protective strategies, 
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whereby people’s ability to respond to programmes, interventions and 
criminal justice professionals is lessened because they are focused on using 
defensive measures to protect themselves and their identity in an 
environment that they do not understand, struggle to cope with, or fear. 

A number of limitations must be borne in mind when interpreting the 
findings. In particular, the small sample size and selection criteria limited the 
generalisability of the findings. Moreover, purposive sampling by the 
gatekeepers, regardless of its form, can contain bias affecting the results and 
conclusions drawn. That said, the gatekeepers were reflexively aware of the 
dangers of confirmation bias. The governing aim was to identify a hetero- 
geneous sample with the apposite experience to address the study’s formative 
questions. Hence, selection was based on a knowledge of the subject’s 
attributes rather than their perceived compliance. In addition, a more in-
depth longitudinal study would have been useful for gaining a more detailed 
understanding of the temporal ordering of events and the direction of their 
impact and developing the researcher–participant relationship. Future 
research should seek to incorporate the views of criminal justice staff to 
provide a more comprehensive analysis. Despite these weaknesses, this study 
addresses a gap in our understanding by highlighting the behaviours deemed 
to be best practice by those with mental illness and learning, speech and 
language difficulties, and offering a theoretical framework that can be used 
to guide criminal justice interactions with these individuals, which is also 
compatible with desistance research. 

Within the criminal justice organisations in Northern Ireland, there is 
growing recognition of the importance of adopting a more person-centred 
approach, as evidenced through initiatives such as the Prisoner Development 
Model and the adoption of problem-solving justice. 

The implementation of the Prisoner Development Model ensures that a 
Prisoner Needs Profile is completed on all sentenced prisoners within 30 
days. This aligns with the Resettlement Pathways and is used to establish the 
individual’s Personal Development Plan (PDP). The PDP focuses on the 
development work required during the individual’s time in custody and is 
undertaken by staff in the Prisoner Development Units – prison officers and 
Probation Officers as well as psychologists – and by a wide range of partners 
in the voluntary and community sector. 

Likewise, the development of a problem-solving approach to justice seeks 
to look at the individual causes linked to a person’s offending. The problem-
solving approach to justice led by the Department of Justice and delivered by 
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Probation and other criminal justice agencies is firmly embedded in the 
Northern Ireland Executive’s draft Programme for Government (2018). This 
programme aims to maximise interagency co-operation and communication 
and address the needs of individuals (Northern Ireland Executive, 2016). 

These developments are to be welcomed and encouraged. They reflect an 
increasing movement towards recognising the importance of treating people 
more humanely across the criminal justice system, challenging binary notions 
of ‘victims’ and ‘offenders’, encouraging a more holistic and strengths-based 
approach to rehabilitation and engagement, and recognising basic human 
needs for communication and positive interaction (e.g. Burke et al., 2018; 
Craissati, 2019; McAlinden, 2018). In criminal justice systems, system reform 
must start at the axiological level: eliciting the first principles of values, norms 
and axioms on which technocratic changes emerge. 
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