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ABSTRACT

For many social science fields, theory has been its foundation. Theory helps provide professionals with structure for their practices by providing guidance on how to work with individuals, groups, families and communities. There are many theories that help provide a foundation for social work, psychology, and sociology, which includes social-cultural, humanistic, existential, psychodynamic, object relations, behavioral, cognitive, and family theories. Within this paper, you will find a brief overview of these theories including its proponents, origin of distress, major assumptions, the professional’s role, and the major techniques utilized in practice. These theories are the foundation of social work practice. They currently serve as a foundation for new theoretical frameworks that are being developed today.  

The social-cultural theory (or perspective) is a theoretical framework that observes how institutions and cultural norms affect the likelihood of psychological disorders. This perspective also observes how institutions and cultural norms shape the pattern of symptoms when disorders develop (Raulin, 2003). Theorists Lev Vygotsky and Thomas Scheff helped develop and provided research on this theory. Vygotsky studied how social interaction plays an important role in cognitive development (Kearsley, 2008). This theory attempts to explain consciousness as the end product of socialization (Kearsley, 2008). Scheff studied the sociology of emotions. He established how social conflict is based on destructive and reversible shame-rage cycle: when a person feels shamed by another person, his or her social bond becomes stressed (Wikipedia, 2008d). The problem area this theory addresses is the social injustices faced by individuals, families and communities. The theory ultimately states how behavior is influenced by the social environment. The professional who utilizes this theory in practice asks as risk agents or someone who lobbies for change to occur. 

The humanistic theory emerged in the 1950s, reacting to both behaviorism and psychoanalysis. This theory has its roots in the existentialist thought, having an emphasis on subjective meaning, a dislike for determinism, and a focus upon positive growth (Wikipedia, 2008c). Humanistic theorists such as Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers believe that human beings are basically good and can mature emotionally healthy adults (Raulin, 2003). Rogers is known as the father of client centered therapy, emphasizing personal awareness. He desired for individuals to understand themselves and for them to make choices that are important in understanding the problem (Hall, 1997). Maslow discovered the importance of people having their needs met according to priority or a hierarchy of needs (Boeree, 2006a). The problem this theory addresses the meeting of an individual’s basic needs. The theory focuses upon strengths and emphasizes how humans are adaptable. The professional who utilizes this theory in practice acts a guide who supports their clients, and helps their clients develop resources and solutions for their problems.

The existential theory shares common beliefs with the humanistic perspective, believing that human beings are unique. Since humans are unique, the treatment must be unique as well. However, this theory believes humans are responsible for finding their own meaning in life (Raulin, 2003). Two individuals have been known to play an active role in the development of the existential theory, Carl Jung and Rollo May. Jung, a Swiss psychiatrist, worked with Sigmund Freud occasionally. Jung believed Freud’s concept of the unconscious was too negative. Jung was an important contributor to the incorporation of spirituality in helping alcoholics recover from their substance abuse (Wikipedia, 2008a). May is known for his “stages” of development including innocence, rebellion, ordinary, and creative (Boeree, 2006c). The existential theory was essentially developed to address issue involving the clarification of people’s life purpose. The professional who utilizes this theory in practice provides support for their clients and encourages introspection. 

The psychodynamic theory, also known as ego psychology, believes that behavior may be the end product of a long contentious internal discussion about one’s behavior (Raulin, 2003). This theory refers to the first 20 years of development, having a strong emphasis on the self. Sigmund Freud and Eric Erickson are among many who have studied and developed this theory. Freud focused on interchanges among the id, ego and superego and believed they took place in the unconscious part of a person (Raulin, 2003). He also analyzed a person’s development in stages he coined as the psychosexual stages. He believed that the problem was a sexual issues children need to solve. The five psychosexual stages Freud coined are the oral, anal, phallic, latency, genital stage (Raulin, 2003; Stevenson, 2001). The problem this theory addresses is stage fixation or being stuck in a stage due to one’s environment. The environment is thought to be unsupportive of the individual’s development. Erickson analyzed a person’s development in eight stages including basic trust vs. mistrust, autonomy vs. shame and doubt, initiative vs. guilt, industry vs. inferiority, identity vs. role confusion, intimacy vs. isolation, generativity vs. stagnation, and ego integrity vs. despair (Wikipedia, 2008b). The professional who utilizes this theory in practice analyzes the impact of a person’s behavior on others. The professional refers to the client’s childhood, where their story becomes important.  

The object relations theory has a foundation with psychoanalytic theory, emphasizing interpersonal relations. The relationship of focus is within the family, specifically between mother and child. Theorists such as Margaret Mahler and Otto Kernberg, who helped develop this theory, are interested in the inner images of the self and how they are revealed within interpersonal relations (Daniel, 2007). The problem this theory addresses is the childhood relationship between the child and primary caretaker (Raulin, 2003). This theory focuses on the early stages of development, where the initial relationship with the mother is paramount. The professional who utilizes this theory in practice identifies patterns with other relationships and helps the client develop healthy relationships. Mahler emphasized the importance of holding a child, which help children feel secure and become tension and frustration free. Mahler developed four phases that impacts a child’s separation-individuation state, which includes differentiation and body image, practicing period, rapprochement and object constancy (Daniel, 2007). Kernberg’s central focus was upon borderline disorders. He studied the latter stages of childhood where the ego identity evolves by reshaping experiences with external objects (Daniel, 2007). 

The behavioral theory emphasizes that behavior is learned through observing and modeling. Ideas are then formed on how new behavior will be developed. This theory attempts to address maladaptive behavior. Two theorists who have greatly impacted research on the behavioral theory are B.F. Skinner and Ivan Pavlov. Skinner developed the concepts of operant conditioning through experiments he conducted with rats. With operant conditioning, behavior can be extinguished or reinforced. Reinforcement occurs according to a schedule (Boeree, 2006b). Behavior is followed by a sequence, which then modifies the organism’s tendency to repeat the same behavior in the future (Boeree, 2006b). Skinner is also known for a technique called shaping and the systematic desensitization therapeutic method (Boeree, 2006b). Pavlov is credited for the process of classical conditioning, where responses obtained unconditionally by one stimulus eventually are elicited by a second stimulus. The key to successful conditioning is the two stimuli occurring consistently (Raulin, 2003; Fredholm, 2008). Professionals who utilize this theory in practice use the following techniques: reinforcement, consequences, modeling, and role playing. They are also empathetic towards their clients. 

The cognitive theory, on the other hand, focuses on how to think things through according to developmental stages. Cognitive theorists such as Alfred Adler and Jean Piaget believe that thoughts behind something drive behavior towards it. The cognitive theory attempts to address distorted and painful thought processes. Adler’s theory called Individual Psychology was developed because he believed everyone is unique and no previous theory applied to all people (Fisher, 2001). His theory included the following four aspects: personality development, working towards obtaining superiority, mental health, and personality unity (Fisher, 2001). Piaget studied children and discovered four stages of cognitive development: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational (Presnell, 1999). He found that some children advance to stages faster than others (Presnell, 1999). The professional who utilizes this theory in practice identifies errors in cognition and helps the client reframe their thoughts. The professional also empowers the client to have healthier thoughts. 

Lastly, the family theory states that social behaviors are driven by family roles, communication and relationships. The problem this theory attempts to address is family dysfunction. Theorists such as Murray Bowen and Virginia Satir have conducted research and helped develop this theory. Bowen’s family theory focuses on human behavior that views the family as the emotional unit. This theory uses systems thinking in order to describe interactions in the unit (GFC, 2008). The Bowen theory has eight concepts including triangles, differentiation of self, nuclear family emotional system, family projection process, multigenerational transmission process, emotional cutoff, sibling position and societal emotional process (GFC, 2008). He believes that the emotional system affects the activity of humans and is the force in the development of clinical problems (GFC, 2008). Satir, an early pioneer of family therapy, focused on boundary and hierarchical issues in the family (GTF, 2005). She is known for the intergenerational model called family reconstruction (GTF, 2005). Professionals who utilize this theory in practice have goals of improving communication and support clients with their communication. The professionals use role playing and hand holding with their clients as well. 

Professionals within the social science fields have a wide range of theories to incorporate in practice. Many professionals choose to use one theory in practice while others are eclectic, utilizing more than one theory in practice. All of these theories have impacted the social sciences field in many ways. As time progresses, we can only look for the development of more complex theories that have their roots in those that have been discussed above. The development of the new theories can equip professionals with providing effective therapy for individuals and families who have complex problems. 
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