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Abstract 
 

 

The strengths perspective in social work practice has called for a shift away from a focus on client problems 
to a focus on client capacities and possibilities for last decades. The strengths perspective has attracted the 
interest of social work practitioners and scholars by challenging social work‟s longstanding emphases on 
psychopathology and problem-solving methods in fundamental ways. However, some practitioners and 
researchers alike have continuously questioned the effectiveness, uniqueness, and relevance of the strengths 
perspective as a practice model. Particularly, practitioners have raised questions about the feasibility of its call 
to keep focus on strengths when working with clients in the midst of miserable situations. This article reviews 
philosophical principles of the strengths perspective as well as criticisms, and identifies the gap between its 
theoretical basis and practice based on Ken Wilber‟s transpersonal theory. This article then clarifies that the 
development of practitioners‟ personal spirituality is critical in fully vitalizing their strengths-based work with 
clients.    
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1. Introduction 
 

The idea of building on client‟s strengths was introduced to the social work profession in the name of the 
strengths perspective in the late1980s (Weick, Rapp, Sullivan, & Kisthardt, 1989; Rapp & Sullivan, 2014). Since then, 
the strengths perspective has encouraged those in the social work profession to recognize and honor the innate 
wisdom of the human spirit and the inherent capacity for transformation of every people. The strengths perspective 
has become a postmodern call for the social work profession to shift away from a focus on problems to a focus on 
possibilities. This call for a “dramatic shift” has gained ground among social work practitioners and educators within 
the entirety of the profession(Saleebey, 2006; Rapp & Sullivan, 2014), as it has been applied to mental health, child 
welfare, work with older adults, women‟s issues, substance abuse, and policy (Chapin, 1995; Macias, Kinney, Farley, 
Jackson, & Vos, 1994; Rapp & Chamberlain, 1985; Rapp & Goscha, 2004; Regehr, 1996; Ryan, Sherman, & Judd, 
1994).As some have said, “it became an insult to be called problem-focused” in the social work arena (McMillen, 
Morris, & Sherraden, 2004).  

 

However, despite the broadening understanding of and the growing influence on the movement to shift 
toward a deep reverence for the inherent possibilities and potentials of human beings, there have been continual 
questions about the strengths perspective as a practice model. Two main concerns have been raised. First, scholars 
questioned whether the strengths perspective is really different from conventional perspectives such as problem-
focused practice (McMillen et al., 2004; Staudt, Howard, & Drake, 2001). Second, practitioners in the filed questioned 
whether it is realistic to keep their focus on the possibility and capacity of clients (Glicken, 2004; Schatz & Flagler, 
2004; Taylor, 2006).  
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Both concerns reveal the fundamental difference that the strengths perspective is based upon; the strengths 
perspective involves not simply the social worker‟s emphasis on or recognition of the visible strengths in clients, but is 
based on capacity and possibility of clients no matter how hopeless or unrealistic these capacities and possibilities look 
in appearance. Thus, social workers should be able to see and believe clients in the light of capacities, possibilities, and 
hopes no matter what their clients „problems or situations. The strengths perspective asserts that it is through the 
worker‟s trust in clients‟ capacities that transformation and change can occur. As Weick and Saleebey (1998) 
emphasized, “It takes courage and a degree of trust for a social worker to look through this lens” (p.28).  
 

Practicing from the strengths perspective requires that social workers develop different ways of seeing the 
whole potential of clients and their environments. However, practitioners often lack the eye to see beyond visible 
reality. In other words, the strengths perspective demands that practitioners develop a different level of seeing beyond 
the empirical and rational level. Consequently, what is it that helps practitioners see the whole potential of their clients 
beyond empirical and rational evidence? This article attempts to find an answer based on transpersonal theories. In 
particular, Ken Wilber, a prominent transpersonal theorist, provides valuable insight into that question. According to 
Wilber‟s transpersonal theory, all things are included and transcended in the spirit realm. Consequently, the whole 
potentials of people can be seen in the spiritual domain (Wilber, 1998). Wilber also insists on a new way to see this 
spiritual realm, which he called the “eye of the spirit”. This way of seeing is very different from empirical and rational 
perspectives. Wilber‟s insight implies that we can recognize the whole potential of clients and genuinely believe that 
the clients can change toward possibilities no matter what the empirical and rational diagnoses. We do this, not 
through our eye of flesh (empirical eye) or the eye of mind (rational eye) but only through the eye of the spirit.  

 

In this article, the historical traces of the strengths perspective in the social work tradition, its philosophical 
principles and limitations will be reviewed. Furthermore, the gaps between the strengths perspective‟s theoretical 
principles and social work practice will be identified by using Ken Wilber‟s transpersonal theory. In the end, the 
spirituality of the practitioners will be discussed as a vital element to ignite the power of the strengths perspective 
which is based on the genuine belief of clients‟ possibility and potential.   
 

2. The Strengths Perspective: Overview and Limitations   
 

2.1. Historical Traces of Strengths Orientation Practice 
 

Historically, the social work profession has not been very sensitive to the importance of recognizing people‟s 
capacities (Weick, et al., 1989). Early social work operated from the concept of moral deficiency based on its Judeo-
Christian heritage (Niebuhr, 1932). As social work developed into a profession it drew mainly from social science 
efforts to define people‟s problems (Bruno, 1957). Nevertheless, the reverence for the inherent capacity and latent 
possibility of people still can be found in the varied social work traditions and history.  

 

The idea of building on people‟s strengths in social work practice dates back to the early settlement house 
movement. In the early twentieth century, the charitable organization society (COS) movement and the settlement 
house movement came together to form the profession of social work. However, the approaches of the two 
movements were extremely differently. Contrary to COS that aimed to reform personal problems or deficiencies, the 
social reform efforts of the settlement led to the development of a different view of the nature of clients and the role 
of social workers. They considered the worker-client relationship as a reciprocal exchange of learning and emphasized 
the value of client self-determination (Addams, 1893). The Hull-House, the beginning of the U.S. settlement house 
movement and in some ways the beginning of modern social work (Commager, 1961), was not a charity; it was like an 
empowering station at which a variety of programs to realize and increase immigrants‟ potentials were offered. The 
settlement house movement emphasized neighbor-to-neighbor helping and at the same time showed respect for the 
cultural heritage that each person brought to the United States (Addams, 1910).  

 

However, social worker‟s adoption of the empirical and rational method used in social scientific theory out of 
the quest for professionalization turned the attention of social work back to human weakness or deficiency (Leiby, 
1978). Alliance with the positivist paradigm encouraged diagnoses and analyses of the client in keeping with general 
theoretical principles. Social workers began to focus on “objective facts” about the client and the core process of 
social work involved resolving diagnosed problems (Bruno, 1957). From the 1930s to the 1950s, the purpose and 
nature of helping and the view of the client in the helping process was elaborated and debated between the functional 
and diagnostic schools of social work. Basically the differences between the two schools centered on their 
understanding of human nature.  
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The impact of Freudian psychoanalysis on social work practice in the 1920s had resulted in the development 

of diagnostic social work in which the worker functioned as an expert in diagnosing and treating client. However, by 
adapting Otto Rank‟s revisions of classical Freudian theory, the functional school recognized the dangers of the deficit 
orientation inherent in psychoanalytic theory. The functional school emphasized the role of agency-based social 
workers who believed in client‟s innate capacities for growth and change (Smalley, 1967).  Otto Rank, who served on 
the faculty of the Pennsylvania School of Social Work, introduced a new concept of the will defined as a person‟s 
conscious and unconscious desires and strivings toward growth and change. This understanding of the will 
contributed to the thinking of the early functionalists such as Taft and Robinson who emphasized the nature of 
human growth (Timms, 1997). Ruth Smalley (1967), who wrote during a historical time period in which male 
pronouns were standard, stated, “The functional school sees the push toward life, health, and fulfillment as primary in 
human beings, and the human being as capable throughout his life of modifying both himself and his environment, in 
accordance with his own changing purposes within the limitations and opportunities of his own capacity and his own 
environment” (p.90).  This different understanding of human growth and change also led to a sharp contrast about 
the role of the social worker in practice. The diagnostic group saw the social worker as the responsible professional 
who assessed and “treated” a pathological condition of clients by directing goals and treatment. In contrast, the 
functional approach did not view a social worker as the personal responsible for client change. The social worker 
functioned in an agency context as a helper who engaged in a relationship process with the client, which released the 
client‟s own power for growth and change (Smalley, 1967).  

 

From the 1960s to the early 1980s, the social work profession demonstrated a growing desire to adopt 
rigorous social scientific approaches and objective research techniques. The efforts to rationalize practice moved 
steadily forward during this period. Some social work practice models, e.g., the life model, gave limited attention to 
the capacities, assets, and resources of the client (Gitterman & Germain, 1976), but attention to client capacities in 
these practice models represented “a cameo role in the larger drama of problems and problem-solving” (Saleebey, 
2004, p.589). As Saleebey (2004) noted, “it is only recently that we have developed a more robust and articulate 
language about and consciousness of the great array of strengths, talents, resources that individuals, families, and 
communities possess” (p.589).  
 

2.2. Philosophical Review of the Strengths Perspective 
 

According to Saleebey (1996; 2001; 2002), the strengths perspective is based on two major philosophical 
principles: (1) liberation and empowerment, and (2) alienation and oppression. These two principles reveal that 
strengths perspective is rooted in the genuine belief of possibilities and potential in everyone. Liberation refers to the 
possibilities for people. As he says, “hope and belief in the possible is central to liberation” (2002, p.7). It emphasizes 
the reality of the possible. It also believes that everyone has innate powers and potential. Empowerment as a 
philosophy refers to the work of helping others see the wisdom and strength within and around them and to use these 
resources toward the possible. In the strict sense of the word, empowerment means to give power, to enable or 
permit, but the strengths perspective reenergizes the concept of empowerment by discovering the power within 
clients rather than returning it to them in a paternalistic manner (Perkins & Tice, 1995). Thus, empowerment begins 
with a belief in people‟s capacities for growth and change.  

 

However, the strengths perspective is also based on the awareness that the circumstances around us can be 
repressive and harsh. It is our reality that there are still a lot of harsh things around us. Social institutions or 
oppressors limit or distort the possibility and potentials. Liberation, therefore, means restoration of this hidden and 
oppressed human energy and spirit. In this sense, social workers are required to believe that every client has the 
possibility and reason for hope, and to be dedicated to helping them find and achieve their hidden potential.  

 

Several guiding assumptions of strengths-based practice as delineated by Saleebey (2002) include the 
following:  
 

 Every individual, group, family, and community possesses strengths. 

 Even trauma, abuse, illness, and struggle may be sources of challenge and opportunity.  

 No one knows the upper limits of client‟s capacity to grow and change. One must hold high our expectations of 
clients and make allegiance with their hopes, visions, and values.  

 Every environment is full of resources and opportunities 
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These philosophical assumptions indicate that the strengths perspective is deeply rooted in the genuine belief 
that everyone has and can realize their strengths, possibilities, and potentials. However, as noted in the next section, 
this belief has been criticized and challenged by researchers and social work practitioners alike.  
 

2.3. Criticisms of the Strengths Perspective: Effectiveness & Uniqueness    
 

Although the strength perspective is still maturing as a relatively new approach, some have challenged or 
questioned the uniqueness, effectiveness, and realistic use of the strengths perspective. (Gray, 2011; McMillen et al., 
2004; Staudt et al., 2001; Taylor, 2006).  For example, Staudt, Howard, and Drake (2001) reviewed the studies of 9 
strengths-based interventions that reported positive outcomes. Their purpose was to examine how the strengths 
perspective is operationalized and implemented, and to examine the empirical support for its effectiveness. Their 
conclusions were summarized in two points. First, it is unclear how strengths-based interventions are different from 
traditional social work practice approaches. In other words, features of the strengths perspective are not uncommon 
to other practice models, even though its proponents describe the strength perspective as a kind of paradigm shift. 
Staudt and colleagues viewed the strengths perspective not a distinct practice model, but a value stance. Second, they 
also noted that there was little support for the use of the strengths perspective as an effective and unique practice 
model. Other case management interventions also had positive effects similar to strengths-based case management. 
Accordingly, they insisted that it was not possible to determine whether positive outcomes are due to the 
implementation of the strength perspective or to the delivery of additional services such as case management.  

 

McMillen, Morris and Sherraden (2004) criticized the strength perspective from a different viewpoint. Their 
focus is not simply on the effectiveness of strengths-based interventions as a practice model but on the more 
fundamental issue, the identity of the strengths perspective. McMillen and colleagues defined the call for shifting to 
the strengths from problems of clients as “a grudge match” making social work students confused unnecessarily, and 
creating a bad impact (dichotomization) for those in the social work profession. They insisted that problem-focused 
and strengths-focused approaches are not dichotomous categories, and that historically social work has always needed 
and kept a dual focus. In other words, there is no distinct difference between the use of the strengths perspective and 
conventional social work practice approaches.  

 

The practice community has also been somewhat critical of the relevance of the strengths perspective for 
social work practice. Practitioners often raise concerns that the strengths perspective simplifies the real problems and 
difficulties faced by clients (Glicken, 2004). In her book, Glicken (2004) quoted practitioners‟ criticisms insisting, “It 
[strengths-based therapy] isn‟t the answer for all too many of my troubled clients…The simplicity of the strengths 
model is almost childlike to me. It assumes that people can get better because… they can. If that were the case, a 
legion of people with serious health problems would be cured by now” (p.13), and “People are complex, and the 
strengths model simplifies the complexities of why people become miserable. … That‟s a very complex and exacting 
process, more than being endlessly positive with clients, I‟m afraid” (p.14).These criticisms reveal that some 
practitioners still think that the strengths perspective is too simplistic or superficial to resolve the real problems of 
clients. Furthermore, Taylor (2006) insisted that the strengths-oriented theorists are placing mentally ill clients in 
danger by discouraging standardized diagnostic assessments, by suggesting that mental illness is not a neurobiological 
disease, and by relying too much on client‟s strengths to promote well being.  

 

In response to these criticisms, strengths perspective proponents have insisted that focusing on the strengths 
of people is never a superficial approach but a very in-depth process (Glicken, 2004; Saleebey, 2002; Saleebey, 2004). 
Discovering positive attributes about clients is as complex and in-depth a process as finding out about negatives. As 
Saleebey (2004) remarked, these criticisms show that “it is painfully hard to give up the idea of problems and 
problem-solving as the essence of the work we do” (p.589). Regardless, researchers and practitioners continue to 
express an underlying disbelief in the effectiveness, uniqueness and relevance of the strengths perspective for social 
work practice.  However, it is notable that it is often “painfully hard” for practitioners in the field to consistently use 
the strengths perspective in their work with clients. Examining those struggles social workers face in their practice 
consistently from a strengths-based approach may provide insights as to what is missing in the current strengths 
perspective writings.   
 

The research studies examined by Staudt et al (2001) do demonstrate the effectiveness of strengths-based 
practice through positive outcomes. However, the more difficult question was whether the positive effects were due 
to the unique methods of the strengths perspective or due to the delivery of additional services, e.g., case 
management, that are common components of other conventional practices.  
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This leads to the next question about the uniqueness of the strengths perspective as a practice model: Is the 

strengths-based model really different from other practices? If it is, how can the strengths perspective best be 
differentiated from other conventional approaches? McMillen and colleagues (2004) insisted that they could not tell 
any distinct difference in strengths models from conventional problem-focused models that also have a double focus 
on balancing problems and strengths. Then, what truly make the strengths perspective different from other 
approaches?  
 

2.4. The Spiritual Aspect of the Strengths Perspective 
 

The strength perspective theorists make clear that it is different from traditional practices in fundamental 
ways (Saleebey, 2002; Weick et al., 1989). Saleebey (2002), who insisted the strengths perspective is a “dramatic 
departure” from conventional social work practice, says:  

 

First and foremost, the strengths perspective is about discerning those resources, and respecting them and the 
potential they may have for reversing misfortune, countering illness, easing pain, and reaching goals. To detect 
strengths, however, the social work practitioner must be genuinely interested in, and respectful of, clients‟ stories, 
narratives, and accounts… In the end, clients want to know that you actually care about them, that how they fare makes 
difference to you, that you will listen to them, that you will respect them no matter what their history, and that you believe 
that they can build something of value with the resources within and around them. But most of all, clients want to 
know that you believe they can surmount adversity and begin the climb toward transformation and growth[emphases 
added] (p.14).  

 

In other words, the strengths perspective moves beyond practitioners „simple recognition or assessment of 
the strengths of clients. That is, the strengths perspective requires the social worker not only to discover clients‟ 
strengths and resources, but also to genuinely believe that all clients have possibilities and hopes to reverse misfortune 
and to grow and change no matter what the problems they have (Koenig & Spano, 2007). Chapin (1995) also repeats 
that the strengths perspective is “rooted in the belief that people can continue to grow and change and should have 
equal access to resources” (p.507). This implies that the strengths perspective is beyond the simple development of 
skills or techniques of therapy or treatment. 

 

The essence of the strengths perspective that makes it distinct from the conventional social work practices 
does not only lie in whether or not practitioners consider client‟s strengths in their assessment process but also in 
whether social work practitioners can “genuinely” believe and honor the possible and potential of their clients no 
matter what their problems and situations. This belief and faith is spiritual in nature and represents a very essential 
aspect of the strengths perspective. Saleebey (2002) insinuates at the connections between the strengths perspective 
and spirituality when he states, “In the thicket of trauma, pain, and trouble you can see blooms of hope and 
transformation” (p.1).However, how can practitioners keep the belief that often conflicts with their rational 
understanding and knowledge of clients‟ very real problems?  
 

2.5. Remaining question: Is it possible? 
 

Social workers, who practice from the strengths perspective, know what they need to do for their clients, but 
they may not agree that “focusing on strengths” is always realistic. It seems unrealistic for social work practitioners to 
sustain their belief or hope in clients‟ growth – in the face of miserable realities filled with urgent and immediate client 
needs and complex problems. How can practitioners believe that clients can grow and change, when they are suffering 
in the midst of extreme problems? How can they apply the strengths perspective to clients with serious mental 
disorders that are clearly “neurobiological illnesses” (Taylor, 2006)? 

 

They know, but they do not believe. In reality, practitioners may not genuinely believe that clients can grow 
or change, even though they can talk about hope and possibility. In a sense, practitioners might want to believe, but 
their rational understanding and empirical evidence or rational assessment of client realities leads to pessimistic views.  
If social workers see only through empirical and rational eyes, they are not different from the practitioners, who use a 
problem-focused approach but assert that they are already sensitive to clients‟ strengths and potentials. The strengths 
perspective needs the new eye, called the eye of the spirit.   
 

3. Transpersonal Insights for Strengths Perspective 
 

3.1. Transpersonal Perspective 
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Within the profession of social work, spirituality has been increasingly considered essential to an 
understanding of the whole person. Several authors (e.g., Besthorn, 2001; Bullis, 2013; Canda & Furman, 2010; 
Derezotes, 2006; Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 2012) have explored spirituality (e.g., transpersonal theory, deep 
ecology) and their relevance to social work practice. In particular, transpersonal theories provide the social work 
profession with an alternative framework by which social work professionals can recognize the potential for extended 
human developmental capacity (Robbins et al., 2012). The transpersonal perspective offers an expanded notion of 
human possibilities that goes beyond self–actualization and beyond ego.   

 

The major concepts of the transpersonal psychology are summarized: (a) human experiences must be 
conceived of in ways that extend the view of consciousness beyond conventional ego boundaries: (b) the process of 
individuals and the social order toward full consciousness is evolutionary and developmental: and (c) the progress of 
individual and social development to higher level of consciousness has a repressive tendency (Besthorn, 2001). 
However, this categorization needs to be viewed cautiously because transpersonal theories have developed from 
varied intellectual backgrounds (Besthorn, 2001). Many thinkers have developed the empirical and theoretical bases of 
transpersonal theory, including Grof, Tarf, Vaughan, Walsh, Washburn and Wilber (Robbins et al. 2012). For the 
purpose of this article, Wilber‟s transpersonal theoretical insights will be presented as a new lens for vitalizing the 
strengths perspective. Finally, implications for social work practice using this expanded transpersonal view of the 
strengths perspective will be discussed. 
 

3.2. Wilber’s Spectrum Model  
 

Ken Wilber names his complete transpersonal perspective as Integral Theory because it includes and 
transcends the insights and scope of analysis from previous psychological traditions and from many other disciplines 
and cross-cultural studies (Robbins et al., 2012). For the purpose of this paper, however, his spectrum model of 
human development is focused. Wilber (1996, 2000, 2001) developed his own theory entitled “the spectrum model of 
human development.” Through an integration of a vast array of Western and Eastern traditions, his model (1996, 
2000, 2001) proposed that a spectrum of levels of consciousness emerge in both individual and societal development 
as a process of human evolution. In his proposed holarchy, an ordering of increasingly complex, sophisticated, and 
comprehensive structures of consciousness and social organization, there are multiple complex stages of evolution in 
which human consciousness undergoes transformation by developing higher and deeper levels of sophistication in 
personal consciousness and societal infrastructure.  

 

In particular, two concepts used in the early stage of his theory, the “Great Chain of Being” and the “Eye of 
the Spirit”, provide valuable insights for enhancing the strengths perspective as a theoretical framework and as a 
practice model. The Great Chain of Being, which is considered an integral concept in most religious traditions, is 
defined as a view of reality as a rich tapestry of interwoven levels, reaching from matter to body to mind to soul to 
spirit (Wilber, 1990; 1997; 1998). Broad variation exists in these levels depending on each religious tradition. Some 
religions have only three basic levels in the Chain and others have seven, twelve, or more. However, the common, 
basic point is that reality is a series of nests within nests from matter to spirit. According to Wilber (1998), the Great 
Chain of Being is a series of concentric circles that reflect five levels of reality. The innermost circle is the physical or 
matter dimension; moving outward, the other successive levels are the life, mind, soul, and spirit. What is important in 
the concept of the Chain is that the higher levels of being transcend and include the levels below them. Thus, the 
highest level, the spirit domain, is the area where matter, body, mind, and soul are included and transcended. It implies 
that the whole potentials of reality can be seen in the spirit area. Wilber (1990) also insists that this spirit domain 
requires a different way of knowing just as the matter domain and the mind domain need a different way of knowing, 
and that the eye of the spirit is the very way of perceiving the spirit realm.  

 

The Great Chain of Being and the eye of the spirit imply what the strengths perspective needs for its fullest 
function in the real practice setting. As described earlier, the strengths perspective is uniquely based on the belief that 
every individual has strengths and possibilities, and thus strengths-based social work practitioners are required to be 
able to recognize and believe the whole potential of clients. However, it can matter if the social work practitioners‟ 
ways of regarding clients stay at empirical and rational levels. This limitation is evidenced by practitioners‟ struggles in 
their practice with clients.  
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Therefore, the transpersonal focus on spirituality as a holistic domain where whole possibilities of human 

being can be seen and Wilber‟s insight of the eye of the spirit as a new way to see the whole potential of people 
provide important  implications for the strengths perspective that regarding what is missing and what is to be done in 
social work practice. First, we need to identify the eye of the spirit more specifically to incorporate the eye of the spirit 
into the strengths perspective. .  
 

3.3. New Way of Seeing 
 

Wilber adapts familiar Christian terms to describe different ways of knowing that result in different kinds of 
knowledge and validity criteria. The spectrum of different modes of knowing, which roughly corresponds to the 
spectrum of consciousness, includes the eye of the flesh, the eye of the mind, and the eye of the spirit (Wilber, 1990). 
The familiar shapes of these ways of knowing are objective empiricism (the eye of the flesh), rationalism (the eye of 
the mind), and mysticism (the eye of the spirit). The validity of knowing through the eye of the flesh and the eye of 
the mind is generally accepted in modern culture. Empirical studies in the natural and social sciences (the eye of the 
flesh) and mathematical proof and evaluation of the logic of social theories (the eye of the mind) are familiar to most 
educated professionals. However, the eye of the spirit is not generally used as a way of knowing, and its claims to 
validity are treated with suspicion in our society. Wilber (1998), however, argues that the validity of spiritual 
knowledge can be assessed with similar standards as empirical and rational knowledge.   

 

A variety of meditative and contemplative practices are associated with the eye of the spirit. The Buddhist 
practices of zazen and vipassana and Christian contemplative traditions represent exemplars for producing spiritual 
data (Wilber, 1998). The next strand, apprehension of the spiritual data, or understanding the meaning of the spiritual 
experience, emerges from practice usually with the help of a knowledgeable spiritual guide. Finally, the quality of the 
spiritual seeker‟s practice and his or her comprehension of the experience are evaluated by one or more 
representatives of the community of adepts. They confirm or disconfirm that they are seeing with the eye of the spirit. 
This process is analogous to a community of scholars confirming that the methods and conclusions drawn from an 
empirical study are correct. Wilber‟s idea of the different modes of knowing suggests that there are domains of 
consciousness beyond the rational (the eye of the mind). The higher level (the eye of the spirit) in the spectrum of 
consciousness transcends and includes the flesh (visible) dimension and the rational mind. Accordingly, awareness can 
increase as we go higher in the spectrum of consciousness, and we can see broader and deeper at these levels of 
consciousness. Therefore, the eye of the spirit is a holistic perspective, which can be cultivated by social workers to 
strengthen their views of clients‟ possibilities and potentials. 
 

4. Integrating Spirituality into Strengths-based Practice 
 

4.1. Holistic Understanding of Spirituality 
 

To integrating a new eye, spirituality, into the strengths perspective, the close examination of spirituality 
discussed in the strengths perspective and social work in general is needed. First, as multiple meanings of the concept 
of spirituality are recurrent in the social work literature, it is necessary to review the meanings of spirituality currently 
mentioned in social work, and to define it clearly for the purpose of this article. 

 

According to Carroll (1998), who discusses social work‟s conceptualization of spirituality, there are two 
different meanings of spirituality: Spirituality-as-essence and spirituality-as-one-dimension. The view of spirituality-as-
essence refers to a core nature, which provides the motivational energy toward meeting the potential for self-
development and self-transformation. From this perspective, spirituality is a way of life (Canda, 1999). On the other 
hand, the view of spirituality-as-one-dimension refers specifically to “one‟s search for meaning and relationship with 
God, the transcendent, or ultimate reality” (Carroll, 1998, p.11). This view considers spirituality to be the 
transpersonal dimension of a person. The dimension of relatedness to God or the transcendent may be framed within 
or separate from an organized belief system or religion. However, the presence of dual meanings in the concept of 
spirituality does not necessarily mean that these meanings are dichotomous. As Carroll (1998) points out, both 
meanings may be included in an overall concept of spirituality.   

 

In this article, which focuses on spirituality of both clients and practitioners based on a transpersonal 
perspective, spirituality is defined in a holistic sense including both meanings; the wholeness of humanity and one 
component. Thus, as Wilber (1990; 1998) asserts, through the concept of the Great Chain of Being, spirituality is one 
level but it is also the domain where all aspects of reality are included and so the potential of human being is revealed. 
Through the development of a spiritual eye, practitioners can see hope and possibility in all area of clients.  
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4.2. Integration of Spirituality into Strengths Perspective  
 

The strengths perspective as a theoretical framework already has a deep understanding of spirituality. In the 
strengths perspective, the capacity for self-transformation involves an inner sense of knowing or wisdom and is an 
internal response to opportunities for healthy development (Weick, 1983). Basically, this capacity led to the new social 
work paradigm which is based not on problem but on strengths. The main concepts of the strengths perspective such 
as self-healing and resilience are also very similar to other‟s description of spirituality-as-essence. More explicitly, 
Saleebey (2001) states, “Spirituality is quality of being that can bring a new level of understanding, appreciation, and 
energy to our work” (p.475).  

 

From practitioners „perspectives, however, spirituality is often considered only as one factor in the ability of 
people to cope with life problems but not as the wholeness of humanity (Glicken & Frazer, 2004; Gotterer, 2001; 
Palmer, 1999; Saleebey, 1997). Practitioners tend to focus on how to use or draw upon the spirituality of their clients 
as a strength in practice. As a result, while social worker‟s competence to tailor understandings and language about 
spirituality is simply based on a careful assessment of clients, the importance and examination of the spirituality of 
practitioners is overlooked. Little attention has been paid to the impact of the spirituality of practitioners on the 
intervention or on the relationship between clients and practitioners. Koenig and Spano (2007), however, emphasized 
that spirituality is an important component by which practitioners cultivate hope in their own lives and practices. In 
reality, unfortunately, most practitioners still feel unprepared by education or training for how to deal with the issues 
of the spirituality (Canda & Furman, 2010; Sheridan, et al., 1992; Murdock, 2005). 

 

It is worth noting that the eye of the spirit is more than a way of seeing for practitioners as they work with 
clients. In other words, transpersonal awareness inspires a sense of mutuality in the practitioner beyond ego-bounded 
self. The eye of the spirit transcends the ego-bounded self and yields a sense of connection and communications with 
all other people and the environment on a global level (Wilber, 1998).This implies that the relationship between 
practitioner and client can be vitalized through spirituality. The quality of the relationship between practitioner and 
client has long been understood as a powerful tool for healing within social work practice (Strupp, 1995). Carl Rogers 
(1951) pointed out the important elements of the quality relationship such as respect, genuineness, concern, 
collaboration, and empathy. Particularly, in strengths-based practice, the role of practitioner as a collaborator, a 
facilitator, and a genuine partner is considered key to the success of practice. Spirituality of the practitioner is the 
power to ignite the underlying motive for social work, empathy or sacred compassion or unconditional love (Canda, 
2001). Considering that the genuine relationship between practitioner and client is crucial in strengths-based practice, 
the spirituality of the practitioner can be a generator to create that genuine therapeutic relationship.  
 

5. Implications 
 

The preceding sections demonstrated that a transpersonal insight by Wilber could offer social work 
practitioners, who use the strengths perspective, a more expanded opportunity for empowering clients by recognizing 
and trusting client‟s whole potential and possibility. This implies that spirituality is critical to practitioners as well as 
clients in practice.  The literature on spirituality and social work to date has focused upon practical applications of 
spirituality in mental health assessment and intervention mainly revolving around clients (Canda & Smith, 2001; 
Coholic, 2005; Dezerotes, 2006; Oxhandler, Parrish, Torres, & Achenbaum, 2015). The inclusion of client‟s 
spirituality in practice is a meaningful expansion for the social work profession. The need to integrate practitioner‟s 
spirituality into social work practice provides another opportunity for more holistic approach that enhances 
practitioner‟s ability to respect and empower client potential and possibility.  

 

The next question then will be how to help social work practitioners develop the eye of the spirit or 
spirituality. Several authors indicate that social work professionals are inadequately prepared to undertake spiritually 
competent work with clients and advocate the inclusion of relevant material within the social work curriculum 
(Sheridan et al., 1994; Canda, 1998; Canda & Furman 2010; Canda et al., 2004; Oxhandler et al., 2015). According to 
Wilber (1998), to have the eye of the spirit is not a simple natural process. He states that as other levels of knowing 
do, different ways of knowing are required. Thus, developing a spiritual eye demands spiritual or transpersonal 
experiences, as the term “transpersonal” means beyond the person or beyond the ego (Cowley, 1993). Specifically, 
Wilber (1998) suggests meditation or contemplation as a way to “engage the injunction,” i.e., to have the eye of the 
spirit.  
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In spiritually sensitive practice of social work, some methods and practices for spiritual development are 

recommended. For example, Canda and Furman (2010) list a variety of spiritual activities or training techniques 
helping practitioners and clients to grow spiritually; e.g., meditation, reflective journaling, reading religious books, 
prayer, forgiveness, yoga, etc. However, spiritually sensitive practice is not only about skills or techniques. Canda and 
Furman (2010) make it clear that spiritually sensitive practice “includes but is more than problem solving. It includes 
but is more than promoting coping, adapting, and recovering” and encourages clients to reach for “their immediate 
goals and their highest aspirations and potentials” (p.252). Canda (1999) also notes, “Spiritually-sensitive practice gives 
a deepened meaning to empathy. Expression of empathy does involve skills of accurate listening, critical reflection, 
and appropriate feedback to the clients. However, empathy cannot be reduced to skills or techniques… a person can 
intuitively connect with another, sensing the person‟s inner feelings, anticipating the implications, and gaining insight 
into the right response just at that particular moment” (p.104).  
 

Professional understanding of spirituality through education must be required, but strengths-based practice 
must move beyond the understanding or recognition of the spiritual facts of clients. The practitioner must be also 
engaged in a constant process of self-reflection, search for meaning, and participate in the practice of disciplines that 
expand awareness to transpersonal levels (Canda, 1995).  From a transpersonal perspective, “the helping situation is 
an opportunity for both client and worker to deepen their spiritual insight and to grow toward their highest potential, 
including transpersonal awareness if that is relevant to the client‟s needs and aspirations” (Robbins et al., 2012, p.383).  
 

6. Conclusion 
 

This article reviewed the philosophical principles of the strengths perspective and major limitations raised by 
some scholars and practitioners. The hidden gap between the theoretical framework of the strengths perspective and 
its practice has been examined using Ken Wilber‟s transpersonal theoretical concepts. Finally, while the strengths 
perspective as a theoretical framework is rooted deeply in spirituality and emphasizes the genuine relationship of client 
and practitioner based on genuine empathy, the strengths perspective as a practice model does not pay much attention 
to the importance of the spirituality of practitioners. Thus, the strengths perspective as a practice model has not 
moved beyond the empirical and rational level yet, although a new way of looking at clients, through the eye of the 
spirit, is necessary for practitioners.  Spirituality, based on transpersonal theory, is a fundamental component of 
strengths based social work practice and it can help to sustain practitioners in “holding out hope” in clients‟ capacities 
for growth and change. Therefore, spirituality is critical to both clients and practitioners. The spirituality of clients has 
been primarily focused upon as an important resource of clients, but the spirituality of practitioners, who try to see 
and believe the possibility and potential of clients regardless of clients‟ visible problems, has not been explored deeply 
yet.  

 

Transpersonal theories challenge social work practitioners who practice from a strengths perspective to move 
beyond the egocentric and rational assessment standards. It is the eye of the spirit, through which practitioners can see 
the spirit realm, the world of wholeness, vast potential and hope. Spirituality involves understanding the 
interconnectedness of all people and it moves us towards the realization of all our aspects (Canda, 1999). Spirituality is 
the power plant in which the genuine motive for helping people is generated. Saleebey (2002) states, “In the end, what 
will convince you to stay with this perspective is the spark that you see in people when they begin to discover, 
rediscover, and embellish their native endowments. That spark fuels the flame of hopeful and energetic, committed 
and competent social work” (p.284).The spirituality of practitioners is the spark to ignite the power of the strengths 
perspective, which is based on the genuine belief in the possibility and potential of clients.  

 
References 

 
Addams, J. (1893). The subjective necessity for social settlement: Philanthropy and social progress. (pp.1-26). New York: Thomas 

Y. Crowell.   
Addams, J. (1910). Twenty years at Hull-House. New York: Macmillan.  
Besthorn, F. H. (2001). Transpersonal psychology and deep ecological philosophy: Exploring linkages and 

applications for social work. Social Thought, 20 (1/2), 23-44.  
Bruno, F. J. (1957). Trends in Social Work, 1874-1956. New York: Columbia University Press  
Bullis, R. K. (2013). Spirituality in Social Work Practice. Philadelphia: Taylor & Francis. 
Canda, E. R. (1988). Spirituality, diversity, and social work practice. Social Casework, 69, 238-247. 



34                                                                        Journal of Sociology and Social Work, Vol. 7, No. 2, December 2019 
 
 

Canda, E. R. (1998). Afterword: Linking spirituality and social work: Five themes for innovation. In E. R. Canda (ed.) 
Spirituality in Social Work: New Directions, pp. 97-106. New York: Haworth Press.  

Canda, E. R. (1999). Spiritually sensitive social work: Key concepts and ideals. Journal of Social Work Theory and Practice, 
1, 1-15.  

Canda, E. R., & Furman, L. D. (2010). Spirituality Diversity in Social Work Practice: The heart of helping, second edition. 
New York: Oxford University Press. 

Canda, E. R., & Smith, E. D. (2001). Transpersonal perspectives on spirituality in social work. Routledge. 
Canda, E. R., Nakashima, M., &Furman, L. D. (2004). Ethical considerations about spirituality in social work: Insights 

from a national qualitative survey. Families in Society: The Journal of Contemporary Social Services, 85, 27–35. 
Carroll, M. M. (1998). Social work‟s conceptualization of spirituality. Social Thought, 18, 1-13.  
Chapin, R. K. (1995). Social policy development: The strengths perspective. Social Work. 40, 506-514. 
Coholic, D. (2005). The helpfulness of spiritually influenced group work in developing self-awareness and self-esteem: 

A preliminary investigation. The Scientific World Journal, 5, 789-802.  
Commager, H. (1961). Foreword, In J. Addams, Twenty years at Hull-House (pp. vii-xvi). New York: Macmillan.  
Cowley, A. S. (1993). Transpersonal social work: A theory for the 1990s. Social Work, 38(5), 527-534.  
Derezotes, D. S. (1995). Spirituality and religiosity: Neglected factors in social work practice. Arete, 20(1), 1-15. 
Derezotes, D. S. (2006). Spiritually oriented social work practice. Boston, MA: Pearson/Allyn and Bacon. 
Gitterman, A., &Germain, C. B. (1979). Social work practice: A life model. Social Service Review, 50, 601-610.  
Glicken, M. D. & Frazer, L. (2004). Spiritual and religious beliefs. In M. C. Glicken (Ed.) Using the strengths perspective in 

social work practice: A positive approach for the helping professionals (p.65-76). New York: Pearson. 
Glicken, M. D. (Ed.). (2004). Using the strengths perspective in social work practice: A positive approach for the helping professionals. 

New York: Pearson. 
Gotterer, R. (2001). The spiritual dimension in clinical social work practice: A client perspective. Families in Society, 

82(2), 187-193. 
Gray, M. (2011).Back to basics: A critique of the strengths perspective in social work. Families in Society: The Journal of 

Contemporary Social Services, 92(1), 5-11. 
Koenig, T., & Spano, R., (2007). The cultivation of social workers‟ hope in personal life and professional practice. 

Journal of Religion & Spirituality in Social Work, 26(3), 45-61.  
Leiby, J. (1978). A history of social welfare and social work in the United States. New York: Columbia University Press.  
Macias, C., Kinney, R., Farley, O. W., Jackson, R., & Vos, B. (1994). The role of case management within a 

community support system: Partnership with psychosocial rehabilitation. Community Mental Health Journal, 
30(4), 323-329.  

McMillen, J. C., Morris, L. Sherraden, M. (2004). Ending social work‟s grudge match: Problems versus strengths. 
Families in Society, 85, 317-325. 

Murdock. V. (2005). Guided by ethics: Religion and spirituality in gerontological social work practice. Journal of 
Gerontological Social Work, 45, 1/2, 131-154. 

Niebuhr, R. (1932). The Contribution of Religion to Social Work. New York: Columbia University Press, 1932. 
Oxhandler, H. K., Parrish, D. H., Torres, WL. R., & Achenbaum, W. A. (2015). The integration of clients' religion and 

spirituality in social work practice: A national survey, Social Work, 60 (3), 228–237. 
Palmer, N. (1999). Fostering resiliency in children: Lessons learned in transcending adversity. Social Thought, 19(2), 69-

87. 
Perkins, K. & Tice, C. (1995). A strengths perspective in practice: Older people and mental health challenges. Journal of 

Gerontological Social Work, 23, 83-97.  
Rapp, C., & Chamberlain, R. (1985). Case management services for the chronically mentally ill. Social Work, 30, 417-

422. 
Rapp, C. A., & Goscha, R. (2004). The principles of effective case management of mental health services. Psychiatric 

Rehabilitation Services, 27(4), 319-333. 
Rapp, C. A., & Sullivan, W. P. (2014). The strengths model: Birth to toddlerhood. Advances in Social Work 15(1), 129-

142. 
Regehr, C. D. (1996). Using a strengths perspective for social work practice with abused women, Journal of Family Social 

Work, 2, 23-37 
Robbins, S., Chatterjee, P., & Canda, E. R. (2012). Contemporary human behavior theory: A critical perspective for social work, 

third edition. Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 



Jung Hee Lee                                                                                                                                                              35 

 
Rogers, C. (1951). Client-centered therapy: Its current practice, theory, and implication. Chicago: Houghton Mifflin.  
Ryan, C. S., Sherman, P. S., & Judd, C. M. (1994). Accounting for case manager effects in the evaluation of mental 

health services. Journal of consulting and clinical psychology, 62(5), 965-74. 
Saleebey, D. (1996). The strengths perspective in social work: Extensions and cautions. Social Work, 41, 295-305.  
Saleebey, D. (2001). Human Behavior and Social Environments: A Biopsychosocial Approach. New York: Columbia University 

Press.  
Saleebey, D (Ed.). (2002). The Strengths Perspective in Social Work Practice (3rded). New York: Longman.  
Saleebey, D. (2004). Response to “Ending social work‟s grudge match.” Families in Society, 85, 588-590.  
Saleebey, D. (Ed.). (2006). The Strengths Perspective in Social Work Practice (4th ed). Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 
Schatz, M. S. & Flagler, M. N. (2004). Examining how professionals describe the strengths perspective in their 

practice. Journal of Baccalaureate Social Work, 9, 2, 63-77.   
Sheridan, M. J., Bullis, R. K., Adcock, C. R., Berlin, S., D., & Miller, P. C. (1992). Practitioners‟ personal and 

professional attitudes and behaviors toward religion and spirituality: Issues for education and practice. Journal 
of Social Work education, 28, 2, 190-203.  

Sheridan, M. J., Wilmer, C. M., & Atcheson, L. (1994). Inclusion of content on religion and spirituality in the social 
work curriculum: A study of faculty views. Journal of Social Work Education, 30(3), 363–76. 

Smalley, R. (1967). Theory for Social Work Practice, New York, Columbia University Press.  
Staudt. M, Howard, M., Drake B. (2001). The operationalization, implementation, and effectiveness of the strengths 

perspective: A review of empirical studies. Journal of Social Service Research, 27, 3, p.1-21. 
Strupp, H. H. (1995). The psychotherapist‟s skills revisited. Clinical Psychology, 2, 70-74.  
Talyor, E. H. (2006). The weaknesses of the strengths model: Mental illness as a case in point. Best Practice in Mental 

Health, 2, 1-30. 
Timms, N. (1997). Taking social work seriously: The contribution of the functional school. British Journal of Social 

Work, 27, 723-737. 
Weick, A. (1983). A growth-task model of human development. Social Casework, 4, 3. 
Weick, A., Rapp, C. A., Sullivan, W. P., & Kirsthardt, W. (1989). The strengths perspective for social work practice. 

Social Work, 34, 350-354.  
Weick, A.,& Saleebey, D. (1998). Postmodern perspectives for social work. Social Thought, 18, 21-40.  
Wilber, K. (1990). Eye to eye: The quest for the new paradigm. Boston: Shambhala.  
Wilber, K. (1995). Sex, ecology, spirituality: The spirit of evolution. Boston: Shambhala.  
Wilbur, K. (1996). A brief history of everything. Boston: Shambhala.  
Wilber, K. (1997). The eye of the spirit: An integral vision for a world gone slightly mad. Boston: Shambhala.  
Wilber, K. (1998). The marriage of sense and soul: Integrating science and religion. NY: Broadway Books.  
Wilber, K. (2000). Integral Psychology: Consciousness, Spirit, Psychology, Therapy. Boston: Shambhala.  
Wilber, K. (2001). A Theory of everything: An Integral vision for business, politics, science and spirituality. Boston, 

Shambhala. 
 


