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Abstract

The Strengths Perspective emerged in the late 1980s as a significant critique and
transcendence of the traditional problem-oriented approach in social work. This
theory emphasizes starting from the potential and strengths of individuals,
families, and communities, mobilizing resources, fostering collaboration, and
restoring hope to empower clients as agents of change. This paper systematically
reviews the theoretical origins, core concepts, and application status of the
Strengths Perspective in Chinese social work practice, focusing on three key fields:
mental health, elderly services, and child, youth, and family services. It analyzes
the characteristics and limitations of its localized practice. The study finds that the
Strengths Perspective in China shows field concentration and methodological
diversity, yet also faces challenges such as conceptual generalization and
insufficient structural response. Future development should promote the
integration of the Strengths Perspective with problem-oriented approaches, and
strengthen its theoretical awareness and practical reflection within specific
socio-cultural contexts, so as to advance from "conceptual transplantation” to
"localized integration."
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1. Introduction

In the long-term development of social work practice, most approaches have
historically relied on problem-oriented logic, designing interventions based on
assessments of service users' deficits, vulnerabilities, and risks. This "pathological”
focus, to a certain extent, undermines the agency of clients, reducing them to objects
in need of repair or correction. The Strengths Perspective, which emerged in the late
1980s, thus represents a significant critique of the traditional problem-focused
approach. It advocates starting from the potentials and strengths of individuals,
families, and communities, emphasizing the exploration of resources, collaborative

relationships, and the reconstruction of hope. This paradigm shift has not only
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transformed social workers' cognitive frameworks at the ideological level but has
also driven practice from "correction" toward "empowerment,” enabling clients to
become active agents and participants—and indeed drivers—in their own processes
of change.

Precisely because it aligns more closely with human nature, emphasizes dignity and
subjective agency, the Strengths Perspective rapidly became a core concept in
international social work. With the indigenization of social work, it has entered
Chinese academic and practice communities. An increasing number of studies have
begun to explore its theoretical foundations and practical applications, though many
scholars have also raised criticisms regarding its limitations. Based on this, this
article systematically reviews the theoretical origins, key concepts, current
applications, academic debates, and future directions of the Strengths Perspective,
with the aim of providing reference for social work research and practice in China.

2. The Origins and Development of the Strengths Perspective
Theory

The emergence of the Strengths Perspective originated from critiques within the U.S.
social work community in the late 1980s against the traditional problem-oriented
approach. Weick et al. (1989) were the first to propose grounding social work
practice in human potential, resources, and strengths, rather than intervening solely
around deficits and pathologies (Weick, 1989). This theoretical proposal marked a
paradigm shift from“repairing problems”to“discovering resources.”It emphasized
that clients themselves possess the capacity to confront life’s challenges, and that
the role of social workers is to assist them in identifying, mobilizing, and further
strengthening those resources.

In his 1992 book and subsequent 1996 paper, Saleebey clearly articulated the core
principles of the Strengths Perspective—including valuing client agency,
emphasizing hope and resilience, fostering collaborative professional relationships,
and attending to environmental resources—thereby providing a systematic
theoretical construction of the perspective (Saleebey, 1996). Saleebey’s integrative
work transformed the Strengths Perspective from an advocacy-oriented idea into a
robust theoretical framework applicable to education, assessment, and intervention.
From the 1990s onward, the Strengths Perspective expanded into multiple practice
domains. The most representative practical application is the“Strengths Model”of
case management developed by Rapp and Goscha, which centers on strengths
assessment, collaborative goal-setting, and community resource mobilization, and
has been widely implemented in mental health rehabilitation and community care
systems. Overall, the Strengths Perspective has followed a developmental trajectory
of“theoretical proposal—systematic deepening—practical dissemination,”gradually

securing a prominent place within the international social work theoretical system.

DOI: 10.63313/ESW.2010

38 Education and Social Work



Yutong Zhang

3. The Core Ideas and Key Conceptual System of the Strengths
Perspective

The core of the Strengths Perspective lies in reinterpreting the meaning and
potential of "human beings." It is not a technical intervention tool but a practice
philosophy rooted in humanism and social constructivism, advocating that social
work should begin with human possibilities rather than deficits. Saleebey pointed
out that the starting point of the Strengths Perspective is a belief in hope and
potential, asserting that every individual possesses the power to change their
circumstances and reconstruct their lives—a power often hidden in overlooked
daily experiences, relational networks, and cultural identities. For this reason, the
Strengths Perspective does not deny the existence of problems but advocates
looking beyond them to recognize the resources and hope that people possess,
rediscovering possibilities for growth amid crises and adversities.

From a value orientation perspective, the Strengths Perspective places "client
agency" at the center, emphasizing that professional relationships should be built on
respect, trust, and collaboration. It opposes the common "expert-object" power
structure in social work, proposing instead that social workers act as "co-explorers"
in clients' life narratives rather than "problem fixers." De Jong and Miller suggested
that in strengths-oriented interviews, workers should listen to clients' language,
uncovering the meanings and potentials embedded within it, rather than defining
their issues through diagnostic discourse. This collaborative relationship not only
reshapes professional roles but also enables clients to regain interpretive authority
and agency over their own lives.

At the conceptual level, strengths, resources, empowerment, and resilience
constitute the core conceptual system of the Strengths Perspective. Rapp and
Goscha argued that "strengths" refer not only to individual skills or achievements
but also to intrinsic qualities demonstrated in adversity, such as tenacity, humor,
faith, relational bonds, and creativity. These strengths, under social environmental
and institutional support, can be transformed into resources, which in turn, through
the empowerment process, help clients regain a sense of control over their lives.
Empowerment is no longer an external "bestowal" but a process that allows clients
to re-perceive their own agency and social connections.Meanwhile, the concept of
resilience further reveals the possibility of human "growth" in adversity. Saleebey
pointed out that resilience is not an innate trait but a socio-psychological process
that can be awakened and nurtured, embodying human creativity and
meaning-making capacity in uncertainty.

Overall, the ideological system of the Strengths Perspective exhibits an internal logic
progressing from potential, hope, and collaboration to empowerment. It serves both
as a theoretical framework and a humanistic stance—believing that people have the
capacity to grow in adversity and reconstruct meaning from fragmentation. As Gray

and Collett van Rooyen observed, by focusing on clients' abilities and hope rather
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than deficits and problems, the Strengths Perspective restores a sense of human

warmth to social work.

4. Current Status of Domestic Applications of the Strengths
Perspective

Research on the Strengths Perspective in China demonstrates significant domain
concentration, with related literature and cases primarily focused on three major
areas: mental health, elderly services, and child, adolescent, and family services.
This distribution pattern arises both from the perspective’s origins in critiquing
traditional models within the mental health field—where its landmark “Strengths
Model” was first applied—and from its alignment with national social policies that
prioritize strategic initiatives for “the elderly and the young” as well as mental
health development for key populations. Accordingly, this article systematically
examines the current status of Strengths Perspective applications across the three

domains of mental health, elderly services, and child and adolescent services.

4.1. Applications in the Mental Health and Rehabilitation Field

In Chinese social work practice, the mental health and rehabilitation field is one of
the earliest areas where the Strengths Perspective has been applied, and it has also
received relatively widespread implementation. Related research primarily focuses
on service interventions for individuals with mental disorders and those in
rehabilitation, emphasizing—while acknowledging the impact of the illness—a shift
in focus toward individuals’ life experiences, practical abilities, and available
resources in their environment. Through approaches such as casework, group work,
and community work, the Strengths Perspective is integrated into specific service
processes. Existing practices show that such interventions no longer center solely on
symptom relief or problem repair but instead seek to reconstruct clients’
understanding of their own abilities, guiding them to reestablish a sense of control
over life and confidence in action (Liu Qingqing, 2024; Chen Leizhen et al., 2023).

In community rehabilitation and case management practices, the Strengths
Perspective has gradually become an important analytical tool connecting individuals,
families, and communities. Relevant studies have found that systematically
inventorying the existing abilities of individuals with mental disorders in daily living,
self-care, social interaction, and family roles, and using these as the starting point for
intervention, helps improve treatment attitudes and insight, strengthen social
support networks, and exert positive effects on symptom stability and recovery of
social functioning (Li Lu & Liu Na, 2021; Gao Chunfeng, 2017; Lu Yi et al,
2017).Further research on long-term hospitalized or recurrent populations indicates
that guiding them to review life experiences, identify personal value, and gradually
restore community connections helps reconstruct positive self-identity and provides

intrinsic motivation for sustained rehabilitation (Gao Wanhong & Li Wenxia, 2016).
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The application of the Strengths Perspective also extends to service methods and
rehabilitation environments. Some studies have attempted to integrate new
technologies with traditional social work methods, such as virtual reality scenario
training and group interactions, to enhance patients’ social skills and self-efficacy;
others have introduced art activities into mental health services, transforming
expressive abilities and creative potential into rehabilitation resources and enriching
the practical forms of mental rehabilitation (Huang Qiyang & Feng Ting, 2023; Shi
Jian, 2018).0n a more macro level, some scholars have approached the issue from the
social environment perspective, proposing the creation of more inclusive mental
health support environments to mitigate the negative impact of stigmatization on
patients’ rehabilitation processes (Gong Zhongyi, 2019). At the same time, research
that integrates the Strengths Perspective with anti-oppressive social work and
solution-focused approaches has offered new theoretical integration ideas for mental
rehabilitation interventions (Wen Zhemin, 2016).

Overall, domestic research on the Strengths Perspective in the mental health and
rehabilitation field exhibits distinctly practice-oriented characteristics and diverse
application forms. The related achievements have, to a certain extent, addressed
long-standing issues in mental disorder rehabilitation, such as passive dependency,
social exclusion, and self-denial. However, based on existing research, systematic
explanations of intervention mechanisms, refinement of the strengths assessment
process, and clarification of the applicability conditions for different practice models
still require further deepening. The field continues to need ongoing practical
accumulation and reflective experience to advance the improvement of theory and
methods.

4.2. Applications in the Field of Elderly Social Work

In the field of elderly social work, the Strengths Perspective has gradually replaced
the singular understanding centered on decline and dependency, emphasizing the
positive elements in older adults’ life experiences, social relationships, and capacity
resources. Relevant studies generally hold that activating older adults’ own strengths
and connecting them with environmental resources helps enhance their sense of
control and participation in later life, providing practical support for active aging
(Meng Dehua & Zhang Han, 2014).

At the micro level, the Strengths Perspective is often applied to key stages in elderly
casework, such as retirement adaptation and coping with spousal loss. Related
research systematically inventories older adults’ life experiences, interests and
specialties, and social support networks, using these as core resources for services to
promote confidence restoration and daily order reconstruction in familiar life
contexts. Such interventions help alleviate psychological imbalances caused by role
transitions and, to a certain extent, encourage older adults’ re-engagement in
community activities and social interactions, gradually shifting them from “service
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recipients” to “participants” (Yang Lihong, 2024; Lu Qian, 2015).

At the community and institutional levels, the Strengths Perspective is primarily
reflected in a re-understanding of the potential of older adult groups and community
resources. Relevant studies emphasize that integrating existing organizational
resources, public spaces, and informal support networks within communities, while
fully mobilizing older adults’ willingness and abilities to participate, can mitigate the
limitations of single welfare provision models and promote a shift in community
elderly care services from “supply-oriented” to “co-built and shared.” In this process,
elderly mutual aid, home-based care, and the construction of age-friendly
communities are regarded as important practical carriers of the Strengths
Perspective, with the core lying in empowerment, collaboration, and resource linking
to make older adult groups active forces in community governance and service
systems (Chen Ying, 2014; Liu Jing, 2023; Jiang Yanjuan, 2014).

The Strengths Perspective has also extended discussions in rural elderly social work
research to self-organization and endogenous resources. In contexts where formal
elderly care resources are relatively insufficient, rural older adults are not entirely
passively dependent on external support but can rely on their own social relationship
networks and local cultural resources to meet multi-level needs—material, emotional,
and public cultural—through self-organized forms such as elderly associations. Such
practices highlight the key role of elderly “capable individuals” in resource
integration and social support reconstruction, offering important insights from
grassroots experience for optimizing rural elderly care systems (Ma Kui, 2019; Yin Zi,
2017).

Correspondingly, the practice of the Strengths Perspective in elderly social work has
also driven innovations in methods and concepts. Existing studies have incorporated
spiritual care into the Strengths Perspective framework, focusing on older adults’
intrinsic resources in areas of life meaning, value identification, and relational
connections, and exploring how to make spiritual care a routine practice in elderly
services through strengthened interactive relationships and supportive
environments (Ning Dan, 2017).Interdisciplinary research has also begun to address
aging issues from design and technological perspectives, emphasizing experiential
scenarios and capacity activation to provide new possibilities for older adults’
participation in social life, further broadening the practical boundaries of the
Strengths Perspective (Lin Lu, 2022).

Overall, the application of the Strengths Perspective in the field of elderly social work
has progressively expanded from the individual level to multiple aspects, including
community governance, institutional design, and social environment shaping,
demonstrating strong explanatory power and practical value in responding to the
goals of active aging. However, existing research remains predominantly experiential
and exploratory in nature, with further deepening needed in the systematic
differentiation of strengths characteristics across different elderly groups, long-term
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evaluation of intervention outcomes, and integration of multi-level practice pathways.
These areas await continued advancement in subsequent research and practice.

4.3. Applications in the Child, Adolescent, and Family Services Field

In terms of the volume of related literature, intervention studies on the Strengths
Perspective in the field of child, adolescent, and family services are relatively
numerous. These studies are often used to address the structural disadvantages
faced by left-behind children, migrant children, children in distress, and their families
during development and adaptation processes. Relevant research generally moves
beyond analysis paths that focus solely on risks and problems, instead seeking
activatable positive elements from children’s own abilities, family functioning, and
community support, using these as important starting points for social work
interventions.

In child services, the Strengths Perspective is frequently combined with the topic of
“resilience,” with application targets concentrated on rural left-behind children,
migrant children, children in distress, and children in welfare institutions. Studies
show that guiding children to identify their own abilities, improving peer and
parent-child interactions, and strengthening school and community support can, to a
certain extent, enhance their emotional regulation, interpersonal adaptation, and
problem-solving abilities, rather than remaining limited to problem correction (Hong
Xiaoshuang, 2023; Lu Caiying et al, 2021; Liu Yulan & Peng Huamin, 2012).Some
studies further proceed from school social work or institutional rescue contexts,
pointing out that a strengths orientation helps enhance children’s agency and sense
of participation, providing more sustained support for their social integration (Fan
Youzhen & Yang Mengting, 2020; Feng Jin, 2012).

In adolescent services, the Strengths Perspective is primarily applied to issues such
as behavioral deviations, internet addiction, and community corrections. Relevant
research emphasizes “de-labeling” approaches, establishing collaborative
relationships with adolescents, and uncovering their interests, abilities, and practical
resources, which can promote the enhancement of self-efficacy and provide intrinsic
motivation for behavioral change (Liu Wei, 2017; Meng Jie, 2019; Zou Rufei & Tang
Tianzheng, 2019).However, most studies remain at the level of strategy discussions
or individual cases, with relatively limited long-term tracking of intervention effects.
In family services, the Strengths Perspective more often employs “family resilience”
as an analytical framework, focusing on the positive role of internal family beliefs,
communication, and organizational patterns in coping with risks. Relevant research
holds that viewing the family as an important field for resource integration and
capacity generation helps improve the support environment for migrant children,
left-behind children, and children in distress, promoting a shift in services from
“substitute care” to “family empowerment” (Xue Qiyu, 2018; Lin Lifen, 2015; Zhou
Zhao’an, 2009).
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Overall, research on the Strengths Perspective in the child, adolescent, and family
services field tends to emphasize practical orientation, stressing a shift from
problem-oriented to capacity- and resource-oriented approaches, thereby expanding
social work intervention ideas to a certain extent. However, most existing
achievements are concentrated in theoretical elaboration and experiential
summaries, with systematic research on strengths assessment standards,
intervention mechanisms, and outcome verification still requiring further deepening.

5. Future Development Directions and Indigenization Paths of
the Strengths Perspective

At present, the Strengths Perspective has been widely applied in social work practice
in China, with its theoretical value and practical utility continually validated.
However, related research has gradually shifted from unilateral affirmation to more
cautious reflection. Existing studies indicate that in fields such as school bullying,
disability services, and university psychological counseling, the Strengths Perspective
can provide important supplementation to traditional problem-oriented models by
strengthening individual resilience, activating support networks, and enhancing
self-efficacy. Yet scholars have also pointed out that in specific practices, the
Strengths Perspective can easily be simplified into a form of “positive discourse,”
risking conceptual overgeneralization, neglect of real-life difficulties, and even the
downplaying of structural issues. This inherent tension itself constitutes the practical
starting point for the further development of the Strengths Perspective (Li Huizhen,
2015).

From the perspective of research orientation, the future development of the
Strengths Perspective necessitates a shift from “opposing the problem perspective”
to “integrating it with the problem perspective.” Existing practices show that in the
helping process of social work, solely emphasizing strengths is insufficient to address
complex situations, and excessively avoiding problems may instead undermine the
effectiveness of professional judgment.Therefore, while acknowledging the objective
existence of problems, the Strengths Perspective should be positioned as an
important tool for understanding individuals’ possibilities for action and resource
allocation methods, rather than as a replacement theoretical framework, thereby
avoiding its instrumentalization or ideologization.

Building on this, the indigenization of the Strengths Perspective further requires
responding to structural constraints in the Chinese social context. In areas such as
school bullying and disability services, the exertion of individual strengths is highly
dependent on support from family, school, institutional, and cultural environments. If
detached from specific social structures and focused solely on stimulating potential
at the individual level, it can easily lead to an implicit transfer of responsibility onto
the service users themselves. Thus, in indigenous practice, the Strengths Perspective

should pay greater attention to the construction of external support systems,
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incorporating family relationships, organizational resources, and institutional
conditions into the analytical framework for strengths identification and application,
transforming “strengths” from mere personal qualities into contextualized and
relational practical resources.

In terms of expanding professional methods and application scenarios—whether in
social work education, school psychological counseling, or professional practice
training—the Strengths Perspective has gradually evolved from a singular service
concept into a professional stance with reflective functions. This shift suggests that
the Strengths Perspective should not only serve client change but also become an
important tool for social workers to reflect on professional power, role positioning,
and intervention boundaries. By introducing mechanisms for reflective application in
teaching and practice, the Strengths Perspective can avoid degenerating into
simplistic “positive narratives” and truly embed itself in professional judgment and
action logic.

Overall, the future development of the Strengths Perspective in China’s social work
field lies not in continuing to expand its scope of application but in deepening its
theoretical consciousness and practical rationality. Through integrating diverse
theoretical perspectives, responding to indigenous social structures, and continually
testing its boundaries and conditions in specific practices, the Strengths Perspective
can achieve a transformation in the Chinese context—from being “enthusiastically
embraced” to being “truly understood,” and from being “mechanically applied” to
being “deeply internalized.”
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