Empowerment MODEL IN social work

Empowerment can be defined as,”enabling service users to take action to improve their lives. From the point of view of service users, practitioners are often in positions of considerable power, particularly where decisions are being made about the delivery of services and around intervention in people's lives. To practice empowerment, social workers will need to focus on working with service users to engage them in the problem-solving process”. Empowerment is linked with anti-oppressive practice, in that the social worker can work with service users to enable them to overcome barriers to solving problems – whether located in the attitudes and practices of professionals and social institutions (for example, health and education authorities) or in the beliefs of the service user. The social worker's knowledge of service provision and the law can be critical in empowering service users.

Social workers with only an individualistic understanding of empowerment will easily end up as moralising agents rather than as facilitators for their clients. It is in the complex interaction between a given socio-material situation and the individual capacity to interpret and act that one finds the key to an empowerment worthy of its name. This presupposes two things: that social workers have as a part of their education theoretical knowledge about organisational structures, and that they themselves have been empowered in ways that give them practical competence to act in relation to situations. They need the competence to identify the complexities of interests and power relations in society. The implication of such a recogni-tion should be clear for the education of social workers: the ideology of empowerment has to be contextualised.
In recent years empowerment has become a comprehensive program in social work that encourages young people to discover their own strengths and to enhance self-determination and autonomy. The aim of empowerment-programs in social work is to strengthen young people’s abilities to organize and direct their own lives, and to provide resources for self-determination and independence.

The empowerment concept starts out from a distinctly critical evaluation of traditional social work with ‚youth at risk’ (young, aggressive and frequent offenders). These traditional concepts of social work nurture a vision of young people that focusses on deficiencies and weaknesses – the identity of young offenders, their biographical experiences and social networks have been perceived exclusively in terms of defects, shortcomings, and immaturity. The empowerment concept offers a different perspective: Even in times of stress and strain young people are perceived as active agents that do have the power and the competence to shape and determine their own lives. This faith in people’s strengths to successfully deal with pressures in a productive and socially acceptable manner is the central idea of the „strength’s model« that guidelines empowerment social practice.   

Elements of the strength’s model in social work:

· have faith in the abilities of young people to decide their own destiny and to manage stressful social situations (personal power; self-management);

· acknowledge the right of young people „to be different« and to live a life outside of the mainstream of ‚normality’; 

· refrain from moral judgements and cooperate with young people in a very intensive way to ‚co-produce’ concepts and perspectives of life that to them seem attractive and attainable (‚biographical dialogue’; life history work);

· arrange flexible everyday assistence programs and provide perspectives in education, labor market and network integration (case management; widening opportunity structures);

· provide access to civil rights and social participation.  

Empowerment in Social Work with Juvenile Delinquents

The empowerment concept clearly differs from the traditional model of „re-socialization«, which has been the basic paradigm of social work with juvenile delinquents for a long time. Essentially, this resocialization model expresses the conviction that the delinquent behavior of youth has its roots in profound (family) socialization disorders. This conviction goes hand in hand with another: namely, that the delinquent behavior of young people urgently requires educational counter-measures. They are nonconformist and they violate rules – and this behavior indicates a desperate need for education and corrective social intervention. Thus, the resocialization model justifies radical and strict intervention in young people’s lives (an intervention that by young people often is experienced as far too repressive and, therefore, is rejected). The empowerment concept gives us a different view of things: The deviant behavior is no longer derived from a history of socialization deficiencies alone. Rather, this deviant behavior is regarded as a subjectively meaningful and very explicit way to manage difficult situations in present life. Educational attempts at resocialization that only focus on the personal histories and past developments of adolescents are not likely to succeed. Wherever the empowerment concept replaces them, future-oriented educational methods prevail, linked to the concrete reality of their lives and designed to manage stressful life events and situations. In this manner, young people’s abilities to take action, their self-esteem and self-confidence are renewed. Hence, the aim of empowerment practice in social work with young offenders is firstly to reduce the experience of helplessness and to reinforce self-esteem, coherence patterns and hardiness, and secondly to build up supportive social structures that offer young people new resources for successfully manage stressful social settings.
 In this regard, the empowerment concept in social work with ‚youth at risk’ encompasses four modules:

1 Focussing on young people’s strengths

The basic conviction that governs the empowerment concept is the trust in the abilities and productive strengths of each and every individual. Young people know how to engineer their biographies constructively, even if, in past and present, incriminating facts have cast their shadow. In most cases, even with frequent offenders, delinquent behavior is only temporary. It is part of the adolescent phase of life and does not necessarily lead to deviant behavior in adulthood. Non-conformist attitudes and behaviors are a typical adolescent way of experimenting with life options, but at the treshold of adulthood (when young people leave their peer groups, find steady partners and make professional choices), these attitudes and behaviors return to normal, and rules are once again complied with (process of „maturing out«). However, there is a group of „high intensity offenders« particulary at risk who, while constituting only 5% of registered juvenile offenders, are responsable for about 30% of registered crimes: But even in these cases, repression and juvenile justice procedures still should not be chosen as a method either. What is needed, instead, is intensive „one-to-one guiding programs«, that for these youth open new opportunities in education, work and peer relationships; and that at the same time provide professional partners who are available for discussing future plans.

2 Arranging everyday assistence programs (case management)

The value of social work is only apparent to juvenile offenders if they can experience it as „useful« in a very direct sense, i.e. if tangible help is given in stressful life situations and flexible forms of support are offered. „Case management« or „resource management«, therefore, always stands at the beginning of any empowerment activity („the arrangement of supportive resources«). The concrete forms of resource management are likely to be different from case to case: helping to structure everyday life (e.g. sheltered rooms for drug users; day care centers for street children; emergency flats and drop-in locations for adolescents in critical life phases); offering flexible forms of housing with little supervision; building up work programs – the list of ‚good practice’ programs in Germany that put new resources at the disposal of young people is long and encouraging.  

3 The biographical dialogue (life history work)

Many young people are completely out of touch with their own life stories. The painful experience of broken-off relations, family violence, insults and the feeling of helplessness – all these factors induce young people to split off their personal histories. The biographical dialogue therefore is a methological instrument that helps to re-tie those biographical strings that have been snapped. The biographical discource has three objectives: (1) a retrospective orientation to reappraise the adolescent’s life up to now, the history of his relationships, and his positive endeavours to gain control; (2) a future orientation in trying to achieve an understanding about personal goals and perspectives; and (3) imparting specific skills (skill building programs) that will help the adolescent to withstand provocations and conflict situations.

4 Creating new opportunities for participation

The empowerment concept looks at individual development from the perspective of participation. The development of children and adolescents can be conceived as a process of participation in an increasing number of social contexts. Young people are, from the moment they are born, active participants in social transactions. They learn to participate in complex and sometimes conflicting systems of social environment. The social context in which young people participate starts at the microlevel of the family and kinship, expands to peer groups and peer culture, school environment, neighborhood and youth culture, to the labor market and the public cultural system and – in the age of the „world wide web« – even to the ‚global village’. Participation implies a mutual influence between individual and social systems in which both – the individual and the system – change.

If these complex processes of learning to participate succeed, young people develop a sense of competence and self-efficacy, connectedness and respect, belonging and responsibility. On the other hand: If these processes of participation and integration in larger social networks fail, the individual is at risk of marginalisation. Most expressions of juvenile delinquency can be seen as a manifestation of a process of marginalisation. A lack of connectedness and belonging, a feeling of alienation and disrespect is a fertile soil for egocentric and ruthless behavior. Empowerment can thus be seen as an activity directed at creating new opportunities for participation in social programs and networks on a community level. To conclude, I would like to describe three different empowerment programs:  

