
1 

 

Chapter 2 

Human System Perspectives 

 

 

Chapter Overview 

 

Chapter 2 guides students to critically analyze the use of theoretical frameworks for practice. 

Specifically, the chapter introduces students to several theoretical frameworks including 

ecosystems, feminist theory, critical theory, critical race theory, social constructionism, biology 

and behavior, and a trauma-informed perspective. It extensively describes the ecosystems 

perspective and how to apply an ecosystems view throughout the generalist social work practice 

process.   

Chapter assets include a full length case example applying all theories to work with a 

military veteran experiencing symptoms of PTSD; student self-assessment measures; videos 

focusing on gender identity, biopsychosocial functioning, and social work theories; critical 

thinking questions consistent with the CSWE’s 2015 core competencies and practice behaviors; 

and boxed material connecting the impact of social policy to individual well-being.   

 

Learning Outcomes 

 

• Compare and contrast the contributions of theories and perspectives that support generalist 

social work, including ecosystems, social constructionism, a feminist perspective, life course 

theory, critical theory, biology and behavior, and a trauma-informed perspective 

• Delineate concepts from social systems theory to frame an understanding of human 

functioning 

• Apply the ecosystem perspective as an assessment tool and practice framework for generalist 

social work practice 

 

Chapter Outline 

 

I. Key Perspectives for Empowering Practice   

A. Ecosystems   

B. Social Constructionism   

C. Feminist Perspective   

D. Life Course Theory   

E. Critical Theory   

1. Critical Race Theory 

F. Biology and Behavior 

1. Epigenesis 

2. Stress 

G. Trauma-Informed Perspective 

H. Applying Theory in Practice – A Case Example 

1. Applied Ecosystems 

2. Social Constructionism  Applied 

3. Feminist Perspective Applied 

4. Life Course Theory Applied 



5. Critical Theory Applied 

6. Biological Perspective Applied 

7. Trauma-Informed Perspective Applied 

8. Applying Theories to Practice 

 

II. Social Systems   

A. System Defined   

1. Systems as Holons 

2. Subsystems and Environments 

B. Dimensions of Systems  

1. Structural View of Systems 

a.  Boundaries 

b. Hierarchy 

2. Interactional View of Systems 

a.  Equilibrium 

b. Feedback 

c.  Circular Causality 

d. Wholeness 

3. Biopsychosocial Dimensions 

a.  Cultural Influences 

  

III. Ecosystems: Perspective and Framework 

A. Ecosystems Perspective 

1. Humans in Context 

a.  Multiple Possibilities for Change 

2. Focus on Transactions 

3. Development as Evolutionary Change 

a.  Development in Context 

4. Adaptive Fit 

a.  Focus on Strengths 

b. Focus on the Environment 

B. Ecosystems Framework: As an Assessment Tool 

1. Identify the Focal System 

2. What’s Happening Inside the System? 

3. What’s Happening Outside the System? 

4. How do the Inside and Outside Connect? 

5. How does the System move through Time? 

a. Nodal Events 

C. Ecosystems Framework: As a Practice Model  

1. Dialogue: Building Relationships with Client Systems 

2. Discovery: Assessing Functioning 

3. Development: Planning, Implementing, and Evaluating Change 

 

IV. Looking Forward   

 



Discussion Questions 

 

1. Why do social workers draw on a multidisciplinary theoretical base in their practice? 

2. What does social constructionism contribute to the theoretical base of empowerment 

practice? 

3. How does the person:environment construct inform a social worker’s understanding of 

clients’ situations? 

4. How does diversity shape the formation of one’s identity?   

5. How does the ecosystems framework support generalist practice? 

 

In-Class Activities  

 

1. Comparing Perspectives.  In small groups, compare and contrast the key components of 

each of the theoretical perspectives introduced in this chapter: ecosystems, social 

constructionism, life course theory, feminism and a critical perspective. Describe how 

each is compatible with the empowerment-oriented approach to social work practice.  

2. Holons and Focal Systems. Facilitate a class discussion on how the social systems 

concepts of holon, subsystem, and environment are relevant to identifying the focal 

system as the first step on an ecosystems analysis. 

3. Ecosystems.   Assign one of the following topics for discussion in a dyad or triad 

discussion forum:  list the systems that might exist in the ecosystems of a baby born with 

AIDS, a lobbyist for health care reform, or a homeless family, a grief support group, a 

neighborhood task force on gang prevention, a rural community. 

4. Video Discussion. Show students Video Asset 2.1.  Acknowledge that the video is dated 

in talking about the influence of same sex couples on the gender identities of their 

children.  Ask students to comment on the video and challenge them to identify what, if 

anything, has changed in people’s attitudes and biases since that time. 

5. Applying Box Material. Have students review Box 2.1 which directs students to 

consider social policy and how it may provide or restrict opportunities for individual 

well-being.  Ask students to describe the environmental resources they depend on to 

improve their lives.  Generate a list of what people need from their environments to 

ensure opportunity and contribute to resilience.  Ask how they might help offer these 

same opportunities to clients.  

 

Out-Of-Class Assignments 

 

1. Identifying Lifespan Transitions. Ask students to create a list of developmental 

transitions and nodal events that might occur at each stage of the lifespan (infancy, early 

childhood, middle childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, middle adulthood, and older 

adulthood) which might necessitate a social work intervention. 

2. Applying the 5-Point Ecosystems Framework.  Ask students to write a brief case 

example that applies the five questions from the ecosystems framework: (1) Identify the 

focal system; (2) What’s happening inside the system? (3) What’s happening outside the 

system? (4) How do the inside and the outside connect? and (5) How does the system 

move through time? 



3. Demonstrating Your Knowledge.  To demonstrate their knowledge about the CSWE 

core competencies and associated practice behaviors highlighted in the margins of this 

chapter, have students prepare well-developed responses to the four critical thinking 

questions included in this chapter that are linked to CSWE competencies. 

4. Chapter Self-Assessments. Ask students to complete the Assess Your Understanding 

and Evaluate Your Competence self-assessments located in this chapter of the eText. 

5. Assessing Learning Outcomes. Using the following rating scale of 1 to 3, have students 

assess their level of achievement on each of the chapter learning outcomes: 1 = “I can 

accurately describe the concept or skill,” 2 = “I can consistently identify the concept or 

skill when observing and analyzing practice activities,” and 3 = “I can competently 

implement the concept or skill in my own practice.” (Note to instructors: Chapter-by-

Chapter forms for this assignment are located in the Appendix B.) 

 

Additional Resources  
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Anderson, R. E., Carter, I., & Lowe, G. (1999). Human behavior in the social environment: A 

social systems approach (5th ed.). New York: Aldine de Gruyter. 

 

Felitti, V. J., & Anda, R. F. (2010). The relationship of adverse childhood experiences to adult 

health, well-being, social function, and healthcare.  In R. A. Lanius, E. Vermetten, & C. 

Pain (Eds.), The impact of early life trauma on health and disease: The hidden epidemic 

(pp. 77-87).  England: Cambridge University Press.  
 

Gergen, K. J. (1994). Realities and relationships: Soundings in social construction. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press. 

 

Germain, C. B., & Gitterman, A. (1996). The life model of social work practice: Advances in 

theory and practice. New York: Columbia University Press. 

 

Gitterman, A., & Germain, C. B. (2008). Ecological framework. In T. Mizrahi & L. E. Davis 

(Eds.), Encyclopedia of social work. Vol. 1 (20th ed.) (pp. 97–102). Washington, DC: 

NASW Press. 

 

Gray, M., & Webb, S. A. (2013). Critical social work. In M., Gray, & S. A. Webb (Eds.), Social 
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Gutiérrez, L. M. (1991). Empowering women of color: A feminist model. In M. Bricker-Jenkins, 

N. R. Hooyman, & N. Gottlieb (Eds.), Feminist social work practice in clinical settings 

(pp. 199–214). Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

 

Hyde, C. A. (2008). Feminist social work practice. In T. Mizrahi & L. E. Davis (Eds.), 

Encyclopedia of social work. Vol. 2 (20th ed.) (pp. 216–221). Washington, DC: NASW 

Press. 

 

 



Journals 

Combs-Orme, T. (2012). Epigenetics and the social work imperative. Social Work, 58(1), 23-30. 

doi: 10.1093/sw/sws052 
 

Delgado, R., & Stefancic, J. (2007). Critical race theory and criminal justice.  Humanity & 

Society, 31, 133-145.  
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Heim, C. & Binder, E.B. 2012. Current research trends in early life stress and depression: review 

of human studies on sensitive periods, gene-environment interactions, and epigenetics. 

Experimental Neurology, 233, 102–111. doi: 10.1016/j.expneurol.2011.10.032 

 

Hutchinson, E. D. (2005). The life course perspective: A promising approach for bridging the 

micro and macro worlds for social workers.  Families in Society, 86(1), 143-152. 

 

Kemp, S. P., & Brandwein, R. (2010). Feminisms and social work in the United States: An 

intertwined history. Affilia: Journal of Women and Social Work, 25(4), 341-364. doi: 

10.1177/0886/099/0384075 
 

Salas, L. M., Sen, S., & Segal, E. A. (2010). Critical theory: Pathway from dichotomous to 

integrated social work practice.  Families in Society, 91(1), 91-95. 

 

 

Website Resources 

Critical Social Work: An Interdisciplinary Journal Dedicated to Social Justice is an online  

journal dedicated to social justice includes the current journal articles as well archived articles 

from previous volumes.  The articles emphasize the critical perspective, including social justice, 

human rights, values, and ethics. 

The Constructivist Psychology Network website includes essays by and interviews of noted 

constructivist psychologist, Kenneth Gergen as well as other publications, videos, and resources 

related to constructivist psychology. 

 

Multiple Choice Questions 

1. The ecosystems perspective 

a. applies only to botany  

b. provides a framework for viewing ways environments affect people and people 

affect their environments 

c. emphasizes the one-way influence of environments on people 

d. focuses on one option for change 

  



2. Identifying gender as the organizing concept for interactions at all levels of society is a 

basic principle of which perspective? 

a. ecosystems 

b. life course theory 

c. feminism 

d. critical theory 

3. The colon in the phrase "person:environment" indicates 

a. linear relationships between persons and their environments 

b. independent relationships between persons and their environments 

c. dynamic, interrelated transactions between people and their environments  

d. distinctions between persons and their environments 

4. A structure of interacting and interdependent people is a 

a. holon 

b. social system 

c. goodness-of-fit 

d. homeostasis 

5. Assessing factors such as the influence of gender, class, and life style focuses on the ____ 

dimensions that influence human behavior. 

a. economic 

b. political 

c. cultural 

d. institutional 

6. If Ted Liebowicz subscribes to the ecosystems perspective, then philosophically, he holds 

that 

a. humans are only respondents to environmental forces 

b. the environmental factors are the predominant influence on human behavior 

c. humans play an active role in creating events which shape their lives   

d. the environment is a neutral force with respect to shaping human behavior 

7. Jen Olson's medical status indicates community-based services will be needed in order 

for her to return to her own home from the hospital. If the social worker at Northside 

Hospital considers the person:environment focus, planning will 

a. focus on Jen rather than on her environment 

b. focus on the environment rather than on Jen 

c. consider factors related to both the environment and Jen herself  

d. consider neither Jen nor her environment 

  



8. After working with Andrea Barry, the relationship between the Clemmons family and 

their environment is more in balance. The best term to describe this balanced relationship 

between the family system and its environment is 

a. positive feedback   

b. goodness-of-fit   

c. structured interactions  

d. open boundaries 

9. Andrea Barry explains that a family system is a component of a neighborhood and a 

community, while at the same time grandparents, parents, and children comprise the 

family itself. She is describing a system as a(n) 

a. subsystem  

b. environment  

c. family system   

d. holon  

10. Jake feels drained because his work load has increased from 25 to 35 clients while at the 

same time his opportunity for interacting with other staff at the Northside Addictions 

Recovery Center has decreased dramatically. After analyzing his boundaries, you 

conclude that with respect to his coworkers, his boundaries are relatively 

a. open   

b. marginal  

c. closed  

d. neutral 

11. Andrea Barry notes that, in the Smith family, the parents make the rules and the children 

follow them. This description provides structural clues about the ____ in this family. 

a. interpersonal interactions   

b. hierarchy  

c. boundaries  

d. biopsychosocial dimensions 

12. Tomeka is worried that when she becomes a social worker she may "take her clients' 

problems home with her." Based on your analysis from a structural view of systems, you 

conclude that Tomeka is worried about maintaining appropriate 

a. interactions 

b. authority 

c. hierarchy 

d. boundaries 

13. Andrea Barry believes that any one family member's behavior is determined in 

interaction with other members of the family. Her analysis of behavior is based on the 

concept of 

a. circular causality  

b. goodness-of-fit  

c. boundaries  

d. interactional relationships 



14. When he meets a new client, the first thing Tony Marelli does is to 

a. figure out what's happening with the client   

b. determine what's happening in the client's environment  

c. identify the focal system   

d. compete a social history to figure out how the client moves through time 

15. The family service agency is expanding its base of services. This change is known as a(n) 

____ for organizational systems. 

a. expected event   

b. developmental event   

c. nodal event  

d. holon event 

Essay Questions 

1. Compare and contrast the key elements of the social constructionism, life course theory, 

critical theory, and the feminist perspectives. Evaluate the compatibility of these 

perspectives with empowerment-oriented social work practice. 

2. Define each of the following: subsystem, environment, boundary, hierarchy, and 

equilibrium. Create illustrations for each, applying the concepts to your practice class. 

3. A disagreement between a single mother receiving public assistance and her caseworker 

escalates until both persons are screaming at one another. Define transaction in this 

context. Describe factors contributing to this transaction, including assumptions about 

single mothers that may influence the transaction. 

4. Describe the ways the ecosystems perspective affects the work of generalist social 

workers who adopt it as a guiding perspective for practice. 

Briefly summarize the connections between biology and behavior.  
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