Why Assess for Strengths?

Changes the entire service system

For the past 50 years professionals have been taught and reinforced for unilaterally identifying problems and offering solutions.  The shift to a strengths-based system encourages professionals and the entire service system to reinforce family functioning rather than identify deficits.

Crucial for work in a System of Care

The importance of identifying and building on family strengths is based on years of research; this is the cornerstone of child and family team planning.  The values and principles of a system of care require service providers and others to take a positive, proactive approach that begins with a focus on family strengths.  This approach supports family functioning rather than intervening to remediate deficits.  It is often people’s strengths that pull them through life’s critical events, not pathology or diagnosis.

Making the “Paradigm Shift” for Professionals

“The strengths perspective obligates workers to understand that however downtrodden or sick, individuals have survived (and in some cases even thrived).  They have taken steps, summoned up resources, and coped.  We need to know what they have done, how they have done it, what they have learned from doing it, what resources (inner and outer) were available in their struggle to surmount their troubles.  (Saleebey, 1992 pp. 171-172.)

In order to move to a strengths-based system, professionals and systems must accept that:

· All families have unique strengths based on their culture, ethnicity, and community

· Absence of particular competencies is not a failure

· Families with problems are not broken and needing to be fixed

· Families are not out of compliance when a particular strategy may not work

· The goal of intervention is to create less dependency on professionals

· Professionals are not viewed as experts able to solve the family’s problems.

Defining Functional Strengths

Webster’s Dictionary:

Functional = used to contribute to the development or maintenance of a greater whole; performing or able to perform a regular function.

Strength = the quality or state of being strong; capacity for exertion or endurance; a strong attribute or inherent asset.

Working Definition of Functional Strengths = the depth of an individual and family’s capacity that enables them to endure and cope with difficult situations, to bounce back in the face of significant trauma, the ability to use external challenges as a stimulus for growth, to excel despite the barriers they may be presented, and the use of social supports, family rituals and traditions, as a source of resilience.  (Adapted from McQuaide and Ehreneich, 1997).
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