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Learning From Success 

Changing Family Patterns and the Generation 
of Social Work Practice.* 

Jona M. Rosenfeld** 

INTRODUCTION 

In different parts of the world there are social workers and 
other professionals who see their main taskin tending those who, 
in the midst of plenty, have fallen by the wayside. Committed 
professionals can carry out this work only if they are equipped for  
it. Therefore the issue to which this paper addresses itself is how 
systematically to equip these professionals with the expertise 
required for  their practice with and on behalf of one such group 
- vulnerable families who have fallen by the wayside. 

T o  equip social workers and other practitioners with the 
expertise required to serve these families is a complex under- 
taking. Helping them requires inventiveness. This is called for  
when one wishes to serve those who were not reached previously 
or whose problems defied previous attempts to serve them effec- 
tively. T o  transcend these previous failures requires expertise in 
what has been called "inventing interventions"(Rosenfeld, 1983). 
Such inventiveness is required when the traditional ways which 
social workers and other practitioners have employed to engage 
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these families, have not been effective. This is due to the fact that 
there are serious shortcomings to each of the traditional sources 
of practice innovation. As we shall show later, this pertains as 
much to the adaptation of theories and t o  the introduction of 
current practice modalities, a s  to the conducting of prospective 
research. These sources of practice innovation may be used as a 
base for systematically engaging in the expertise of "inventing 
interventions". T o  explore this important issue, this paper will 
start out  by first briefly depicting the nature of the family forms 
involved. We shall then proceed t o  delineate the nature of the 
social work task vis-a-vis these clients. In the final section we 
shall consider one source for  the kind of knowledge required in 
order to serve them well: the actual success of such families in 
extricating themselves from their plight. With the help of 
examples, we shall illustrate how the systematic use of the actual 
success of families to master their predicament either by their 
own efforts o r  aided by others, provides a resource for the 
invention of innovative and effective practice with these families. 

VULNERABLE FAMILIES 

In ou r  rapidly changing world, new patterns of family life 
are emerging. While these changes are different in different 
societies, the newness and the  challenge to cope with the new are 
common t o  work with all such families. Some of the new types of 
families have emerged in the course of changes in culrural norms 
and moral  standards which were sanctioned and established by 
legal and welfare reforms. This has led, for  example, to the proli- 
feration of one-parent and reconstituted families. In Western 
society they have emerged in the wake of the facilitation offamily 
dissolutions and the social sanctioning of homosexual alliances. 
In others they have been brought forth by large scaletnigrarions. 
The worst hit are families not well equipped to cope with these 
changes, some because of their adherence t o  traditions which 
undermine adaptation t o  the new, others because they d o  not 
have the equipment required to master the new. This pertains 
es~ecia l ly  t o  vulnerable families which have to struggle with the 
cdnsequdnces of initially temporary, often permanent, migration 
of their breadwinner in search o fem~loyment .  The consequences 
of temporary migration can be obseived in the lives'of the 



families of the "Gastarbeiter" in Western Europe and of their 
equivalents in the Gulf States, both when their families joined 
them and  when they were left behind. The scars of permanent 
migration are  evident in what has occurred t o  marginal families 
which were not able to cope with permanent uprooting. This was 
observed even when, as after the Camp David Agreement, the 
evacuation of an  entire population from tlie Sinai Peninsula in 
1982 was well prepared. The consequences of total uprooting for 
the weaker families are even more apparent in families who are 
victims of catastrophic events. This includes families which are 
victims of wars, fires and floods, on the one hand, and of unem- 
ployment and industrial development, on  the other. There is 
sufficient evidence to show how, even under the most inaus- 
picious conditions of change, some families succumb, while 
others thrive in their new circumstances. 

The  differential impact of such changes is hard to anticipate. 
While it is bound to faze aN families undergoing such upheavals, 
the families able t o  master such strains are those more able to 
supply the provisions and  amenities required to navigate such 
changes. Some  d o  so  by drawing on provisions and amenities at 
their own disposal. Others because they have access to resources 
adequately pro.vided by other sources of help. Those not able to 
extricate themselves from their plight, but who succumb t o  it, are 
the ones who are not in possession of suitable resources, be it 
their own o r  those provided by others. They are the ones who are 
more likely t o  fall within thedomain oftheministrations ofsocial 
work. T o  themand t o  families whose plights are more long stand- 
ing, this and other helping professions have always had, and will 
continue to have, a special commitment. 

THE TASK OF SOClAL WORK 

The idea tha t  social workers have to tend to those whom 
others have overlooked o r  neglected. fits a certain conceptuali- 
sation of the nature and the ends of social work. It is a view of 
social work which attempts to interrelate the domain of social 
work, the goals of its professional pursuit and the practices 
employed to pursue these goals (Rosenfeld, 1983). According to 
this conception, the dottlain of social work is attending to tlie 



victims of the prevailing incongruities between needs of indivi- 
duals o r  entire populations and the provisions and amenities 
required by them. These incongruities prevail as long as those 
who dispose over these provisions and amenities have not 
supplied then]. Its ~ o r r l  is the reduction of incongruities and its 
~)ro(.[ic.r is to  effectively mobilise provisions and amenities for the 
population concerned, so that their needsare met. According to 
this view, the heart of the practice of social work is actively to 
engage in initiating the mobilisation of provisions and anlenitics 
from a varicty of sourccs which control them. Provisions and 
amenities may be vcsted in the population itself, in its primary 
and informal networks o r  in its secondary and formal sourccs, 
such as  professionals and the social welfare services. Provisiotls 
may at  times have to be wrested from the body politic or  may bc 
brought about only in the wake of structural changcs. Which of 
these sources are to  be addres~cd  and how they are t o  be n~obi -  
lisetl effectively, and on a permanent basis. is a matter of pro- 
fessional judgment and expertise. In this vein. to  be an  effective 
social worker requires more than the capacity to reduce some 
detected incongruity between identified needs and available pro- 
visions. Such a worker also has to be ready to discontinue his 
work with one  group and to  tnove on to  thejobofidentifying;~nd 
addressing some other incongruity of this o r  some other group. 
be it one carried over from the past or  one recently e~ncrgeci. 

When one applies this conception of social work to  the 
population with which this paperconcerns itself. i t  becomescle:~r 
that the hcart of social work lies in focusing on inco~~gruit ies  of 
cvcr-changing types of families and acquiring the expertise 
rcquired for serving any of thcm. In the case of soci;~l work wit11 
families. it provides the prolession with its cllnrt for its 
"unchartcd journey". which inevitably leads i t  to workiug with 
vultlerable familics. l 'his chart contradicts that conception of 
social work which subscribes to specialising in work with onc- 
parent familics, migrants, etc. The lattcr conception cannot be 
easily reconciled, with the rormer. While t l ~ c  lattcr requiresexpcr- 
tise which focuses on  some special group. t l ~ e  former requircs 
expertise in constantly discovering, ferreting out and scrvingany 
typc of family and in addition has to be initiated from outsidc the 
family. This latter kind of professional pursuit rcquires readiness 



t o  master the  kind of expertise necessary to constantly innovate  
one's practice and a d a p t  it t o  a n  ever-changing professional field. 

THE BARRIERS TO PRACTICE INNOVATIONS 

Ueforc we address  the  overall issuc of h o w  t o  innovate  
practice, it nlay b c  well t o  point ou t  tha t  to address  the  predica- 
ment  of new o r  previously neglected types o f  families is a n  
a r d u o u s  task.  There  a r c  several inherent  constra ints  which 
hamper  one's capaci ty  to effectively mobilise provisions a n d  
amenities which mcct their  necds. F o r  one ,  in view of thc power- 
lessness o r  these families, they a r c  ncitlicr likely t o  have access 
themselves to provisions a n d  amenities nor  a r e  they capable  of 
securing them f rom clscwhere on  tlicir own.  Fur thcrmorc,  since 
living on  the periphery of society is partly a function of the  
unavailability of the  provisions a n d  amcl~ i t i c s  necded. a n d  since 
we a re  talking a b o u t  fo rms  of fainily life which liavc prcviously 
not  been tended to,  little expericncc-based "know-l~ow" could 
have accumulated a b o u t  ways of serving thcni. 

'fllese inlicrcnt colnplexitics warrant  considcration of how 
o n e  might proceed in the pi-oduction of innovative pr:~cticc. It 
requires the  previously mentioned cxpertisc t o  be invcntivc ill 

developing diffcrent intcrvcntions,  cach effective for  scrving 
some typc of fanlily wliich has either defeated prcvious pro- 
fessional ministrations or social workcrs ,  o r  has  only recently 
come t o  their a t tent ion.  T h u s  what  is required is not  o n e  particu- 
lar intervci~tive o r  practice modality.  but a n  overall expertisc in 
searching again  a n d  again  for t l ~ c  particular intervention 
required for  the particular typc ofvuIne1.abIc I'amily t o  beservcd.  

THE CONVENTIONAL SEARCl l  IT01t PRAC'fICIC 
INNOVATION 

Thcre  are  a t  least t11rcc conventional and gcnerally 
acclaimed avcnucs for  dcvcloping social work practice with 
marginal  Pamilics, a s  with a n y  populat ion t o  be addressed,  a n d  a 
fourth one which, though  not gcncrally used. appcars  particularly 
suitable for  work with thcm.  As wc shall show,  thc first threc. 
irrespective of thcir  nlcrits f o r  o thcr  populations.  a r c  par t ic~i lar ly  
unsuitable for gcncratillg i n t e r v c n t i o ~ ~ s  with marginal families. It 



seems of interest that each ol these avenues differs in its temporal 
orientation. 

Thefirsr of the three less suitable avenues for developing 
practice, are theories validated by research in the past. The 
second is the adapting of current professional practice lore, if not 
fads and fashions, to work with the families. The third is the 
avenue of establishing in the Jirtlire, o n  the basis of ongoing 
empirical research, preferably action research, whether some 
particular intervention is suitable. However. there remains a 
final, more desirable and least worked out  practice: to retrospec- 
t i v e , ~  identify what seems to have worked and to apply it to the 
designing of interventions even before its effectiveness has been 
clearly established. 

Let us now consider the first avenue. 

Theories and empirical research are often not designed to 
contribute to the emergence o r  the invention of practice. When 
they can be shown to  d o  so  their advantages need hardly be men- 
tioned. However, they rarely prescribe how asocial worker ought 
to  act, and  their translation into practice is rarely obvious. This is 
the more so, when the phenomenon to be affected is lodged in 
marginal families which are bound to be out of the orbit of most 
researchers. T o  confound matters, the phenomena which 
characterise these families are likely to  be tooendemic to them to 
have gained the attention of theoreticians. The  latter may, a t  best. 
have subsumed them in some general category to which these 
families only marginally belong. Furthermore, the theories or  
studies o n  which the new interventions are to be grounded, are 
likely t o  be the same as  those on  which the professional practices 
which have failed these families have been grounded. Because of 
all of these considerations, there is bound to be little basis for 
deriving from such studies and  theories guidelines for effectively 
serving the population of families we have in mind. 

l'he second avenue is to introduce some of the currently 
acclaimed professional practices into work with marginal famil- 
ies. This is done  not because this practice has been proven to be 
effective but because it is available. The  weakness of this 



approach is that in view of its aura  as that of any current fad o r  
fashion and  the  professionals' fascination with it, vulnerable fam- 
ilies are easy prey to such an  import into their lives. A case in 
point is what has occurred in social work with regard to  its 
attempt to  introduce "networking" into work with these families. 
While this method has been widely acclaimed, i t  has also been 
widely questioned to  the extent of its having been referred to as  
retribalisation. One particular difficulty in working with margi- 
nal families is that it generally propagates strengthening ties with 
informal networks, rarely undermining them, which, as such, 
may be against the interest of these families (Rosenfeld and Krim, 
1983). 

Furthermore, networking a s  a primarily non-confron- 
tational intervention may i l l  suit marginal families whose claims 
from, for instance. formal networks cannot always be realised 
without confrontation. Finally, networking as  a method which 
has gained attention as a reaction against the actual or  putative 
excessive concern of casework with inirapsychic phenomcna. 
does not focus on  making claims on  the individual as a sourcc ol' 
provisions and  amenities. This seems particularly unl'ortunate in 
the case of members of families who have never been helped to 
use their own inner resources. For these reasons such interventive 
modalities imposed on marginal families from the outside, may 
not be in their best interest. 

There thus remains the third alternative: toapply empirical 
research, as closely as  possibly related to  experimental design, to 
the treatment of these families. Whatever its merits in terms of its 
scientific validity, there appear to  be three problems with this 
approach. First, it does not deal with the issue of what is or  
should be the proper origin of the treatment modality t o  be 
researched. It is introduced without it having been established 
that the particular theory o n  which it is based is relevant in terms 
of  its results in action. Secondly, it takes a long lead time and 
requires scientific control. which is not easily applied to  work 
with families who suffer from acute deprivations. Thirdly, when 
it does follow the tenets of action research and,  as such, is more in 
line with work with such families, i t  loses some of the benefits of 
controlled experiments. 



In view of these limitations, social work has to  scout for 
alternative sources for developing its practice vis-a-vis those fam- 
ilies. Let us therefore suggest another avenue for producinginno- 
vative social work practice - learning from success. 

AN ALTERNATIVE: LEARNING FROM SUCCESS 

Since we are interested in serving families which have not 
been adequately served, and because of  the shortcomings of the 
conventional routes of producing interventions, a n  alternative 
and intuitively plausible avenue opens itself for the production of 
knowledge for practice. It is one we have termed "learning from 
success". I'he essence of this alternative is that effective pro- 
fessional interventions to be enlployed with a particular type of 
lamily may be obtained on  the basis of observations on 11ow some 
of these families have successfully dealt with their plight. There 
are always likely to be some families able to mobilise and effec- 
tively use available resources. Some of them may have done so by 
their own efforts. others may have been helped by social workers 
or  by others. 11-1.espective of whether these families have suc- 
ceeded in extricating tliemselves lrom their plight by their own 
efforts a n d / o r  with the help of othe~.s. i t  is the course of events 
which accounts for their success which deserves systematic 
atterition. Indeed there appears to be a particular procedure to be 
employed in order to use thesefamilies'experience in successfully 
extricating themselves from their pliglit. It is composed of three 
consecutive steps which any social worker or  other professional 
interested in serving them can follow. The,/irsr is to  identify lam- 
ilies in comparable crisis situations, which have succeeded. l 'he 
secotlrl is to  establish which providers of resources, fro111 within 
or  from without. were employed in order t o  reduce the incon- 
gruity between their ~ieed(s)  and their fulfilment. F i t i a l ~ ~ ~ ,  we have 
to detect those resources transformed into provisions and 
anlenities which can be considered, however tentatively, as 
having been crucial in attaining the reduction of need. On the 
basis of this, the professional can design the manner in which to 
address certain providers, within o r  outside the families, in order 
to  mobilise their resources. and in which he/she can transform 
then1 into provisionsand amenities which will benefit thelamilies 
to  be served. 



Before i l lustrating how tliis c a n  actually b e d o n e ,  let us  men- 
t ion why this seems t o  be  sucli a promising alternative.  First, it 
seems plausible t o  pursue this avenue  o f  learning f rom success 
because o n e  knows  that  wha t  has  worked once d o e s  have a 
chance of working again  when one c a n  assume 01- s h o w  tha t  the 
condi t ions  a r e  similar.  Anyone ,  intuitively, tries t o  recapture his 
ways t o  success of the  past  in order  t o  cast  o r  reemploy them a s  
guides for  act ion in the immediate  future.  Secondly,  as  such it 
coincides with what  practi t ioners d o  anyway,  somet imes know- 
ingly, at o the r  t imes inti~it ively.  W h a t  lias worked in the  natural  
course  of events serves a s  a basis for  emulat ing a n d  pursuing 
prolession:~lly, i.e., artificially a n d  deliberately. An  illustration of 
this is that  professional workers  prefer t o  provide parentless 
infants with adop t ive  ra the r  than with foster parents,  a n d ,  if 
possible, not with insti tutional care.  When  they lollow this pro- 
cedure,  they d o  s o  even in the  absence of clear theoretical foun-  
da t ions  of tliis "treatment of choice" a n d  on  the  basis of so-called 
wisdom of practice,  which considers tliat a substi tute should 
approx imate  a s  m u c h  as  possible t o  tlie original. 

In a s  much a s  this is such a promising routeforenr ic l i ingt l ie  
profession;~I p~-xctice of social work,  i t  seenis su rpr i s i~ lg  tliat it lias 
received s o  little a t t en t ion .  I-his may wcll be d u e  t o  social 
workers' adhcrencc t o  that  tradit ion ol' social science ~.esenr-ch 
which emulates  natural  science s t andards  ol ' research 21s a n  ideal 
type niodel for the  product ion ol 'knowlcdge.  I'articularly since 
this a p p r o a c h  has rcccntly rcccived serious cr i t ic isn~.  o n e  m a y n o t  
have to be too hesitant t o c x p l o r e a I t e r n ~ ~ t i v e  avenues  for the pro- 
duct ion of social work  intcrventions.  

Yet tliis reluctance t o  systematise learning Tsom success is 
a lso  related t o  certain mct l~odologic:~l  issues which li:~ve t o  be 
addressed. O n e  relatively simple issue is tllc definition ofsuccess.  
T h e  more complex iss~lcs  a r e  t l ioseconr~ected with a n y  retrospec- 
tive study. wlierc the  independent  variables have t o  be inlerred 
retrospectively. af ter  tlie dependent  variables have been 
established. - l - l~e  h r r . v i c  issue is t o  identiuy those independent vari- 
ables tliat contr ibuted t o  the observed effects vs. co-existing but 
non-contributing ("exogenous") "state" variables.  A . \ .ec.otrtln~~j~, 

and simpler,  issue is to scparate  tlie "m;~nipulable" frorn the 
"non-manipulable" contl-ibuting vi~r iables ;  tllc fo rmer  a r e  elc- 



ments in the prescription for intervention; the latter help to indi- 
cate the boundary condirion.v under which the variables which 
proved to  be both effective and manipulable can be usefully 
employed. In the case at hand, the prescriptive control variables 
may be some of the resources employed to extricate the families 
from their plight and the manner in which they were put to use. 
These variables indicate or  prescribe what resources those 
engaged in helping might employ in their efforts o n  behalf of the 
families they serve. This is not the case with state variables which 
describe the population o r  the history of their needs. These vari- 
ables are neither objects of change nor d o  they haveaction impll- 
cations. These methodological problems will have to  be dcalt 
with elsewhere. Here we shall show how examples ofsuccess may 
produce distinct and,  presumably, effective professional exper- 
tise for mobilising resources for these families. 

HOW TO LEARN FROM SUCCESS: THE MOBILISATION 
OF RESOURCES 

As has been stated, professional interventions with or o n  
behalf of marginal families can be fashioned o n  the basis of the 
success of  similar families in extricating themselves from their 
plight. This retrospective approach is proposed here a s  an  alter- 
native t o  approaches which fasl~ion interventions on the basis of 
theories, prevalent practice innovations and prospective e~npisi-  
cal research. 

In view of the inherent shortconlings of each of these 
approaches we shall now consider, with the help of examples. 
how studying success may equip social workers with the kind of 
expertise they require. T o  recapitulate: once they have identified 
relevant families which have succeeded in extricating themselves 
from their plight, they have then to identify the providers of 
resources who supplied these families with the provisions and 
amenities used by them, as  well as  how those resources were 
rnobilised. O n  the basis of this information, and in theabsence of 
alternatives, the social worker may be able to conclude what pro- 
visions and amenities have been effective in the past and therefore 
should be mobilised in order to  serve fanlilies who have not been 
able to  improve their situation unaided. 



While the heart of this procedure is inevitably retrospective. 
it should be a s  systematically replicable and valid as  possible. T o  
illustrate this procedure, we have chosen examples from our 
experience a s  practitioner-researcher. Two of the illustrations 
selected - one based on  a small scale study and one on  partici- 
pant observation - refer to families which have used available 
resources well without the help of social workers. The  two others 
refer t o  families which have done so with the help of social 
workers. o n e  is elicited from practical experience and one from a 
review of case records. For  each example a n  attempt will be made 
to  suggest what particular provisions and  amenities the fanlilies 
used and what actions this prescribes for work with similar 
families, and  how it might enrich the repertoire of social work 
with them. 

Example I: A Study of Welfare Families which Did Well After a 
Fire 

The  first example reports on a systematic small scale intro- 
spective study of New York welfare families whose homes had 
burnt down (Rosenfeld & Krim, 1983). There a n  attempt was 
made to compare two groups of families - tliose which did well 
after the fire and those who  did not. Its purpose was to isolate 
variables which might have contributed to  some families having 
done better after the fire than before it. In this study success was 
defined in terms of the mothers in the families having takensup 
employment o r  having returned to  study, and having stated that 
they did better after the fire than before it. Two  factors wliicli dif- 
ferentiated between the eight families which did better and the 
four which did not will be mentioned: ( I )  The former moved 
away from their families of origin after the fire, tlie latter did not; 
(2) while the former had a reciprocal-mutual type relationsliip 
with their young children who provided them with solace, tlie 
latter treated their children a s  burdens and tended to order them 
around. On  the basis of this, at least two things concerning the 
networks of those who did well after the fire can be hypothesized 
as having practice implications: ( I )  Their families of origin were a 
negative resource, i.e., one  which did not constitute a source of 
provision, and  (2) their young children were a positive source oT 
provision. 



A l ~ l ~ l i c , u ~ i o r i  lo  Prcrclic,e: In order  to serve welfare families after a 
Tire -- a n d  perhaps others  with comparab le  plights - the social 
worker may be well advised t o  resist the temptat ion toencourage  
reestablishing family lies and try to  encourage moving away from 
families of origin. The former  c a n  thus  be considered providers o f  
negative I-esoul.ces and hat-bourers of provisionsand amenities to  
be shunned.  Furthermore.  ra ther  than considering that  young 
children should no t  be encouraged to  provide their mothers with 
sol;~ce, which [nay a p p e a r  overdenlanding of the child, social 
workers might engage in ~nobi l is ing,  a t  least not censoring, such 
~ n u t u a l i t y  in the lnother-cliild relationship. Indeed this might be 
considered a s  beneficial resources fo r  such mothers.  Botli these 
Iioweves tentative prescriptions for  practice have been derived 
from the actual  experience of families which did well without 
profession;il guidance.  I t  is unlikely that  either not using [lie 
extended family 01- using children a s  providers of resourcescould 
have been put in to  practice on the basis of available theory o r  
enlpirical research. On the basis of this example both of them 
might provide guidelines for  social work with a variety of other 
larnilies, a n d  [lot only those whose homes were burnt  do\vn. 

1xanil)le 11: I'artiripalit Observatioli  of Families Facing 
Evacuation 

71-llis action-research s tudy was conceived to  suggest guide- 
lines Tor future  practice by participant observation coupled with 
prclilninary a t t e m p t s  to engage in experimental intervention. I t  
I-eports o n  the work carried o u t  in 1982 by a tea111 of Israelisocial 
wor-kcrs and  o ther  professionals dur ing  the last lap ol' 
preparatiolis l'or the evacuation of Ophi ra ,  a townlet in the 
southern t ip ol' the S ina i  Perlinsula, a s  part  oT the C a m p  David 
Agreement between lsrael a n d  Egypt (Rosenfeld et al.. 1984). All 
l'aniilies facing evacuat ion were included in this study. Its pul-- 
pose was to  identiry different family types in order  to  establish 
their differential capacity t o  cope with the pending uprooting 
which will be described here in t e rmsof  theircapacity to  rnobilisc 
available resources. Fanlilies most able  to nlobilise resources and 
also able to  t rans form them into provisions and amenities, were 
those which liad first c o m e  to  this town with the explicit aim of 
establishing tl len~selves a s  families under the auspicious con- 
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I ditions prevailing there. These were the ones well equipped to 
cope with the evacuation and avail themselves of all providers of 
resources except one. They, like all other families, berated the 
central authorities for having agreed to their uprooting without 
even providing them with any solace for tlie pain which the 
evacuation inflicted on  them. Another group of  families experi- 
enced the evacuation as  one more link in a chain of previous 
traumatic uprootings, often connected with the Holocaust or 
their original migration to Israel. Absence of any providers of 
resources - or networks - t o  cope with the repetition of the past 
lent to tlie evacuation of these families tlie meaning of an  
expulsion. A third group of families were the oncs which turned 
out to  be those least ablc to  mastcr this plight on their own and 
most in need of professional help. They had come to a faraway 
place in a n  attempt to take time out from thcir previous crisis- 
riddled lives and get away frorn tlicir family, friends o r  even from 
their partners in crime. l'liese families scemed lcast ablc to  plan 
their next steps. Instead of preparing the next phase of their lives. 
many of them used tlie financial compensation they had I-eceived 
for buying homes, cars and Iurniture. as  if to  show lo those they 
had lel't behind how well they had done in tlicir absence. Ix l t  to 
their own deviccs. thcy were unable to  cffeclively ube the 
resources available t o  all cvacuces, by transforming them into 
provisions and amenities which did not scrvc their nccds. 

Applicutior~ 10 Prclc/ic.e: I t  was not the task of this team to  mobi- 
lise resources for these I'aniilics. However, i t  was possible to learn 
from this cxpcricncc how one might provide anticipatory guid- 
ance and other interventive strategies when comparable events 
would force other laniilies to leave their liomcplace. One guide 
for practice that could be learned was to idcnt~fy those families 
which could mobilise their own or  other f o r m ~ ~ l  or informal 
providers of rcsourccs and use them to  pavc their way out. 'l'his 
was in counte~.distinctio~i to those which could not d o  so. They. 
because of wliat leaving or  what returning nlcant to them, were 
not able to transform available resources into provisions and 
amenities which would set them on their way out on t l~eir  own. 
There is another  lesson to  be learned from the evacuation, one 
not specific to  vulnerable families. I t  illustratcs wliat we learned 
for tlie future frorn our inability to contribute to all evacuees' 



well-being. It refers t o  how important i t  is to  mobilise resources 
vested in the central authorities to provide all families with more 
than economic assistance. It became apparent that all evacuees 
needed some recognition for their trials and  tribulations which 
the authorities, out of a sense of complicity with a n  unpopular 
act, did not offer. In the course of our  unsuccessful attempts to 
mobilise the authorities into providing moral support,  i t  became 
evident that that complicity allowed them to be generous only 
with material rather than with moral cotnpensation. As such one 
may conjecture that under analogous circumstances, allaying 
guilt may have t o  precede attempts to  mobilise financial pro- 
visions. 

Example 111: The  Practices of a Shelter for Battered Women 

This example is based on  intensive interviews carried out  to 
explore what has contributed to  the success of a shelter for bat- 
tered women run by social workers. The shelter was known for its 
excellence, yet had never tried to spell out  what components or  
their practice are correlated with their success, and may have con- 
tributed to  i t .  The  challenge olaccounting lor  how they attained 
their goals forced them, for the first time, and of course retrospec- 
tively, clearly to  explicate what their goals were. After many 
years of practice it became clear to  them that one o r  their goals 
was to fight wife battering as  a social problem. Their other goal 
was to  transform battered women either into mothers in one- 
parent families o r  into well-treated wives. With the help ofactual 
case descriptions of their successful activities - successful in 
terms of having achieved these goals - it became evident what 
their interventive doctrines were: They fought wife battering as a 
social problem by mobilising formal networks like the police 
which did not ordinarily provide protection for these women. 
The workers at  the shelter did so  by refusing to  take in some of the 
women referred by the police, and by persuading, nay cajoling, 
them to  act themselves on behalf of the women. With regard to 
the second goal, the workers helped the women to  use the time 
out  which the shelter provided them, as  an  opportunity to  review 
the women's own outlook on  life, with special emphasis on their 
tendency not t o  look after themselves, never t o  be provided for, 
but always to  be the providers. Indeed, once it became apparent 



to the women that  their familial and extra-familial networks 
never fulfilled such a function, they could be helped to use them- 
selves as providers of their own resources. 

Application to Practice: In the course of reviewing the success of 
this shelter, it became possible actually to spell out the nature of 
the doctrine of practice which could be transmitted to those 
operating such shelters elsewhere. A shelter can further the goal 
of combatting wife battering by using requests by authorities to 
offer shelter t o  any woman they did not protect a s a n  opportunity 
to demand of them t o  provide protection. T o  serve the battered 
wives one may have to abandon attempts at reconciliation, i.e.. 
not to turn t o  the battering husband a s  a provider of this 
resource. Instead, one might concentrate on harnessing the 
women's own resources by dissuading them tocontinuespending 
themselves in the role of ill-compensated providers for others. 
Instead, they trained them to demand provisions and amenities 
for themselves from other usually formal networks, and not ,as  in 
their past, to beg them for their husbands.* 

Example IV: A Case Review of Severely Handicapped 
Rehabilitees 

The final example is also one which systematically and retro- 
spectively examines successful professional practice. In contra- 
distinction to the previous example, i t  was based on written case 
records (Rosenfeld, 1982). These records were obtained from 
workers of a large rehabilitation agency who had worked with 
severely handicapped adult clients who, contrary to professional 
expectations, were helped to find work, many of them for the first 
time. Twelve such cases were transmitted by different workers. 
Each of the none-too-complete case records was examined. On 
the basis of this analysis one clear common practice became 
visible in seven of the cases. It was of interest to note that, com- 

*Learning f rom their own successful practice had an unanticipated el'fect on the 
workers i n  this shelter. These workers too went there as fugitivesfronr their un- 
satisfactory professional practice elsewhere. Specifying what accounted for 
their professional success, provided them, as the women with whorn they 
worked, wi th  a new and more satisfactory career. 



pared to  their prevalence in the general population, among this 
group there was a n  over-representation of clients who were sons 
of so called over-protective mothers. With regard to  them they 
described with much satisfaction how they had pried those 
mothers loose from their not-so-young off-springs. 

Applicarior~ ro Pracrice: There is more to  this inference than its 
predictive value embedded in knowing that having had an  over- 
protective mother may provide a favourable prognosis, i.e. those 
who had such a mother had a greater chance to  be helped. How- 
ever, this does more than suggest that workers may be well 
advised to  address the plight of these mothers who may find it 
hard to let their sons go. I t  suggests what one may have to  d o  or, 
at least, experiment with when working with severely handi- 
capped candidates for vocational rehabilitation whose mothers 
had not provided them with overprotection: One may have to  
offer them professionally - i.e. deliberately - what they had not 
received by their naturalcaretakers. Indeed, overprotecting them 
may be a n  interim resource which facilitates the transition to 
work training. 

It is of interest that several years later, and quite indepen- 
dently, we had the opportunity to  hear about  a highly successful 
training program, mainly for the mentally retarded who had 
never worked before, which proceeded on  just this basis 
(Pinkowitz, 1983). 

I t  would be rash t o  claim that these examples are more than 
illustrations which may justify the development of the idea of 
systematically learning from success. Without disregarding that 
strictly speaking these are no  more than conjectures, they demon- 
strate that using actual experience furnishes distinct guidelines 
for action, i.e. what proyiders may be addressed, what resources 
may be tapped, and how this may be done in order to mobilise 
provisions and amenities for marginal groups. 

For those who are able to  free themselves from exclusively 
relying on  traditional social science methodology and theory, as a 
basis for developing practice, these four examples suggest how 
one can transform one's professional practice on the basis of 
interventions whioh were successful with and without the contri- 



bution of professionals. In a bibliography compiled by the 
author* it has been shown that these are not isolated examples 

I and that there are many accounts which, though not necessarily 
presented for the sake of learning from successful interventions, 
could provide the basis for enriching and transforming pro- 
fessional practice. T o  infer what can be Iearned from several of 
them in the aggregate, both to improve practice and theory, has 
to be preceded by a more systematic treatment of the methodo- 
logical issues. 

I SOME EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS 

l'his final section will address itself to  theeducational impli- 
cations of the idea of learning from success which has been devel- 
oped here. It seems indicated to discuss this issue, since the way of 

I learning from success which these examples advocate, constitutes 
a departure from other modes of developing professional prac- 

I tice. It is a departure which calls for reconsideration of the cur- 
I riculum which prepares for this rathcr than for the other routcs of 

developing professional practice. 

The objective of education in the professions is to prepare 
future practitioners to effectively serve their clients. T o  prepare 
future professionals for the kind of practice required to work 
with marginal groups in the manncr suggested here has at  least 
three distinct curricular implications: In the area of the use made 
of theory and research and related t o  it, in the manner in wliicl~ 
cases are used and,  finally, in relation to  professional autonomy 
and initiative. The  reason these three issues were selected is that it 
appears that mastery of each of them is required to  produce prac- 
tice in line with the kind of examples of success which have been 
given in the prcvious scction. 

In order to apply rl~co,:~>ancl rc.reurclr for gencrating practice 
with marginal groups, the teaching of theory and research will 
have to be reviewed. The  practitioner who is more likely to be 
effective in work with marginal groups is one who does not rely 
on practice modalities which arc produced on  the basis of t l~eo-  
retically or  empirically validated, a priori, alrcady available 

*Available on request. 



knowledge. Instead he will have to  resort to  generating practice 
modalities o n  the basis of what, in retrospect, can beseen t o  have 
worked for members of these groups. In these terms he should 
not exclusively o r  primarily be taught o r  study theory and 
research in order to infer f rom the generalisations arising from 
them, what practice he should or  can use. Neither will he be 
expected to use his effective practice to  validate once more these 
theories o r  study results, let alone to  build so  called general prac- 
tice knowledge. Any generalisations that may emerge will d o  so 
only in the course or  a t  the end of professional work with these 
groups. In the context of what one may call the imperative of 
practice, i.e. to  initiate and  ensure the provision of resources 
there and  then, theories and  research are no more and no  less 
than tools for  sharpening one's capacity to  observe what only 
retrospectively, on  the basis of past o r  concurrent results, can be 
inferred t o  have worked. Social workers will have t o  rely on pro- 
fessional and  other experience, of what has worked in the pastas 
guides to the search for  ideas, qua  hypotheses, for developing 
their practice. 

Another and  related educational issue is that  ofhow to  syste- 
matise rhe use oj'cases as a basis for  generating erfective practice. 
One particular kind of cases - successful cases - ~ r o v i d e s  a 
basis'for generating practice modalities. This obvio"sly refers 
both t o  cases taken from actual professional practice and to  those 
which describe other events whlch haveor  are presumed to have 
effected some desirable outcome. The  use of cases is not new to 
professional education and is widely, though differently, used in 
medicine, law, business and  social work. Insocial work however, 
it has not gained the kind of respectability o r  systematic use that 
it deserves in the service of generating the kind of practice alluded 
to  here. This  of course relates equally to the one o r  many "cases" 
bf individuals who have been successfully served by professionals 
a s  well a s  t o  those who have successfully extricated themselves 
from their plight on  their own. T o  use successful cases svstematic- 
ally and  for  ;he purpose outlined here, requires rethinking the 
whole issue of using cases in teaching. It mav indeed afford social 
work education with the opportunity t o  reconsider and to 
innovate its use of cases in teaching. This is so irrespective of the 
need to s tudy unsuccessful cases as  a basis for validating 
conclusions regarding any particular practice. 



The  final educational issue t o  which we wish to  address our- 
selves briefly refers to  certain attributes of the professional. It 
calls for  the selection and training of students with prq/es.rional 
autonomy, and thus initiative. Professional autonomy is an  attri- 
bute which is essential for  those members of so  called free pro- 
fessions who  wish to serve marginal groups within the framework 
of the service bureaucracies which employ them. Without speci- 
fying how autonomy is to be festered in the course of professional 
education, it may be well t o  emphasize its importance in the 
service of marginal groups. Autonomy is needed in order to  
address new client groups and problems, rather than to continue 
with work and clients one is accustomed to. It is also needed in 
order t o  search for and independently generate one's own prac- 
tice modalities. It takes autonomy not to persevere but adapt 
one's familiar practice repertoire to new situations and not to 
count on others t o  come up  with answers for challenges they 
never had t o  face. Autonomy and self-reliance is also needed in 
order to  follow leads for  practice which may be quite unfamiliar 
and which indeed deviate from current professional lore or  pre- 
vious experience. T o  carry out thcsc tasks rcquires organisational 
support.  However, such support is not handed down and i t  too 
depends o n  autonomous professionals who are willing and able 
t o  fight for it. 

These then are three educational issues wliich anyone inter- 
ested in furthering service t o  marginalgroups and in the direction 
explicated here has to address. Without going into the actual 
curricular implications, it is not possible to consider whether they 
would have a fundamental impact on  educational programs. Be 
that as  it may. Without the active and deliberate support  and 
contribution of those entrusted with professional education, 
progress in this field will remain dependent on individual 
initiative. 

SUMMARY - SOME FUTURE PERSPECTIVES ON 
LEARNING FROM SUCCESS I 

An attempt has been made here to make the case for learning 
from success a n  essential avenue for developing professional 
practice in the human services or  personal care field, with special 



reference to the practice of social work. It has been argued that 
this is a particularly promising way for developing practice with 
marginal groups. .l'Iiis is so because of the shortcomings of the 
alternative sources, namely already established theories and 
research, currently employed practice modalities and prospective 
empirical studies. 

It has also been suggested that there is a wide range of life 
events which provide the raw material which can be transformed 
into professional practice. Th i s  refers as much to accounts of 
natural events in which a particular individual or  group have 
reversed their adverse situation without professional help as  to 
those where some deliberate and  artificial, i.e. professional, help 
has been provided. 

From this i t  follows that in the future one might compile 
multiple accounts of how individuals o r  groups in comparable 
adverse situations have been able to  reverse them. These can be 
used for extracting those common features which can beassumed 
to have contributcd to  the successTuI resolution ortheir plight. In 
the aggregate, these common interventive factors may provide 
the basis for establishing an  errective practicedoctrine. They may 
of course also provide the basis for  developing !heories which 
addrcss the issue o I  intervention o r  validate others which are not 
related to  intel.vention. 

Such a n  analysis of comparable accounts of results con- 
sidered successful. can be carried out on the basis of the pro- 
cedural framework which has been proposed here.* Within this 
framework success is viewed as  a reversal of some incongruence 
between certain needs of a populationand provisions and ameni- 
ties they had lacked and which have becomeavailable toand used 
by them. Having established comparability with regard to the 
population, their plight o r  both, the search forcommon interven- 
tive factors may be carried out within this analytic framework. 
The features of this framework are as follows: 

'Since the four examples o f  learning f rom success presented here were not com- 
parable either i n  terms of the population o r  tlleir p l igh!~ ,  no attempt had been 
made to illustratc how !his procedural framework could have been applied to 
extract f rom them interventive commonalities. 



I. Identifying the providers of resources which range from the 
person in need himself, to  his informal and  formal networks, 
to professionals and service organizations as well as  to  legal 
and political institutions. 

2. Analyzing the manner in which these providers of resources 
have been mobilised. 

3. Understanding the manner in which these resources have 
been transformed into provisions and amenities, and how 
they have been used by the particular population in need. 

It should be obvious that the usefulness of this is dependent 
on the quality of the raw material on which it is to  be based. This, 
in turn, is a function of the sampling procedure. the source of 
da ta  and the manner in which they werc collected. All three are 
more problematic when, as  in this case, the material is inevitably 
collected retrospectively. Iiecent studies have shown that these 
methodological constraints are not all that insurmountable. This 
is borne out by studies on  invulnerable children (Ciarmecy, 1985). 
on successful business school graduates (Vaillant, 1977) and on 
young men who have ovcrcome thcir inauspicuous early lirecon- 
ditions (Matras and Iiosenfeld, 1985). In each of  these studiesan 
attempt has been made to  identify control factors which, retro- 
spectively, can be shown to  have contributed to  success and 
which can then be translated into prospective interventive pro- 
cedures and programs. 

This touches on  one final point: who will work on the 
methodological issues which plague learning from success. With- 
out resolving some of thcse issues, learning from success may 

; legitimately be considered acommendable but outlandish avenue 
for developing professional practice. Yet since i t  seems to  pave 

1 the way for generating effective professional expertise for 
i addressing the plight ensuing from the emergence of new family 

patterns of o r  from old marginality, onecannot  allow it to rernain 
methodologically unacceptable. Therefore the methodological 
shortcomings related to  l ea~x ing  f rom success as a retrospectively 
generated source of practice, have to be overcome. This too will 
have to be undertaken by social workers and other professionals 



who, committed to  serving these families, are also able to tackle 
these methodological issues. As they have taken charge of serving 
these families, they will have to resolve them and  cannot relegate 
them to  others o r  for a later day. In taking this upon themselves 
they will provide these families with another important resource 
for  freeing them from marginality: they will respond to their 
needs with expertise which methodologically is based on  solid 
grounds. 

POSTSCRIPT 

My colleague D r  Moshe Sarell, for whose helpful comments 
on a n  earlier version of this paper I a m  most grateful, also pin- 
pointed some of the methodological issues which will be para- 
phrased here. 

Indeed the procedure advocated in this paper is essentially 
aimed a t  helping the practicing professional to  elicit from his, her 
or some other's experience some conjectures as t o  which factors 
seem to  have "worked" for  clients in particular circumstances. so 
that these factors may be utilized for  providing effective interven- 
tions for  people in "similar" situations. However, a s  indicated in 
the paper, this use of success cases as  a source of interventive 
measures raises a t  least four methodological issues: 

( I )  Is it justified to  focus on  "success" cases, rather than on  
learning from the entire distribution of results? 

(2) In identifying manipulatable correlates of success, how 
does the professional distinguish between "relevant" and "irrele- 
vant" correlates, or ,  more precisely, between causally-relevant 
and causally-irrelevant ones? 

(3) The  examination of success cases may point to  putative 
correlates, be they intervention inputs or  properties of people's 
own personalities and  natural environments. However, we still 
have t o  be able toestablish that these "correlations" are not spuri- 
ous (i.e., cannot  beUexplained away" by other variables). In other 
words we have t o  show that  these presumed correlates have some 
"causal pobtler". 



(4) The potentialcontribution of thesuggested procedure to  
the development of systematic practice theory ("practical know- 
ledge") requires clarification a s  to both the infernal validir!~ of the 
causal inferences (= did the factors identified bring about ,  or  a t  
least contribute t o  the observed "success"?) and their exrernal 
validity (= the generalizability of the findings across times, set- 
tings and persons). 

I t  is hoped that these, and related, issues will be discussed in 
more detail in a subsequent paper. 
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