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Historical Background

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Social Work Theories in Germany – two branches of tradition

Youth movements, 

progressive education

Women‘s, social and peace
movements

Social EducationHelp

Convergence: Social Work (Soziale Arbeit)

Prevention and coping of social problems

Focus: education/inclusion of 
children/youth

Focus: poverty reduction

Social Pedagogy
(Sozialpädagogik)

Social Work
(Sozialarbeit)
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Current Paradigms in German Debates

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

- Hermeneutic Approaches : Mollenhauer, Winkler, B. Müller
(References: Humanities, Geisteswissenschaftliche Pädagogk)

- Life World Approach: Thiersch
(References: Habermas and Husserl)

- Coping Paradigm Böhnisch
(References: Beck, Durkheim and Mennicke)

- Reflexive Approach Otto, Dewe, Thole
(References: Beck and Bourdieu) 

- Critical Approaches Kappeler, Kunstreich, Kessl
(References: Marx or Foucault)

- Systemic Approach(es) Staub-Bernasconi or Kleve, Baecker, Bommes, Scherr
(References: Bunge or Luhmann/Constructivism)

- Ecological Approaches Wendt, Germain/Gitterman
(References: Ecological Thinking)

Spatial Paradigm in 
Social Pedagogy

Systemic Paradigm of 
Social Work
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Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

The Systemistic Paradigm
of Social Work
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SPSW – Backgrounds

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Silvia Staub-Bernasconi
- Social work as a profession
- Human rights perspectives
- International perspectives

Werner Obrecht
- Integration of theories
- Knowledge for social work

Kaspar Geiser
- Methodology for
practical social work
(Assessment)

Mario Bunge
- Philosophy of social
sciences
- Systemic Realism
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SPSW – Six Key Terms

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

1. Social Work

Social Work‘s subject matter:
- Individuals within the social structure
- with social problems
- and scarcity of ressources

Areas of social work: 

Profession Discipline

Teaching Field of research
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SPSW – Six Key Terms

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

2. Social Problems

Needs can not be met –
caused by insufficient social embededness

Cause:  Individual, social structure or (often) both (micro-macro perspective) 

Scarcity of ressources

Solution: (Re-)establishment of access to ressources / embeddedness
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SPSW – Six Key Terms

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

a) Individual characteristics
Scarcity of ressources
(physical, socio-economical, cultural, emotional, 
knowledge-related, skills to act)

b) Social exchange
Asymmetric proportions of giving and taking

c) Power

Access to ressources is connected to prerequisites that can not be met

d) Norms and values
Norms and values do not support individual needs

2. Social Problems: Four modes
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SPSW – Six Key Terms

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

3. Human individuals

- Humans as biosystems (physis and mind/psyche) 

- Have needs and search for balanced states

- Human brain: learn and change

- Can influence own behaviour
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SPSW – Six Key Terms

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

4. Needs

States of tension in conciousness

Objective, not relative 

Elastic, but always existing

Lead to action � States of no tensions

Biological, psychic and social needs
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SPSW – Six Key Terms

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

5. Social systems

Consist of people that refer to each other

Base: Interaction  

Structures: Rules, norms, patterns

Social stratification: „Upper“ and „lower“ status groups

Power: Access to ressources is connected to conditions
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SPSW – Six Key Terms

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

6. Systems – Meta perspectives

Everything that exists is a system or a part of other systems

Ontology: Realism - There are only things and constructs

Epistemology: Constructivism - Knowledge/truth is possible through approximation
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SPSW – Practical Implications

Regulierter Kapitalismus NeoliberalismusTo support needs = to support human rights

Task for social workers: Follow, foster and support human rights

IFSW – UN paper: Social Work and Human Rights

Professional mandate – Political implications

Implication I: Social Work as a Human Rights Profession
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SPSW – Practical Implications

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

„Systemische Denkfigur“ (Systemic figure of thought, Kaspar Geiser) 

- Individual characteristics – social exchange –
power – norms und values

- 4 modes of social problems – 4 layers of analysis

Implication II: Social Assessment 

Description and Assessment:
- Characteristics, problems, ressources
- Explanations + ethical perspective
- Aims
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SPSW – Theory Development

Regulierter Kapitalismus NeoliberalismusModel for human and social functioning

Realism: Objectivity is possible

Normativity: 
Values connected to needs and rights

Research on social problems, interventions
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Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

The Spatial Paradigm in 
Social Paedagogy
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Spatial Paradigm – Backgrounds

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Ulrich Deinet
-Youth work

-Acquirement

Christian Reutlinger
-Social Geography

-Social Development

Hans Thiersch
-Hermeneutics

- Life World

Lothar Böhnisch
-Coping
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Space

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Definitions after Löw/Steets/Stötzer:

- Realtional allignments of (zoological) animals and 
social goods at common places 

- Spaces are dynamic

„Spaces emerge through order 
and also give order“



Theory Development in Social Work
Prof. Dr. Christian Spatscheck

Spacing

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Different spaces at one (geografic) place?

Spacing: Positioning, relating, building, 
moving in relation to other placements

Spaces emerge through actions,
they are always social and temporary

Spaces as social synthesis
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Social spaces

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Dimension 1: Spaces as material and objective environments
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Social spaces

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Dimension 2: Spaces as field of active acquirement
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Social spaces

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Dimension 2: Spaces as field of active acquirement
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Social spaces

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Dimension 2: Spaces as field of active acquirement
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Social spaces: Interactive perspektive

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Dimension 2: Spaces as field of active acquirement
=

Social spaces are interactive processes
between structures and inhabitants

(Social spaces are no containers)

Dimension 1: Spaces as material and objective environments
+
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Social space analyses

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Structural dimensions
Sources of information: Maps, social data, own questionaires

Subjective dimensions
Sources of information: Special research methods
(interactive, easy to use, practice research)
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Social space analyses

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Structured walks / 
City walks with inhabitants 
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Social space analyses

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

“Needle method”
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Social space analyses

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Stuctured interviews (quantitative or qualitative)
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Social space analyses

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Subjective maps / mental maps



Theory Development in Social Work
Prof. Dr. Christian Spatscheck

Social space analyses

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Peer group grids
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Social space analyses

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Further methods

• Autophotography
• Time budgets
• Interviews with key persons
• Analyses of institutions
• Secondary Analyses of Social Data

Sources:
Deinet, Ulrich 2009: Methodenbuch Sozialraum. Wiesbaden.
Krisch, Richard 2009: Sozialräumliche Methodik der Jugendarbeit. Weinheim.
Deinet, Ulrich/Krisch, Richard 2002: Der sozialräumliche Blick in der Jugendarbeit. Wiesbaden

Or use the „Methodenkoffer“ on: 
www.sozialraum.de
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Social Space Work (Sozialraumarbeit)

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Social Space Work as common creative challenge (Reutlinger/Wigger): 

Design through
social intervention:

Education,
Life World

Acquirement
Community work

Design of structures:
Modernisation of 
administrations,
Co-operation,
flexibilisation,

„From case to field“

Local social spaces

Design of places:
Town planning, 

social and educational
planning, architecture

Social development of 
local social spaces
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Spatial Paradigm – Theory Development

Regulierter Kapitalismus NeoliberalismusSocial spaces as local tasks of development

Hermeneutics: Understanding of 
system and Life World

Interdisciplinarity: 
Connections to other professions / services

Modernisation and acitvation of potentials and ideas
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Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Theory Development –
Open Questions
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Challenges

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Social work and social pedagogy - Convergence vs. Subsumption

Convergence: 
Bluring in one “theoretical melting pot”? 

Subsumption: 
Can we find a common roof?
Leading discipline: Social work, social pedagogy 
or “Soziale Arbeit” a third model?

(How) should social work and social
pedagogy be related to each other?
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Challenges

Regulierter Kapitalismus Neoliberalismus

Social work and social pedagogy – Subsumption as „Soziale Arbeit“

- Two approaches to one aim?

- The Model of Dieter Röh �

- Dortmund declaration: 
cooperation in higher education

- Increased cooperation between DGSA and DGfE?

-What is the modus for integration?
(Values, theories, declarations?)

Can / should social work and 
social pedagogy be integrated?

Dieter Röh in Birgmeier/Mührel 2009: Sozialarbeitswissenschaft, S. 205
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Thank you for your attention
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Prof. Dr. Christian Spatscheck
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