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What do you want to know 
about me?

STARTED WORKING IN THE 
HOMELESS SERVICES 

SECTOR IN 2006.

FIVE YEARS AFTER WORKING 
IN THE FIELD, I WAS TRAINED 
TO USE A STRENGTHS BASED 

APPROACH.

I BELIEVE THAT THE 
STRENGTHS BASED 
APPROACH CAN BE 
TRANSFORMATIVE.





What about you?

What’s your 
name?

What your 
role/title?

What 
organization 
are you with?

What’s one 
of your 

strengths?



Deficit vs. 
Strengths Self-

Description 
Activity

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://firstgradefactory.blogspot.com/2012/01/get-your-kagan-on.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


How 
were you 
taught to 
do your 
job?

Identify 
problems 
to solve?

Make a 
diagnosis?

Evaluate 
history of 
what got 

the 
person 
to you?

Look at what’s 
going wrong?



“The strengths perspective is a dramatic departure 
from conventional social work practice.  Practicing 
from a strengths orientation means this – everything 
you do as a social worker will be predicated, in some 
way, on helping to discover and embellish, explore, 
and exploit clients’ strengths and resources in the 
service of assisting them to achieve their goals, 
realize their dreams, and shed the irons of their own 
inhibitions and misgivings.

To really practice from a strengths perspective 
demands a different way of seeing clients, their 
environments, and their current situation.”

-Dennis Saleeby



Agenda

Back to the Basics

The Strengths Based 
Approach

Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs

Implementing a Strengths 
Based Approach



Back to the Basics





What is Your Role?



Things to 
Remember…



• Recognizes that individuals experiencing 
homelessness have a higher prevalence of 
trauma histories

• “What is wrong with you?” to “What happened to 
you?” 

Trauma 
Informed

• Recognizes the participant as the expert 
and their strengths are essential to their 
recovery

• Recovery looks different for everyone

Recovery 
Oriented

• Stable housing is always the goal

• Housing First philosophy

Housing 
Focused

• Assessments are focused on strengths

• Offer choice in decisions (housing, 
treatment, programs)

Person 
Centered



Regardless of your role in the 
homeless crisis response system, it is 
important to provide trauma-informed 
services.



WHY?



3 E’s of Trauma

Events
Circumstances and exposure 
to a traumatic event

Experience
Individualized perception 

Effects
Long-lasting, immediate or 
delayed onset



Case Management is NOT

• Parenting

• Mentoring

• Fixing



Case Management IS

• Partnering

• Encouraging

• Solution-
focused

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC 

BY-SA-NC
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Stay Housing 
Focused.



The Strengths-Based 
Approach



Move From…

Identifying what’s wrongIdentifying

Analyzing the causeAnalyzing

Deciding on goals to fix these causesDeciding

Making plans to achieve the goalsMaking

Implementing the PlanImplementing

Evaluating whether or not the problem was fixedEvaluating



Move To…

Focus on trusting and workable 
relationships

Empowering people to take a lead in their 
own care process

Working in collaborative ways on mutually 
agreed upon goals

Drawing upon the personal resources of 
motivation and hope

Creating sustainable change through 
learning and experiential growth





Strengths Perspective:  
Nine Core Principles
https://greaterfallsconnections.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Principles-of-Strength-2.pdf

https://greaterfallsconnections.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Principles-of-Strength-2.pdf


1. Every person has potential and it 
is their unique strengths and 
capabilities that will determine 
their evolving story, as well as 
define who they are – not their 
limitations.

Not, I will believe it when I see it; but I 
will believe, and I will see.



2. What we focus on becomes one’s 
reality.  Focus on strength, not 
labels – seeing challenges as 
capacity fostering (not something 
to avoid) creates hope and 
optimism.



3. The language we use creates our 
reality – both for the care providers 
and the children, youth, and their 
families.



4. Believe that change is inevitable –
all individuals have the urge to 
succeed, to explore the world 
around them and to make 
themselves useful to others and 
their communities.



5. Positive change occurs in the 
context of authentic relationships –
people therefore, need to know 
someone cares and will be there 
unconditionally for them.  It is a 
transactional and facilitating process 
of supporting change and capacity 
building – not fixing.



6. Person’s perspective of reality is 
primary (their story) – therefore, 
need to value and start the 
process with what is important to 
the person – not the expert.



7. People have more confidence and 
comfort to journey to the future 
(the unknown) when they are 
invited to start with what they 
already know.



8. Capacity building is a process and 
goal – a life-long journey that is 
dynamic as opposed to static.



9. It is important to value differences 
and the essential need to 
collaborate – effective change is a 
collaborative, inclusive, and 
participatory process – “it takes a 
village to raise a child.”



What is a Strengths-Based Assessment?



• A review of emotional and behavioral skills, competencies, and 
experiences.

• Creates a sense of personal accomplishment.

• Enhances ability to deal with adversity, challenges, and stress.

• Promotes personal, societal, and economic development.

• Identifies capabilities that will assist the individual to attain self-
sufficiency.



Assessments 
and Planning

• Assessments should lead 
us right into the planning 
process.

• Assessments help us 
answer the questions:

• Why are they here? 
(Housing)

• What do they want?

• What are the solutions?





Strengths 
Based 
Practices:  
Worker 
Assessment



Real Life 
Scenario

Tony is a person who was 
newly admitted into your 
housing program.  He has a 
long history of alcohol 
dependence, which has 
contributed to his homeless 
episodes.  Tony lived in a city 
park for 8 years.

He’s moved into his new 
apartment and voluntarily 
reduces his alcohol use to a six-
pack a day.

What are some of Tony’s 
strengths?



Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs



This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://www.privateinternetaccess.com/blog/2017/02/understanding-the-different-maslow-need-levels-for-privacy/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Why is Maslow’s Hierarchy 
Important to Consider?

People cannot move to the 
next level of the hierarchy until 
they meet the needs of the 
lower levels.



Physiological

• Basic needs for 
survival

• Need food, water, 
shelter, sleep, 
oxygen.

• Without these needs 
being met, nothing 
else in life matters.

• Cannot move upward 
in the hierarchy 
without having these 
needs met.

• Examples:  Health, 
Food, Sleep



Safety

Seeking safety from other people

Protection from harm

Examples:  Shelter, Removal from Danger



Belonging

Desire to be 
accepted, fit in.

Feel like we 
have a place in 

the world.

Examples:  
Love, affection, 
being part of a 

group.



Esteem

SELF-RESPECT

RESPECT FROM OTHERS

FEELING LIKE WE HAVE 
MADE ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
IN LIFE

EXAMPLES:  SELF-ESTEEM, 
ESTEEM FROM OTHERS



Self-Actualization

Complete 
understanding of 

self

Where you 
belong in society

You have 
accomplished all 
that you set out 
to accomplish

Accept the world 
and see human 

as inherently 
good

Examples:  
Achieving 
individual 
potential



Real Life Scenario:  
Douglas, US Army Veteran

• Camped alone on the Colorado plains for years

• Disengaged with family and friends (no support system)

• No income or health insurance

• No interests or goals expressed at Housing Briefing

At VASH Admission

• Employed

• Developed relationships

• Every few months expressed that he wanted to run away and leave his unit, 
quit his job, and go back to camping on the plains…it was easier

Once housed

What kept him housed?



Physiological

Safety

BelongingEsteem

Self-
Actualization



How Does This Apply to Your 
Work?



Break



Implementing A 
Strengths-Based 

Approach



Comparison of Pathology 
(Deficits) and Strengths
(Adapted from Saleebey, D. (2008).  The Strengths Perspective in Social Work)



PATHOLOGY (DEFICITS) STRENGTHS

PERSON IS A CASE AND SYMPTOMS ADD UP

TO DIAGNOSIS

PERSON IS DEFINED AS UNIQUE; TRAITS, 

TALENTS, AND RESOURCES ADD UP TO

STRENGTHS

INTERVENTION IS PROBLEM-FOCUSED INTERVENTION IS POSSIBILITY-FOCUSED

PERSONAL ACCOUNTS AID IN THE

SUGGESTION OF A DIAGNOSIS THROUGH

REINTERPRETATION BY AN “EXPERT”

PERSONAL ACCOUNTS ARE THE ESSENTIAL

ROUTE TO KNOWING AND APPRECIATING THE

PERSON

PRACTITIONER IS SKEPTICAL OF PERSONAL

STORIES, RATIONALIZATIONS

PRACTITIONER KNOWS THE PERSON FROM

INSIDE AND OUT

CENTERPIECE OF WORK IS THE PLAN

DEVISED BY PRACTITIONER INDIVIDUAL

CENTERPIECE OF WORK IS THE ASPIRATIONS

OF FAMILY OR INDIVIDUAL



PATHOLOGY (DEFICITS) STRENGTHS

PRACTITIONER IS THE EXPERT ON

CLIENTS’ LIVES

INDIVIDUALS OR FAMILIES ARE THE

EXPERTS

POSSIBILITIES FOR CHOICE, CONTROL, 

COMMITMENT, AND PERSONAL

DEVELOPMENT ARE LIMITED BY DEFICITS

POSSIBILITIES FOR CHOICE, CONTROL, 

COMMITMENT, AND PERSONAL

DEVELOPMENT ARE OPEN TO

EVOLUTION

RESOURCES FOR WORK ARE THE

KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS OF THE

PROFESSIONAL

RESOURCES FOR WORK ARE THE

STRENGTHS, CAPACITIES, AND ADAPTIVE

SKILLS OF THE INDIVIDUAL OR FAMILY

HELP IS CENTERED ON REDUCING THE

EFFECTS OF SYMPTOMS AND THE

NEGATIVE PERSONAL AND SOCIAL

CONSEQUENCES OF ACTIONS, 

EMOTIONS, THOUGHTS OR

RELATIONSHIPS

HELP IS CENTERED ON GETTING ON

WITH ONE’S LIFE, AFFIRMING AND

DEVELOPING VALUES AND

COMMITMENTS, AND FINDING

MEMBERSHIP IN A FAMILY OR

COMMUNITY



Reframing isn’t only about how you 
talk and write about the people you’re 
serving; it’s also about helping those 
you serve to use strength-based 
language when talking about 
themselves.



Reframing 
Activity



IF THE CLIENT DESCRIBES THEMSELVES AS…
YOU REFRAME THE DESCRIPTION TO BE

STRENGTH BASED

LAZY
LAID BACK, MELLOW, RELAXED, TAKING IT

EASY, WAITING, UNSKILLED

PUSHY
ASSERTIVE, IN A HURRY, ACTION ORIENTED, 

CONFIDENT

IMPATIENT
ACTION-ORIENTED, HAS HIGH STANDARDS, 

EFFICIENT, HIGH ENERGY

UNCARING
DETACHED, ALLOWS ROOM, UNAWARE, 

OVERWHELMED, HURT

DEPRESSED
OVERWHELMED, QUIET, SLOWING DOWN, SAD, 

WITHDRAWN

AGGRESSIVE
FORCEFUL, UNAWARE OF OWN STRENGTHS, 

ASSERTIVE, PERSISTENT

NAGGING
CONCERNED, TRYING TO BRING OUT THE BEST

IN SOMEONE, PERSISTENT

WITHDRAWN
DEEP THINKER, THOUGHTFUL, QUIET, SHY, 

APPREHENSIVE, CAUTIOUS, DEFERENCE



Documentation 
Should Be…

✓Strengths-Based

✓Person First

✓Specific

✓Objective

✓Non-Clinical



What if 
your client 
asks to see 
their file?



Person First Language

INCORRECT

• Schizophrenic

• Addict

• Mentally Ill

• Disabled

• Homeless

PERSON FIRST

• Person with 
schizophrenia

• Person with addiction

• Person with a mental 
health diagnosis

• Person with a disability

• Person experiencing 
homelessness
homelessness



Specific and Objective

• Specific: Be clear so an outsider could read 
the note and understand

• CM will follow up on birth certificate

• CM will contact the clerk at DOH to check on the 
status of the birth certificate applied for on 3/22

• Objective: Impartial and Unbiased
• Avoid “I think”

• State matter of fact what the client said or did



Align With Strengths-
Based Beliefs



Strengths-
Based 
Beliefs

✓The consumer is competent and has 
an understanding of what is good for 
them.

✓The case manager and household 
are part of a collaborative 
relationship.

✓The case manager is not intrusive 
and does not assume they’ve 
identified a problem and how to 
solve it.



Strengths-
Based 
Beliefs 

Cont.

✓The family chooses the goals to be 
addressed by the case manager and 
the family.

✓The family participates in goal-
setting and chooses appropriate 
options.

✓The worker acknowledges 
accomplishments of the family 
leading to positive results, 
demonstrating the value the worker 
has for the family’s ability to solve 
problems.



Strengths-
Based 
Beliefs 

Cont.

✓The household participates in goal-
setting and chooses appropriate 
options.

✓The worker acknowledges 
accomplishments of the household 
leading to positive results, 
demonstrating the value the worker 
has for the household’s ability to 
solve problems.

✓Consumer sessions include the case 
manager observing, noticing, and 
commenting on household solutions 
and success.



Service Planning & 
Engagement



What’s 
Wrong With 

This 
Picture?



Things to think about…

• Are you offering services in a culturally 
competent manner?

• Is the person served engaged in writing 
and reviewing the service plan, data 
entry, or case notes?

• Have you discussed what triggers the 
person you’re serving to prevent creating 
a crisis?

• Relationships help the healing and 
recovery process, but do you remember 
that relationship building takes time?

• Is there recognition of how hard it is to 
live on the streets, and how strong that 
person must be?



What do your ISPs look like?

Are they standardized?

Do they focus on solutions?

Who is the author?





Create Simple Action Plans

Identify between 

1 and 3

✓Strengths or 
resources

✓Past successes

✓Concrete and 
measurable 
goals

Preparing for the 
Next Meeting

✓1 or 2 tasks for 
case worker to 
complete

✓1 or 2 tasks for 
person served to 
complete



SMART Goals

Goals should be:

• Specific

• Measurable

• Attainable

• Realistic

• Timely





Breaking Down 
the Goals
• Do you just write the goal 

down?

• Do you talk about the steps that 
it will take to achieve the goal?

• If the goals standardized, can 
you create additional tailored 
goals (ie:  focused on 
medication compliance, etc)?

• What do you do when you 
disagree with the person’s 
goal?



Goal Mapping Activity



Guidelines for Goal Setting

Goals must be important to the person 
served.

Goals should stress proactivity.

Goals must be small, simple, specific, 
measurable, realistically achievable.



Guidelines for Goal Setting

Goals must be stated as the presence rather than the 
absence of something.

The goal must be described as a beginning of a new 
behavior, not the end of an undesirable behavior.

The goal must be viewed as a kinetic (transformative) 
process that directly involves the client.



EARS

• How did you do that?  

• Ask for detailsElicit

• Help the person to see how to broaden 
their success in other areas.

• Point out ripple effect of good choices.
Amplify

• Use both verbal and non-verbal strategies.Reinforce

• What else is happening?

• Assist consumer in finding additional 
accomplishments and tactics to use 
toward their advantage.

Start Again



What 
Happens 
When the 
Person 
Served 
Doesn’t 
Follow Their 
Plan?



What was done instead and what 
was that outcome?

If nothing was done, has the 
situation improved?

What is the input from the person 
served about not following the plan?

How serious of an issue is this and 
what are they willing to do?



Peer Sharing
What is your experience like?

What’s worked for you?



Support Services



SUPPORT SERVICES

– CLIENT DRIVEN

• Voluntary case management and 
service participation requires active 
engagement

• Strengths-based approach so as to
empower the client

• Client directs when, where, and how 
often case management meetings 
occur



SUPPORT SERVICES –
HOUSING FOCUSED

• Individualized and as needed

• Case plan goals are lease-based and 
focused on housing retention 

• Case managers are available to 
landlords



SUPPORT SERVICES

– HOME BASED

• Services occur in the client’s home or 
a location the client chooses

• Respectful of the client’s space as 
their own; only enter when invited in

• Objectives-Based



SUPPORT SERVICES

– COLLABORATIVE

• Focus is on client building support 
OUTSIDE of the program

• Intended to provide client with 
independent problem-solving skills 
and resources



Exit Planning Should 
Start On Day One!

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC
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Desire more 
information?

Check out FHC’s Case 
Management Guidebook

Available at:

https://www.flhousing.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/03/Case-
Management-Guidebook-FINAL-
06.2018.pdf

https://www.flhousing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Case-Management-Guidebook-FINAL-06.2018.pdf
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